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Editorial
Susanne C. Knittel

W

e are proud to present the third regular issue of JPR! This
issue is being published according to our new schedule,
which includes a regular issue and a special issue per year.
The first special issue on perpetrators and photography
was published last autumn, and we are already looking forward to the
next special issue on paramilitarism, edited by Uğur Ümit Üngör.
We are especially pleased to be able to publish this issue on time,
thanks in large part to our indomitable copy- and layout editor
Sofía Forchieri, despite the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, which has
understandably cast its shadow over everything for the past months
and will continue to do so for the foreseeable future. Except for our
special section (of which more below), the contributions to this
issue were largely written before the pandemic, and so do not directly
thematise it. Nevertheless, this unprecedented situation does warrant
consideration from the perspective of perpetrator studies and we think
that it would be a fitting and necessary topic for a special section or a
special issue in the future.
The pandemic presents a limit case for our field in several respects.
First and foremost, its global scale and diffusion make it difficult
if not impossible to assign blame or identify a single perpetrator or
group of perpetrators who can be held responsible. At the same time,
the pandemic has laid bare the inherently biopolitical and indeed
necropolitical parameters of globalized neoliberal capitalism. The
designation of precarious workers, especially in food and agriculture, as
essential implicitly marks them also as disposable, since their health and
wellbeing is subordinate to the preservation of the existing system. By the
same token, the rhetoric of ‘herd immunity’ deployed by political leaders
in the UK and the Netherlands for example, translates into the strategic
sacrifice of the elderly, the infirm, the poor and the disabled for the health
of the body politic. In this way, it obeys precisely the eugenicist logic
of determining which lives are worth living and worthy of protection.
Furthermore, the global state of exception has been and is being
instrumentalized by authoritarian leaders and regimes in order to
push through anti-democratic, discriminatory, and potentially
murderous agendas and policies. In this context, the furore surrounding
the philosopher Giorgio Agamben’s response to the lockdown in Italy
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is an instructive case. Agamben, whose work has largely centred on the
sinister biopolitical implications of the generalized state of exception,
saw in the Italian government’s response to the outbreak an actualization of his theories. But his proposal that we ignore or resist the
government’s measures in the name of freedom and autonomy placed
him problematically in the same camp as authoritarian leaders such as
Jair Bolsonaro, Donald Trump, and others who would ordinarily be his
ideological opposites. In other words, while he may have been correct in his
diagnosis (especially if we look at developments in Poland, Hungary,
India and elsewhere), his proposed remedy was dangerously myopic,
as other commentators were quick to point out.1 This scrambling
of polarities has implications for perpetrator studies, particularly for
scholars whose work engages with theories of biopolitics, political
violence, and also resistance and solidarity. The Agamben case is interesting
because it highlights the need for new theoretical approaches even as it
confirms the validity of existing ones.
Finally, the pandemic in its root causes and ramifications is inextricably
bound up in the broader problematic of climate change and habitat and
biodiversity loss – in short, it is an instantiation of the assemblage of
issues collectively referred to as the Anthropocene.2 Since the question
1 See Agamben’s response here: ‘The State of Exception Provoked by an Unmotivated Emergency’,
positions politics, <http://positionswebsite.org/giorgio-agamben-the-state-of-exception-provokedby-an-unmotivated-emergency> [accessed 5 May 2020] (originally published as ‘Lo stato d’eccezione
provocato da un’emergenza immotivata’, Il manifesto, 26 February 2020, <https://ilmanifesto.it/
lo-stato-deccezione-provocato-da-unemergenzaimmotivata> [accessed 5 May 2020]). For some
reactions see Jean-Luc Nancy, ‘Viral Exception’, unbecoming community, 29 February 2020, <https://
unbecomingcommunity.wordpress.com/2020/02/29/viral-intrusions-and-other-friendships>
[accessed 5 May 2020]; Simona Forti, ‘Pan-demic: All People-in-One or Pandemonium?’, The
Quarantine Files: Thinkers in Self-Isolation, curated by Brad Evans, <https://lareviewofbooks.org/
article/quarantine-files-thinkers-self-isolation> [accessed 5 May 2020]; Anastasia Berg, ‘Giorgio
Agamben’s Coronavirus Cluelessness’, The Chronicle of Higher Education, 23 March 2020, <https://
www.chronicle.com/article/Giorgio-Agamben-s/248306> [accessed 5 May 2020].
2 See e.g., Francesco De Pascale and Jean-Claude Roger, ‘Coronavirus: An Anthropocene’s Hybrid?
The Need for a Geoethic Perspective for the Future of the Earth’, AIMS Geosciences, 6.1 (2020), 131–134
<https://www.aimspress.com/fileOther/PDF/geosciences/geosci-06-01-008.pdf>; Sigal Samuel, ‘Our
Environmental Practices Make Pandemics like the Coronavirus More Likely’, Vox, 31 March 2020,
<https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2020/3/31/21199917/coronavirus-covid-19-animals-pandemicenvironment-climate-biodiversity> [accessed 5 May 2020]; Louise Boyle, ‘We Should Start Thinking
about the Next One’, Independent, 20 March 2020, <https://www.independent.co.uk/environment/
coronavirus-uk-pandemics-environmentalists-warning-a9413996.html> [accessed 5 May 2020];
Adryan Corcione, ‘Eco-fascism: What It Is, Why It’s Wrong, and How to Fight It’, TeenVogue, 30 April
2020, <https://www.teenvogue.com/story/what-is-ecofascism-explainer> [accessed 5 May 2020].
See also Neel Ahuja’s response to the series ‘One Question: COVID-19 and Capitalism’, in States of
Nature, ed. by Cihan Aksan and Jon Bailes, 27 March 2020, <https://stateofnatureblog.com/onequestion-covid19-coronavirus-capitalism> [accessed 5 May 2020].
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of the Anthropocene is already one of the frontiers of perpetrator studies,
the COVID-19 pandemic presents an opportunity and an exhortation
for perpetrator studies to engage critically with these broader questions.
One potential theoretical approach to these complex questions
is suggested by Michael Rothberg’s concept of implication, which he
develops in his recent book The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and
Perpetrators (2019). This issue of JPR opens with a special section on The
Implicated Subject, consisting of an interview with Rothberg and three
responses by scholars from different disciplinary backgrounds: Nathan
Snaza (English and curriculum studies), Honni van Rijswijk (Law), and
Juliane Prade-Weiss (Comparative Literature). We invited each of these
respondents to reflect on and think with Rothberg’s concept and bring
it into dialogue with their own work. The result is a multifaceted and
rich conversation that addresses the question of implication in a range
of historical, geographic, and methodological contexts, such as the
Holocaust, settler-colonialism, slavery, the MeToo movement, capitalist
extractionism, and the positionality of critique.
The articles section comprises four research articles that span a
variety of disciplines, contexts, cases, and media. The first article, by
memory studies scholar Laurike in’t Veld, explores the affordances of
the comics medium to render not only the traumatic memory of a
Holocaust survivor, but also to explore what Primo Levi calls the ‘grey
zone’ – the morally ambiguous space of compromise and (forced)
collaboration of privileged prisoners in the concentration camp. In
her discussion, in’t Veld focuses on Reinhard Kleist’s graphic novel
The Boxer (2011), which tells the story of Harry Haft, who participated
in forced boxing matches in Auschwitz to survive. Kleist’s work, she
argues, explores in-between figures and gradations of complicity
by employing visual and verbal strategies – what she calls ‘nuancing
gestures’ – that challenge binary, simplistic, and redemptive popular
narratives of the Holocaust. She further shows how the graphic
novel addresses, through visual cues and correspondences, the legacy
of violence, trauma, and complicity over time. In their contribution on
crimes of the Wehrmacht in the Soviet Union, historians Alex J. Kay
and David Stahel focus on what they call ‘secondary crimes’, e.g. sexual
violence, theft, starvation, and forced labour, which have received
comparatively little attention in scholarship on the German conduct
of war and occupation. If these crimes have received less attention, it
is largely because the harm inflicted on the victims is less easily
attributable to the direct actions of individual perpetrators. Hence, by
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highlighting these crimes, Kay and Stahel’s article seeks to provide a
more detailed picture of criminal conduct by the Wehrmacht while
at the same time significantly broadening the scope of who counts
as a perpetrator. The third article, by international relations scholar
Kateřina Krulišová, critically analyses the rhetorical strategies and
gendered tropes employed by Biljana Plavšić in her guilty plea before
the United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for the Former
Yugoslavia. Through her analysis, Krulišová shows how, in order to
resist the bestialization and defeminisation of women perpetrators by
both the media and the court, Plavšić instead in her speech attempts
to align herself with traditional feminine archetypes. The article thus
further contributes to our understanding of the gendered framing
of genocidal violence and crimes against humanity. Continuing the
emphasis on gender, the fourth article in this main section, by comparative
genocide scholar Sara Brown, explores the roles and scope for action of
women perpetrators during genocide in a comparative study of Nazi
Germany and the 1994 genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda. The
article begins by discussing the substantial body of scholarship on the
Holocaust that shows how the Nazi regime opened up possibilities for
women to pursue careers that were otherwise reserved for men. These
included participation in the genocidal apparatus. On the basis of
interviews with women convicted of participating in the Rwandan
genocide, Brown goes on to argue that, despite the important differences between the two cases in terms of duration, scope, historical,
socio-cultural, and geographic context, one can nevertheless observe
a comparable ‘relaxation’ of the patriarchal norms in Rwanda. The
article concludes with a broader discussion of the role gender archetypes
play in the post-genocide representation of and in some cases on the
part of these women perpetrators.
This JPR issue also features a continuation of the interdisciplinary
Roundtable from our 2018 issue (issue 2.1). That Roundtable was occasioned
by an essay we received from Christian Gudehus in response to our
inaugural issue (and in particular our ‘Editors’ Introduction’), in which
he addressed questions of terminology, methodology, and focus of JPR
and of perpetrator studies in general. We took Gudehus’ intervention
as a starting point for an ongoing conversation about theoretical and
methodological questions in the field and invited a number of scholars
from different disciplines to engage with our Editorial and the points
raised by Gudehus. The conversation continues in this issue with a
Journal of Perpetrator Research 3.1 (2020)
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further response by Gudehus and position papers by the sociologists
Aliza Luft and Daniel Bultmann.
The issue concludes with a rich book review section. Alette Smeulers’s
review essay revisits recent publications on Milgram’s obedience
experiments and discusses the extent to which these recent publications
and the opening of the Milgram archives shed new light on Milgram’s
experiments and their explanatory power when it comes to questions
of obedience. This is followed by Iva Vukušić’s review of Timothy Williams
and Susanne Buckley-Zistel’s edited volume Perpetrators and Perpetration
of Mass Violence: Action, Motivations and Dynamics (2018), Ilmari Käihkö’s
review of Miguel A. Centeno and Elaine Enriquez’s War & Society (2017),
and Timothy Williams’s review of the edited volume Perpetrators of
International Crimes. Theories, Methods, and Evidence (2019), edited by
Alette Smeulers, Maartje Weerdesteijn, and Barbora Holá.
On behalf of the editors, I would like to thank the authors for their
contributions and invite our readers to submit their work for inclusion
in the next issue of JPR.
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Special Section on Michael
Rothberg’s The Implicated Subject

JPR
Introduction
Susanne C. Knittel and Sofía Forchieri

T

he publication, in August 2019, of Michael Rothberg’s The
Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and Perpetrators, was nothing
short of an event, one that was long awaited, and will have
profound repercussions across a range of fields and disciplines,
including, of course, perpetrator studies. In the book, Rothberg sets out to
expand the way we think and talk about political violence and injustice:
‘We must enlarge our understanding of the actors involved in injustices
beyond the most often invoked figures of victims, perpetrators, and
bystanders,’1 he writes. But in order to do so, we must first find the
necessary vocabulary. To this end, Rothberg proposes a new critical term,
the implicated subject, an ‘umbrella category’2 that refers to indirect forms
of participation in violence and thus gathers subject positions such as the
accomplice, the beneficiary, the perpetuator, the spectator, etc. Implicated
subjects participate in ‘histories and social formations that generate the
positions of victim and perpetrator’.3 Thinking about implication, in this
sense, is tantamount to thinking about perpetration and vice versa.
For this issue of JPR we have assembled a special section on The
Implicated Subject in order to begin exploring the implications of Rothberg’s
intervention for the field of perpetrator studies. The special section opens
with an interview with Rothberg in which we asked him to reflect on
how his work relates to questions of perpetration, guilt, responsibility,
and complicity. We also invited him to talk about the status of memory
and commemoration, the relationship between implication and multidirectionality, the role of affect, and the special status he accords to art as
a site for thinking through and making visible structures of implication.
The publication of this issue is overshadowed by the currently
unfolding global coronavirus crisis. When we began the interview in
early February, COVID-19 had not yet been declared a pandemic, but
by the time we finished the interview, it was clear that the category of
the implicated subject had taken on a new and powerful resonance in
this context. While the pandemic poses a potentially mortal danger to
everyone, certain marginalized groups are more exposed and vulnerable
1 Michael Rothberg, The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and Perpetrators (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 2019), p. 202.
2 Ibid., p. 20.
3 Ibid., p. 1.
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to that danger because of the way the pandemic is inextricably bound
up with already existing historical, political, and economic structures
of ‘power, privilege, violence, and injustice’.4 At the same time, as with
other global phenomena like climate change, the pandemic lays bare
the effects of slow violence, and it can be difficult if not impossible to
apportion blame or to identify a single perpetrator, not least when we
may all inadvertently become vectors of harm. We thus become implicated in the spread of the virus, possibly without even knowing it. As
we conducted the interview remotely, via e-mail, while observing the
newly imposed social distancing regulations, we became acutely aware
of the importance of what Rothberg calls ‘long-distance’ solidarity.
The interview is followed by three responses to Rothberg’s book,
all of which were commissioned and largely written before the current
crisis. We asked three scholars from different disciplinary backgrounds
– Nathan Snaza (English and curriculum studies), Honni van Rijswijk
(Law), and Juliane Prade-Weiss (Comparative Literature) – to reflect on
and think with Rothberg’s book and to bring it into dialogue with their
own work. Nathan Snaza (University of Richmond) researches and
teaches at the intersection of posthumanism, new materialisms, queer
and feminist theory, and critical ethnic studies. In his response, he
revisits some of the arguments of his new book, Animate Literacies (2019),
by way of an engagement with the concept of implication. Snaza zooms
in on Rothberg’s claim that cultural texts can help readers conceive
implication and sets out to explore the material conditions that structure
the reader-text encounter. He does so by tracking how reading Rothberg’s
book implicates him in settler colonialism and ecological devastation.
Through this critical exercise, Snaza makes a case for the importance of
expanding the notion of implication to conceptualize the political in the
more-than-human forms of relationality that allow subjects to emerge.
Honni van Rijswijk’s (University of Technology, Sydney) research
brings together law, literature, and critical theory. In her essay ‘#MeToo
under Colonialism,’ she mobilizes Rothberg’s notion of diachronic
implication to investigate the linkages between sexual violence in the
present and the legacies of colonialism and slavery in Australia. Van
Rijswijk argues for the urgency of rethinking #MeToo intersectionally
to capture how subjects who are addressed by this movement as victims
may, at the same time, be implicated in ongoing forms of colonial
violence in Australia. She urges non-Indigenous feminist scholars like
4
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herself to acknowledge and contest these complex forms of implication
by thinking through their own situated responsibility with the purpose
of reframing #MeToo in postcolonial contexts.
The special section closes with a reflection by Juliane Prade-Weiss
(Ludwig Maximilian University Munich). Her research is situated
at the intersection of philosophy, literature, and psychoanalysis and
explores topics such as exile and migration, reciprocity and violence,
plaintive language, grief, as well as participation and complicity. In her
response, Prade-Weiss argues that any theory of implication must engage
with the concepts of ‘guilt’ and ‘morality’ in all their philosophical and
historical complexity. Through a reading of Herta Müller’s novel The
Hunger Angel, Prade-Weiss suggests, moreover, that problematic forms
of implication are best understood against the background of broader,
more fundamental and unavoidable structures of implication such as
language. Considering these basic forms of implication in which we
all take part, she argues, is essential if we want to resist falling into the
assumption that there is a neutral, uninvolved position of critique.
The contributions show the manifold ways in which an approach
based on implication can illuminate urgent contemporary issues, and
intervene productively in long-standing debates on morality, guilt,
and responsibility. A similar self-critical impulse underlies all three
responses: an openness to reflect on the position of the critic or the
scholar and to disentangle the lines of implication that intersect at this
location. Together, the responses testify to the power of Rothberg’s
theory of implication to provoke self-reflexive practices that are,
themselves, generative. Not only because they open up new forms of
thinking about political responsibility, but also because they can give
rise to unexpected affiliations between differently situated subjects, as
well as between the human and the nonhuman. We are curious to see
how the concept of the implicated subject will travel further, and what
kinds of knowledge in relation to past and present violences it will
yield along the way. We hope you will enjoy this special section and we
invite further responses for a future issue.

5

JPR
Navigating Implication: An Interview with
Michael Rothberg
Susanne C. Knittel and Sofía Forchieri
Michael Rothberg is Professor of English and Comparative Literature
and the 1939 Society Samuel Goetz Chair in Holocaust Studies at the
University of California, Los Angeles. His work on multidirectional
memory and traumatic realism has influenced scholars working in the
fields of memory studies, genocide and Holocaust studies, postcolonial
studies, and beyond. More recently, with The Implicated Subject: Beyond
Victims and Perpetrators (2019), Rothberg sets out to expand the way we
think and talk about political violence and injustice by offering a new
critical term: the implicated subject. This interview was conducted via
email between February and early April 2020.
Before we talk about your new book, I’d like to start by asking
about your previous book, Multidirectional Memory, which already
provided a framework for addressing the complex and multifaceted
ways in which people are involved in disparate processes of
persecution and political violence. I’m thinking here particularly
of your discussion of Maurice Papon, who was involved in
the deportation of French Jews during the Holocaust and later
in the torture of prisoners in the Algerian War. In this case,
paying attention to the perpetrators offers a way to see the
multidirectional connections between these seemingly disparate
crimes that would otherwise have been obscured. Can you say
more about multidirectionality and its relation to questions of
perpetration, complicity, guilt, and responsibility?
In Multidirectional Memory, I set out how to contest – and offer
an alternative to – what I saw as the dominant way of talking about
memory conflict in the late twentieth- and early twenty-first centuries:
an understanding of memory as a competition of victims. This
‘competitive memory,’ as I called it, was premised on the logic of the
zero-sum game. That is, both scholars and citizens seemed to assume
that collective memories crowded each other out of the public sphere:
too much Holocaust memory meant not enough memory of slavery;
too much memory of slavery might mean not enough memory of
colonialism – and vice versa. I didn’t think that was how public, collective
Journal of Perpetrator Research 3.1 (2020), 6–19
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memory worked and I proposed instead a theory of multidirectional
memory, which argues that collective memory works productively and
dialogically. In other words, far from crowding out other historical
memories, the rise of Holocaust memory actually brought greater
attention to the traumatic legacies of slavery and colonialism. I also made
the somewhat less obvious point that Holocaust memory itself was the
result of its interaction with those other traumatic legacies. I demonstrated
these points in a variety of national contexts, but the context of France
during the Algerian War of Independence proved particularly rich for
exploring these multidirectional dynamics. The lesson I took from this
comparative interrogation of Holocaust memory was that group memories
develop through the echoing and appropriation of the forms and contents
of other groups’ memories. In other words, groups do not ‘own’ memories:
memories are not private property but overlapping and frequently shared
resources for the ongoing articulation of identity and claims to justice.
As that brief description suggests, Multidirectional Memory focused
more on victims than perpetrators. For the most part, my concern there
was with the forms of shared memory and solidarity that emerged in
the wake of different histories of victimization. So, for example, people
like W.E.B. Du Bois, Charlotte Delbo, or Caryl Phillips were primarily
exploring the experience of victims of genocide, of racism, or of colonial
violence, and making connections on the basis of that experience.
That said, you’re right that the figure of Maurice Papon does play a
significant role in making some of the cross-historical connections in
Multidirectional Memory. At a historical level this makes a lot of sense:
Papon is a brilliant example of how forms of perpetration can propagate
themselves across seemingly discrete histories. Thus, Papon was
responsible both for forms of colonial violence (in Algeria and in Paris)
and for the deportation of Jews during the Nazi occupation. Clearly
there are many other similar examples of ‘multidirectional’ exchange
between regimes of violence.
At the level of memory, however, things are a bit more complicated
when it comes to Papon. Interestingly, even though we know in retrospect
that Papon was involved in both Nazi and colonial violence, that
understanding was quite belated. At the time of the October 17, 1961
massacre of peacefully demonstrating Algerians in Paris, when Papon
was chief of the Paris police, he was not known as a Nazi collaborator.
And yet, despite not being able to make that biographical link, people
at the time of the massacre immediately connected the murder and
roundup of Algerians to what French Jews had experienced under
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the Nazis. Later, when the full truth came out, the multidirectional
connections became even stronger – and you can see that in late twentiethand early twenty-first century cultural production (such as Michael
Haneke’s film Caché or novels by Leïla Sebbar and Didier Daeninckx
– all of which I discuss in the book).
The Papon story and the overlapping forms of colonial and fascist
violence we now associate with him suggest a couple of things that
were not at the forefront of my thinking when I wrote Multidirectional
Memory, but that could be suggestive for scholars in perpetrator studies.
First, that perpetrators and histories of perpetration can just as well
serve as multidirectional ‘knots’ of memory as victims and histories
of victimization. And second, that it is ultimately impossible to separate
histories of victimization from histories of perpetration; perhaps
the interplay between these different perspectives constitutes another
source of multidirectionality.
Perhaps this is a good transition to your new book, The Implicated
Subject, since a knot is a powerful metaphor for implication. Could
you maybe start by telling us what you mean by ‘the implicated subject’
and describing how it is relevant to scholars in perpetrator studies?
My concept of the implicated subject is meant to fill a gap in thinking
about violence and inequality, on the one hand, and historical and political
responsibility, on the other. My premise is that we have not had an
adequate vocabulary for describing the indirect, structural, and collective forms of agency that enable and propagate violence and exploitation
but that can’t be described as forms of perpetration. Implicated subjects
are those subjects who play crucial, but indirect roles in systems of
domination and histories of harm. They are also subjects who inherit and
benefit from such systems and histories: they are aligned with power
and privilege, without occupying their control centers. Etymologically
speaking, to be implicated is to be ‘folded into’ structures and histories.
In other words, implicated subjects do not originate or direct regimes of
power, but they inhabit them and participate in upholding them.
I hope scholars in perpetrator studies will immediately see the
relevance of the concept: it is not meant to replace the category of the
perpetrator but rather to supplement it. Even in dramatic cases where
perpetrators of political violence are readily identifiable, I would posit
that the conditions of possibility for perpetration include a much larger
number of implicated subjects without whom perpetration would be
Journal of Perpetrator Research 3.1 (2020)
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impossible – or, at least, would have a much more limited scope. Think
of the thousands of bureaucrats – employees of the railroad, for instance
– who enabled the Nazi genocide but couldn’t easily be categorized as
perpetrators. In other, less ‘spectacular’ cases of structural violence –
say, the kinds associated with global capitalist exploitation – there
may be no easily identifiable perpetrators at all; instead, violence is
enabled by networks of implicated subjects, most of whom are very far
from the damage to which they contribute. In both cases, my proposal
is that we consider perpetration beyond its most obvious and visible
instantiations and attend to its enabling conditions and to its aftermaths,
which propagate violence and inequality across generations.
Widening our lens to take implicated subjects into account also
means recalibrating our understanding of responsibility for violence.
While legal remedies remain important, the much wider – and less overtly
‘criminal’ – realm of implication suggests the need for a broader collective
and therefore political understanding of responsibility. I explore this form
of responsibility throughout my book and suggest that recognizing
implicated responsibility can lead to new forms of ‘long-distance’ solidarity.
There are those who argue that the concept of the perpetrator as
an identity or subject position should be abandoned altogether in
favor of an emphasis on perpetration as an action. Yet, you place a
strong emphasis on the subject. Why is it important to you to hold
on to the category of the subject?
I think the shift to an emphasis on perpetration – as opposed to
perpetrators – is an important one for understanding the dynamics
of violence. In other words, I agree with scholars such as my colleague
Aliza Luft that it is important to clarify the conditions under which people
move in and out of participation in acts of extreme violence. Such a
clarification is crucial to understanding how such violence becomes
possible – and how we might prevent it or stop it. By emphasizing
the complex positions people often find themselves in in relation to
histories of violence, I try to contribute to that project.
At the same time, as you say, I also want to hold on to the category of
the subject. There are a couple of things to say about this. First, while
decentering the category of the perpetrator and replacing it with the
category of perpetration can help us understand the onset and cessation
of violence, I wonder if we don’t still need the category of the perpetrator
for the pursuit of justice and accountability in the aftermath of violence.
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Even as we recognize that people move in and out of different forms of
participation and non-participation, taking part in perpetration still
makes one a perpetrator from a moral and legal perspective, it seems to
me. An understanding of the uneven dynamics of perpetration might
mitigate our moral and legal judgment in some cases – for instance, if
someone acts as a rescuer while also participating in violence or makes
a definitive shift from perpetration to the defense of victims. But in
most cases I believe we still need the category of perpetrator to contemplate what, in Die Schuldfrage (The Question of German Guilt), Karl
Jaspers called ‘criminal guilt.’
But a second point is even more directly germane to my project in The
Implicated Subject. What I mean by the category of the subject – and indeed
by the notion of the implicated subject – is not something ontological,
identitarian, or individualistic. No one is essentially an implicated
subject, no one is forever and in all situations an implicated subject.
To be implicated is to occupy a subject position, which is to say a location
in shifting historical and structural contexts. But I also go farther in
suggesting that the category of the subject plays a fundamental role in
domination, violence, and inequality. Here I am inspired by the wonderful book New Demons by the philosopher Simona Forti, from which I
take the idea of the subject as a ‘transmission belt’ of domination. But
I think you find similar arguments – upon which Forti is drawing – in
philosophical and theoretical work by the likes of Nietzsche, Althusser,
and Foucault. In Althusser, for instance, the subject is precisely the
ideological category par excellence – and for that reason plays a
significant role in the reproduction of the relations of exploitation
and domination. Similarly, implicated subjects are transmission belts
of domination in so far as they enable and facilitate power and violence
in indirect ways that cannot be confused with direct forms of perpetration.
In the book I draw on work on ignorance, unknowing, aphasia, and
denial by scholars in queer, black, and postcolonial studies; this work
helps us think through the ways that forms of subjectivity are implicated
in domination, but I think there’s more work to be done along these lines.
Ultimately, then, I don’t see my emphasis on the implicated subject
as incompatible with the tendency in the field you describe, even as I do
emphasize the importance of the subject as a category and think we should
reflect more on the stakes for justice of abandoning entirely the category
of perpetrator.
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One of the main ambitions of perpetrator studies as we see it is to
problematize the concept and category of the perpetrator and to think
through different modalities of complicity, guilt, and responsibility.
Your concept of the implicated subject is clearly an important
contribution to this discourse. Could you to tell us what you mean by
the implicated subject and how this term relates to other neighboring
concepts such as the bystander, the accomplice, or the beneficiary?
While the subtitle of my book is ‘beyond victims and perpetrators,’ in
some ways the book is really calling for a move beyond the category of
the bystander. Of the famous triad of categories – victims, perpetrators,
bystanders – the final category has received the least consideration. My
argument is that when we do turn to it, it proves to be a weak category.
While there may truly be people who merely ‘stand by’ passively as
spectators to scenarios of violence, in most cases those who are often
called bystanders are in my vocabulary implicated subjects. This means
that they are not merely uninvolved and innocent spectators, but bear a
certain responsibility for histories and structures they occupy and the
events to which they are proximate.
In offering the category of the implicated subject, I am drawing on
– and in dialogue with – important work that has been happening over
the last couple of decades on a number of other non-perpetrator subject
positions, such as the beneficiary, the accomplice, the descendant, etc.
Several innovative books on complicity have appeared in recent
years by scholars such as Mark Sanders, Christopher Kutz, Naomi
Mandel, and Debarati Sanyal. I am inspired by much of this work and
see it as proximate to what I am doing. I also can see that accusations of
complicity provide a stronger sense of indictment than a new term like
‘implication,’ and that such indictment can be strategically valuable as
a catalyst for political mobilization. But, with this in mind, I see two
ways implication is distinct from complicity. First, complicity remains
too close to the question of criminal guilt, in Jaspers’s terms. To be
complicit in a crime is to be, precisely, indictable. But implicated subjects
are not criminally guilty; they are not indictable by a court, but are
rather politically and morally responsible for addressing their implication.
As Iris Marion Young puts it in her critique of efforts to apply the concept
of complicity to structural injustices in her last book Responsibility for
Justice, complicity remains within a linear notion of causality that does
not capture the specificity of structural domination—or, in my terms,
implication in such structures. This focus on structures focuses attention
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on a synchronic distinction between complicity and implication, but
there is also a second, diachronic dimension. In short, I don’t see how
one can be ‘complicit’ in past crimes, but I do think we are often implicated
in them. So, as a citizen of the United States, I am implicated in the
settler colonial project that led to the founding of the nation as I am in
the long history of slavery, but I don’t think it would make sense to say
that I am ‘complicit’ in those histories. I would say the same thing, for
example, about Germans born after the Holocaust. I don’t think these
postwar generations are complicit in National Socialism, but they are
implicated, and that entails certain responsibilities.
There has also been a great deal of work on the figure of the
beneficiary in recent years. Some of that comes out of histories of
transitional justice, such as that in South Africa. Important work along
these lines has been done by Mahmood Mamdani and Robert Meister.
Recently, Bruce Robbins has also theorized the beneficiary as a key
subject position for thinking about global inequality. My argument
is that the beneficiary is always an implicated subject, but that not all
questions of implication can be reduced to beneficiary status. The
importance of the category of the beneficiary is that it works, like the
implicated subject, both on diachronic and synchronic axes. These axes
are, of course, intertwined, but also analytically separable.
Thinking about the beneficiary in contexts of transitional justice or
in debates about reparations for slavery turns on what I would call
diachronic implication: the historical legacies of systems of domination
and extraction. Mamdani makes a nice distinction in thinking about
the different situations of aftermath in Rwanda and South Africa. In
Rwanda, he writes, you need to think about a post-genocidal society
in which there are many former perpetrators but few beneficiaries; in
South African, in contrast, you have relatively few perpetrators but
many beneficiaries. I find this useful as a model of categorical precision.
Global inequality in the present certainly emerges from historical
forces (as the South African case illustrates), but, as Robbins argues in
The Beneficiary, it also has a strong presentist dimension that needs to
be addressed. I appreciate Robbins’s polemical approach, but I also see
limits in his attempt to simplify beneficiary status to a strictly present-day relation defined purely in economic terms and through a stark
North/South dichotomy. (I’ve written about this is a review essay for the
journal Contemporary Literature.) As with the category of the implicated subject, the category of the beneficiary is analytically powerful
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because it allows us to bring together diachronic and synchronic
entanglements, but it doesn’t cover all the terrain that interests me.
While implicated subjects are often beneficiaries, there are forms of
implication that do not fit neatly into that category – hence, my belief that
we need a more encompassing term. Again, my examples are both
synchronic and diachronic. On the synchronic side, I am concerned not
just with inequality but also with forms of long-distance nationalism; that
is, with the implication of diasporic groups in nationalist projects that they
participate in from a distance. My particular concern is with diasporic
Jewish support for Israel’s dispossession of the Palestinians, but I can think
of other long-distance nationalist projects such as support from Indian
and Turkish diasporas for Hindutva or genocide denialism, respectively.
I wouldn’t say the category of the beneficiary is completely inappropriate
here (for example, Jews in the diaspora do ‘benefit’ from citizenship
privileges in Israel that Palestinians born in their homeland do not), but
it doesn’t capture the essence of the problem, it seems to me. Similarly, on
the diachronic side – and to return to that ‘classic’ example – I would
not say that contemporary Germans are ‘beneficiaries’ of the Holocaust,
even if I do believe they are implicated subjects with a responsibility to
‘remember’ the Holocaust by addressing and combatting its underlying
racializing logics, among other things. And, of course, I realize that many
Germans did benefit from the expropriation and murder of European Jews,
but that does not capture the essence of the contemporary issue, as I see it.
You just pointed out that implicated subjects who are structurally
and genealogically connected to histories of perpetration have a
responsibility to remember these histories. Could you say more
about this memory ‘in implication’? We wonder whether it would
be possible to conceptualize it as a particular form of postmemory.
Like many people, I have been deeply influenced by Marianne Hirsch’s
work on descendants of traumatized victims. While some people use
postmemory to talk about the descendants of perpetrators, I am less
comfortable with that. There are strong inter- and transgenerational
dynamics at play on the perpetrator side, but I think they are not the
same as the ones on the side of the victims and their descendants. Here,
too, I think we’ve lacked a proper term, though Gabriele Schwab’s notion
of ‘haunting legacies’ and her account of growing up in the wake of
National Socialism are significant contributions. In my vocabulary, the
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descendants of perpetrators – and perpetrator societies – are implicated
subjects, not members of the postmemory generation.
Postmemory does, however, play a slightly different role in my book
– and that is with the concept of complex implication. As I’ve emphasized,
implication is a matter of subject position, and subject positions are
historically determined and shifting according to context. Thus, it is
easily imaginable – and in fact quite common – to have lines of connection
to both victim groups and perpetrators groups. Many of the knottier
political situations today involve groups with a historical legacy of
victimization who become implicated in forms of domination in the
present. In the book, I consider this in relation to Israel/Palestine and
also in relation to the situation of South African Jews, many of whom
bear a postmemorial relation to the Holocaust but also found themselves
implicated as white South Africans in the apartheid regime.
In the third chapter of The Implicated Subject, you argue that
multidirectional memory can offer a framework to explore
implication. Could you elaborate on how these two concepts can be
made to work together productively, particularly within a strongly
interdisciplinary field such as perpetrator studies? What is the
relationship between multidirectionality and interdisciplinarity?
The concept of multidirectional memory plays an important role in
The Implicated Subject, especially in the context of what I just called
‘complex implication.’ The short answer is that I see both remembrance
and historical/political responsibility – the primary subject matter of
the two books, respectively – as phenomena that inevitably cut across
the borders of identities, social groups, and nations. Attending to
the multidirectionality of memory thus becomes one way of tracking
implication; such attention makes us receptive to the possibility of
long-distance and non-intuitive connections in addition to organic
and local forms of belonging. It also attunes us to what I called ‘complex
implication’ – the possibility that those long-distance links position us
in contradictory ways in relation to questions of justice and injustice.
Remembrance and responsibility are also essentially non-disciplinary
objects of investigation; no field of study owns them, even if the
emergence of the field of memory studies in the past couple of decades –
and of perpetrator studies more recently – provides an interdisciplinary
space for considerations of many of the key issues. I think almost all of
the most important questions that humanists and social scientists (and
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probably all other scholars) address are fundamentally interdisciplinary.
I guess I just take that as a given.
Throughout your book, you explore how artworks can enable us
to experience what implication looks and feels like. Could you say
more about this affective dimension of implication?
I’ve just remarked on how intrinsically interdisciplinary my work is –
and my sense of how non-disciplinary the objects that interest us are.
That said, I still remain marked by disciplinary training in important
ways and I also retain certain disciplinary commitments: above all, to
the importance of close reading and critique (which go together in my
mind). I believe in paying close attention to cultural texts – whether
literary texts, works of visual art, or what have you. Such texts, I
believe, give us a couple of different points of access to the question of
implication. On the one hand, I read these texts as conceptual works in
their own right; that is, I understand art as a form of medium-specific or
inter-medial theorizing. Such theorizing reveals itself via close reading.
The works I explore help us conceptualize different forms of implication
and, for that matter, different forms of multidirectional memory and
what I call ‘long-distance solidarity.’ On the other hand, as your question
suggests, artworks also give us access to non-conceptual, affective realms.
Often, they do both simultaneously. In a famous passage in A Small
Place that I discuss in The Implicated Subject, Jamaica Kincaid uses a rather
scatological reference in addressing a fictional white tourist who goes
for a swim in the Caribbean: ‘You must not wonder what exactly happened
to the contents of your lavatory when you flushed it,’ she writes, ‘the
contents of your lavatory might, just might, graze gently against your
ankle as you wade carefree in the water.’ The passage – and the text
as a whole – helps us conceptualize various forms of synchronic and
diachronic implication, as I argue in my book. But it also does something
more. That reference to an intimate encounter with human waste
produces a visceral, affectively powerful response on the part of the
reader. That visceral response – that cringe – is meant to awaken white
readers to their (our) own implication in both the unequal relations
of the neocolonial present and in the sordid histories of slavery and
colonialism. A critical work might do that too, but Kincaid uses very
specific literary techniques – not least, direct address of the reader – to
produce a particularly affective indictment of implication.
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In your final chapter you argue for a new political subject who both
assumes and contests its own implicatedness. What role can and does
art play in the development of such new political subjectivities?
And what role does affect play?
Kincaid’s A Small Place and other works of visual art that I consider
throughout the book aim to provoke a self-reflexivity about readers’
and viewers’ implication in various historical and contemporary systems
of domination, violence, and exploitation. I believe self-reflexivity is an
essential component of any subjectivity that aims at contesting those
systems, but it is obviously not sufficient. While I don’t believe we can
eliminate implication in any total way – the dynamic, cross-cutting,
and intersectional nature of social relations suggests otherwise – I do
think, as I suggest in the theses I lay out in conclusion, that one of the
goals of social movements is to transfigure implication: to minimize
it and transform it into something else. That ‘something else’ is what I
would want to call solidarity.
Solidarity is not an easy thing to accomplish and it is not a naturally
existing force; it must be constructed between people and that takes all
kinds of labor. The particular forms of solidarity that interest me are
the ones that can never fall back on ideas of ‘natural’ belonging (itself
a fiction), but are constructed precisely across boundaries of geographical,
experiential, and identitarian difference. I call these forms ‘differentiated’
or ‘long-distance’ solidarity in order to capture the fact that they do
not work via a logic of sameness, identification, or presumed proximity.
Rather, the work of solidarity consists precisely in holding together
that which is not expected or intended to cohere. (You can see the link
to multidirectionality, I think.)
Art and culture more broadly are not substitutes for the hard work of
building solidarity, but they can play a role in it. Similar to what I said
above about art and implication, I’d say that art and solidarity are linked
both cognitively and affectively. They can help us ‘see’ and understand
the work of solidarity by creating images and narratives of social
connection and movement. But they can also provide an affective charge
that provokes feelings of solidarity through those images and narratives.
In the two examples with which I close my book, however, there
is also a third, ‘live’ dimension to the intersection of art and solidarity.
In the cases of Marceline Loridan-Ivens and Hito Steyerl, we find
filmmakers who create particular forms of engaged art that aim at
internationalist solidarity. Loridan-Ivens was a French Jewish survivor
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of Auschwitz who went on to become a documentary filmmaker, working
together with her partner Joris Ivens, in the era of decolonization and
anti-imperialism. Steyerl, a German artist, is one of the most influential
contemporary figures in the art world and has engaged in a long-term
project involving video and performance related to the Kurdish question
in Turkey and beyond. Neither of these cases offers any ‘pure’ and
unproblematic form of long-distance solidarity; in part, they are valuable
in exposing some of the traps that await those who embark on projects
of solidarity (romanticization of the other, submission to propaganda, etc.).
But they are also, in my opinion, inspiring examples of how the position of
implicated subject can be mobilized in internationalist political causes.
Steyerl, in particular, combines the kind of necessary self-reflexivity I
described above about her own implication in the story she is telling
with a proactive movement outwards that puts her in contact with
people on the ground involved in the Kurdish struggle. To be sure, neither
of these cases involves what I would consider ‘typical’ or easily imitable
versions of solidarity via a grasp of implication, but I read them as
usefully modeling both the limits and possibilities of such solidarity.
One of the frontiers of perpetrator studies is the question of
climate change and how to assign blame. Within the discourse on
the Anthropocene, one of the chief criticisms has to do with the
implication that a universal singular Anthropos, the human, is
responsible for climate change and extinction, and that thus the
very term obscures the true nature of culpability and responsibility
for these effects. If everyone is guilty, then nobody is. Isn’t the
implicated subject open to a similar allegation? We are all to a greater
or lesser extent implicated in histories and processes of violence
and exploitation, processes that are usually completely beyond
our control. So, in conclusion, could you say something about the
potential problems/pitfalls and limitations of the concept?
In putting forward the implicated subject and implication as categories
for critical theory, I am deliberately offering something at a high level
of generality. While there has been much – understandable and necessary
– focus on the local and the particular in theory in recent decades,
I believe theory needs to offer categories that can travel and operate
across contexts. That said, there is of course a risk of over-generalization.
My response is this: while I do believe that many of us are positioned as
implicated subjects much of the time, that insight only becomes useful when
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we investigate particular problems that concern us. In other words,
precisely because the implicated subject is a subject position and not an
ontological identity, we should be able to track its uneven salience across
different times and spaces. We are not all equally implicated and certainly
not in all scenarios. The work of critique is a work of intellectual differentiation and political judgment. My argument is that many, or even most,
of the problems of power and violence that confront scholars and citizens
would benefit from a factoring in of the problem of implication and of the
position of implicated subjects. There has simply been a vast, relatively
unmarked, but nevertheless critical terrain standing unaddressed at the
heart of our analyses; I’m trying to provide some tools for addressing
that terrain. That will require further acts of differentiation, however:
the positing of implication is just the beginning, not the end point.
The particular question of climate change is an important one for
thinking through these questions (as well as a crucial one for our
collective survival, obviously). I do not engage with climate at length
in The Implicated Subject – because it is not an area in which I feel
particularly expert – but it was actually one of the first ‘problems’ that
occurred to me as I was thinking about implication. I write about it
briefly in the foreword I wrote to The Future of Trauma Theory, and
others working in the area of climate change, like Richard Crownshaw,
have picked up on it. My initial sense was that the concept of the
implicated subject was useful in addressing the Anthropocene because
it allowed us to come to terms with what Dipesh Chakrabarty called
humans’ new ‘geological agency’: that is, our collective, but uncoordinated
impact on the geology of the planet that has, over an extended period,
resulted in a destructive climate crisis. It seems obvious that most of
us are not ‘perpetrators’ of climate change, but, I asked, aren’t many
of us – at least in the Global North – in fact implicated in it through
our patterns of consumption that prop up an unsustainable global
capitalism? I agree with those critics of Chakrabarty who argue that
one can overstate the universal nature of this implication and thereby
miss the radically unequal relations of what some have called the
Capitalocene (along with other alternative formulations). But I think
the theory of implication can help bring this inequality out – that’s
really the whole point of the theory, not some metaphysical idea that
‘we’re all implicated’ (à la Karl Jaspers’s ‘metaphysical guilt’). At the
same time, I can see that even this differentiated account of implication
does not address the preponderant responsibility of corporations and
states in producing the conditions of climate crisis. More work needs
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to be done on this, but for the moment I’m left with the question of how
to theorize the relation between global capitalism and the implication
of privileged residents of the Global North. Without distorting the various
degrees of responsibility at stake in the climate question, I think
implication might still provide a starting point for thinking about how
to transfigure our responsibility into concrete acts of solidarity with
those more immediately impacted by the disruptions wrought by
rising global temperatures.
A final word on the context of this interview: I’ve been responding
to these questions while in the early days of COVID-19 disruption in
the United States. Things are changing so rapidly that anything I say
now is likely to be irrelevant next week – or even tomorrow. But we
can already see that, as with the Anthropocene, we’re dealing with a
phenomenon that is truly global and universal in its impact, even as it
will inevitably play out in radically uneven ways that we cannot even
begin to imagine yet (though we can fear certain likelihoods). I certainly
am not going to claim that the framework of implication is the best
one for addressing this crisis – I actually have no idea what the best
framework would be. I do think, though, that the way things are already
playing out corresponds to one point I make in the book. In addition
to the idea that vulnerability and precariousness represent shared
characteristics that bind living beings to each other (a frequent idea in
recent theory by Judith Butler and others), I suggest that our capacity
to harm one another – even, or especially, in indirect ways – also
characterizes our shared condition. Certainly, infectious disease is a
realm in which we are dangerously implicated in the lives of vulnerable
others (which is to say, potentially everyone). It is out of a sense of that
indirect capacity for violence that we are being called upon to enact
radical acts of solidarity – perhaps most obviously at the moment in
the form of radical acts of isolation. If nothing else, we are urgently in
need of new forms of long-distance solidarity.
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ichael Rothberg’s The Implicated Subject arrived in my
mailbox right as I was leaving to co-facilitate a seminar,
with Chad Shomura, at the Society for the Study of
Affect Summer School in late July, 2019. In the interstices
of that event, I read Rothberg’s book, almost feverishly, and by the end
of the week I had used the concept of the implicated subject so many
times, and had had so many occasions to share ideas and arguments
from the book with people, that I felt like the book had been with me
forever. The ease with which the implicated subject became part of my
critical vocabulary signals, I think, how much I (and I would guess that
I’m far from alone here) needed this concept to mark something that has
been implicit in my thought for a while, but for which I lacked a term.
The most succinct definition of Rothberg’s concept arrives on the
first page: ‘An implicated subject is neither a victim nor a perpetrator,
but rather a participant in histories and social formations that generate
the positions of victim and perpetrator, and yet in which most people do
not occupy such clear-cut roles.’1 Disentangling the implicated subject
– which, as even this pithy formulation signals, designates a range of
subject positions – from what Bruce Robbins calls ‘the beneficiary’2
and what Mark Sanders calls ‘complicity,’3 Rothberg’s book feels like a
clear attempt to build on the project begun in Multidirectional Memory,
but shifts from a sustained focus on relations between Shoah and postcolonial memory toward an account of the subjects produced within
that matrix and the possibilities for opening up ‘a space for new
coalitions across identities and groups’.4 In particular, Rothberg’s new
book pivots on implication to bring his earlier work on the Shoah and
decolonization into conversation with what Christina Sharpe calls ‘the
wake’ of trans-Atlantic slavery, which includes ever-proliferating
forms of anti-Black state violence, and the violent colonial occupation
of Palestine.5 Sketching his own implication in these violences (as a
1 Michael Rothberg, The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and Perpetrators (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2019), p. 1.
2 Ibid, pp. 16–17.
3 Ibid, p. 13.
4 Ibid, p. 20.
5 Christina Sharpe, In the Wake: On Blackness and Being (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016).
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tax-paying US Jewish subject), Rothberg’s book works against what
he calls ‘socially constituted ignorance and denial’ which ‘are essential
components of implication’ in order to ‘reconfigure it as the basis of a
differentiated, long-distance solidarity’.6
My encounter with Rothberg’s book happened, coincidentally,
during the week I first held my own book, Animate Literacies, in my
hands, and so what I want to think about for the rest of this essay is
how I might use the concept of the implicated subject to clarify and
extend some of the arguments I make in that book. It also seems
important to note that this meeting between Rothberg’s thought and
my own has already happened – in the pages of a Parallax issue called
‘Memory after Humanism’ co-edited by Susanne Knittel, the person
who solicited the present essay. In my contribution to that special
issue, I returned to Adorno’s writings on Auschwitz and education to
query what a ‘posthumanist’ education after Auschwitz might be.7 I was
interested in tracking the more-than-human objective conditions that
structure and produce ‘subjects’ as after-effects of nonhuman agencies,
and I turned to work in biopolitics (broadly understood) and Julietta
Singh’s provocative extension of Rothberg’s praxis of multidirectional
memory toward thinking animals and other nonhumans.8 In his response to my essay, Rothberg wrote,
More recently, my approach to both intrahuman and trans/material
connections has involved theorizing what I call the ‘implicated
subject’ […] such modes of implication and entanglement involve both
traditionally ‘human’ histories, such as genocide and slavery, and those
that test the limits of the human, such as climate change.9

I want to pursue this direction again here, this time using a concept
I develop in Animate Literacies: the literacy situation. My point of
departure is work in the field of Literacy Studies, an interdisciplinary
subfield of educational scholarship that draws on linguistics, semiotic,
anthropology, literary studies, and cultural studies to study ‘literacy
events’ as scenes where humans make meaning in relation to texts.
6 Rothberg, Implicated Subject, p. 200.
7 See Nathan Snaza, ‘Posthuman(ist) Education and the Banality of Violence’, Parallax, 85
(2017), 498–511.
8 Julietta Singh, Unthinking Mastery: Dehumanism and Decolonial Entanglements (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2018), pp. 145–146.
9 Michael Rothberg, ‘Memory and Implication at the Limits of the Human: A Response to
Nathan Snaza,’ Parallax, 85 (2017), 512–516 (p. 514).
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Compared to the neoliberal nation state’s conception of literacy as
a discrete set of encoding and decoding skills, this concept enables
the field to explore a wide and more capacious understanding of
what literacy is and does. While commonly taken to refer to the human practices of reading and writing print-based language, Literacy
Studies scholars have extended this to include multiple literacies and
multi-modal literacies where meanings are generated, not just those
involving printed words.10 But this expanded field still appears quite
narrow and restricted, and so I ‘move from the literacy events commonly
taken to be the whole of literacy toward a scene of affective movement
that conditions these events’ emergence’.11 The concept of the literacy
situation allows me to re-focus my attention away from scenes where
conscious meanings are at play toward a spatially and temporally diffuse
scene of encounter and collision among a vast number of agencies and
entities with different animacies from which subjects emerge. It is in
such situations where the violences of colonialist de/humanization
condition how subjects are differentially oriented in and around social,
psychic, and physical spaces such that some attain proximity to, and
even recognition as, what Sylvia Wynter calls ‘Man’, while most are
disciplined into ‘not-quite humans and nonhumans’.12 For me, the literacy
situation is where assemblages of humanization affectively generate
the human in relation to the less-than-human/nonhuman ‘constitutive
outsides it requires for legibility’.13
One of the ways I try to attune to this in my book is thinking about
the materialities of literacy, where ‘literacy links the human to fragile,
diffuse, ever-shifting multispecies and multiobject networks’.14 While I
track a variety of material literacy practices in Animate Literacies, I want
to return here to one specific form: the book. I write,

10 New London Group, ‘A Pedagogy of Multiliteracies’, Harvard Educational Review, 66.1 (1996), 60–93.
11 Nathan Snaza, Animate Literacies: Literature, Affect, and the Politics of Humanism (Durham:
Duke University Press, 2019), p. 17.
12 Alexander Weheliye, Habeas Viscus: Racializing Assemblages, Biopolitics, and Black Feminist
Theories of the Human (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2014), p. 3. Sylvia Wynter makes
the distinction between the human as such (a hybrid biological/cultural creature that can
develop in a variety of genres) and Man as a colonialist overrepresentation that violently
passes itself off as ‘the human’. See Sylvia Wynter, ‘Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/
Truth/Freedom: Towards the Human, After Man, Its Overrepresentation – An Argument’, CR:
The New Centennial Review, 3.3 (2003), 257–337.
13 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of ‘Sex’ (New York: Routledge, 1993), p. 8.
14 Snaza, Animate Literacies, p. 64.
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The pleasures of the text that are affirmed in humanism, then, are never
innocent, never removed from a complicity with forms of social segregation
and manufactured inequalities in literacy and access to leisure time, from
the deforestation and toxic production of paper, from the networks of
distribution and labor that make every book possible, from the entire
history of literature as a humanizing and dehumanizing assemblage.15

I cite this sentence in part because it’s one of the many in my book
I wish I could revise in relation to Rothberg’s concept of implication
(which I think works better here than ‘complicity’), but also because it
allows me to ask how reading Rothberg’s book implicates me in conditions
of settler colonization, ecological devastation, and intrahuman politics
of exploitation and immiseration. This framing also allows me to dwell
on how difficult it is to attune to implication, given that a massive
edifice of educational institutions, capitalist corporations, and legal
structures works precisely to render imperceptible our implication.
The Implicated Subject was published by Stanford University Press, a
press that was caught up in a highly publicized scandal right before this
book appeared, when a Provost suddenly announced that the university would cut a substantial amount of support, a cut that would have
seriously compromised the press’s existence.16 David Palumbo-Liu, a
professor at Stanford, and a range of other high-profile scholars,
including Rothberg, responded by noting that Stanford’s mission was
tied to the press and arguing that the university was simultaneously
spending enormous amounts of money on other initiatives, betraying
how much the Provost’s announcement constituted a direct attack not
only on a certain idea of academic freedom, but also on critical, humanistic
knowledge.17 This crisis, and the swift (and, at least for now, successful)
campaign that emerged to push for the press’s continued funding, had
the fascinating effect of bringing into conscious consideration the
economics and infrastructures of scholarly book publishing and
perhaps universities in general as they function as apparatuses of
accumulation and sorting.
I remain struck, though, by how anthropocentric most discussion
of publishing is, and by how that humanist framing militates against
15 Snaza, Animate Literacies, pp. 122–123.
16 Scott Jaschik, ‘Reprieve at Stanford’, Inside Higher Ed, 1 May 2019, <https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/05/01/stanford-backs-down-year-ending-support-universitypress> [accessed 5 January 2020].
17 David Palumbo-Liu, ‘Failure to Support Presses is a Betrayal of the Academic Mission’, Times
Higher Education, 15 May 2019, <https://www.timeshighereducation.com/opinion/failure-support-presses-betrayal-academic-mission> [accessed 5 January 2020].
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understanding even the intrahuman politics of literacy (to say nothing
of the more-than-human politics). So, I thought it would be interesting
to try to track precisely the material, situational conditions of emergence of The Implicated Subject. I say ‘try’ here because my queries were
routinely met with statements that the information I was requesting
– exactly where was the book printed? On what papers, sourced from
what land and processed with what chemicals? With what inks?18 – was
‘proprietary’. On the one hand, this is obviously about capitalist legal
structures that privatize production processes to prevent certain kinds
of competition, but it also reveals just how much stands in the way of
a subject being able to conceptualize their implication in exploitative
labor practices, ecologies of extraction and processing, and settler
colonial land theft. These violences function implicitly in the situations
that enable our lives.
While I was simply told that the book was printed ‘in the United
States’, if I assume that it was printed in or around Stanford, California
(the city listed on the book’s title page), then the press (like Stanford
University) sits on Ramaytush and Ohlone land. The book’s pages are
printed on 60 lb. Natures Natural paper, which is manufactured by
Glatfelter (whose motto is ‘Beyond Paper’!). This paper is made from
30% post-consumer waste, and in addition to being acid-free for archival
purposes, is made with pulp from trees grown in ‘managed’ domestic
forests that are certified by the Forest Stewardship Council. While the
company’s sources and processes are ‘proprietary’, I was able to learn
that the trees would almost certainly have been grown in forests within
100 miles of the two mills that produce the pulp on Osage, Shawnee,
and Miami land (Chillicothe, OH) and the home of the Susquehannock
people (Spring Grove, PA).19 Even without knowing more specific details
18 I have not been able to confirm that the book is printed in soy inks, but many presses now use
them as an ‘ecological’ alternative to petroleum-based inks. While that might sound sustainable,
it’s worth noting that the need for large swaths of land to grow soybeans (monoculturally) was
a major force in the recent fires in the Amazon. See, e.g., Meg Kelly and Sarah Cahlan, ‘As
Fires Continue to Rage in the Amazon Rainforest, Who is Really to Blame?’, The Independent, 7
October 2019, <https://www.independent.co.uk/environment/amazon-fires-rainforest-brazilbolsonaro-trump-trade-war-soy-bean-a9146336.html> [accessed 5 January 2020].
19 These are both counties that voted, by around 2 to 1 margins, for Donald Trump in the 2016 election,
which is to say where conditions (linked in complex ways to industry and employment) generate
subjects who favor political candidates seeking to remove environmental regulations, dismantle
the meagre social welfare programs still in operation in the United States, and roll back any political
protections for minoritized populations. Given how strongly many social scientists correlate
economic conditions with electoral politics, it seems necessary to ask about how the economic/
material conditions of these paper mills (sustained in part by the money we spend on books like
Rothberg’s) are part of the matrix from which increasingly rightwing populism is sustained.
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about the paper’s production, we can note that paper manufacturing is
enormously resource intensive, as is every stage of a book’s writing,
design, and circulation, and even consumption (I tend to have on at
least a lamp when I read, for instance).
This is why, in my book, I turn in chapter seven, ‘What is Literacy?’,
to the field of book history, which documents the historically and
geographically specific ways that various material objects such as
papyrus, wax, clay, hemp paper, etc. have shaped human literacies (even
if many disciplined scholars in the field take it as axiomatic that these
objects cannot actually assert something like ‘agency’).20 This material
history must also be read through and against histories of ecology and
the economies that structure the Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene, or Eurocene. 21 As an excellent example of the kind of
attention I’m interested in, I’d point to the second appendix to Living
Oil by Stephanie LeMenager, which provides an analysis of the
approximate amount of energy required to produce a single copy
of the book. While the book notes, somewhat tongue-in-cheek, that a
single book requires just under twice the resources required to make a
cheeseburger, it also says
So even though the printing phase seems to occupy a small share of the
energy consumption in this study, if paper were to be included in the
system boundary it might have shifted the energy share percentages
between processes considerably.22

In putting all of this together, what I’m interested in is the point made
by many Indigenous and decolonial thinkers, namely that settler theft
of land is an ongoing dispossession and violence.23 That is, even when
academic books offer substantially decolonial arguments, the material,
situational possibility of those books being produced and distributed
implicates them in settler colonization and ecological extraction.
In the last chapter of The Implicated Subject, Rothberg turns to the
work of Hito Steyerl, a filmmaker who queries relations among globalization, the Turkish state, and Kurdish rebels (relations that have
20 Snaza, Animate Literacies, pp. 60-65.
21 For a discussion of these different terms and the ways they signal specific ways of conceptualizing
the motor of ‘climate change’, see Jairus Victor Grove, Savage Ecology (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2019).
22 Stephanie LeMenager, Living Oil: Petroleum Culture in the American Century (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2014), p. 207.
23 Glen Sean Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014).

25

26

Implicitly
moved to the very center of US geopolitics as I write). Writing about
Steyerl’s film November, Rothberg states, ‘By highlighting the way
subjects become entangled with the circulation of objects and images,
these shifts make possible a grasp of implication, but they also evacuate
the position of the subject from which a new politics might emerge.’24
Reading this, and thinking about a range of ways in which the artists
with whom Rothberg engages attempt to foreground the material
conditions of implication, I’m left thinking that there are serious limits
to our abilities to know and conceptualize the situations within which
we emerge and are sustained. And I think this requires a recalibration
of how we attune to the political. While human subjects are a crucial
part of the political, I don’t think they come close to exhausting the
field. As I put it in Animate Literacies:
Once we find ways to turn our backs on the state and its humanizing
assemblages – actualizing other, virtual possibilities for relation that
always haunt literacy situations – we have to reject the idea that such
relations are prepolitical and instead affirm the irreducibly political
nature of all aesthetic/ethical touching.25

Situations are political, even in the absence of subjects consciously
knowing what and whom they touch, and this political field is constitutively, irreducibly more-than-human.
At the end of his reply to me in Parallax, Rothberg wrote, ‘I am not
yet ready to give up the subject of memory and political responsibility,
even as we rethink that subject from a radically nonhumanist perspective.’26
I agree with this entirely, but I think more than Rothberg I want to
see the condition of possibility for this rethinking in attending to
the material, ‘objective’ conditions that structure situations, situations
which form the discursive, which is to say material, field from which
subjects emerge and in relation to which they endure. Another way to
say this might be that I am entirely in favor of the project Rothberg
proposes whereby subjects encounter texts – which may be protests
or literature or film or visual art – and through their interpretative
labor come to be more consciously aware of their implications. But I
also want to think about how such ‘progressive’ shifts in consciousness,
the result of texts’ pedagogical force, are also implicated in situations
structured by colonialism. Even progressive or radical commitments I
24 Rothberg, Implicated Subject, p. 174.
25 Snaza, Animate Literacies, p. 163.
26 Rothberg, ‘Memory and Implication’, 515.
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might make as a conscious subject, when those commitments involve
the writing or reading of an object like a book, are still materially
implicated in violences that I might ‘oppose’ but which make possible
the situations in which I come to express those politics. The concept
of implication is enormously generative for attuning to this, but there
may be good reason to keep elaborating this concept well beyond a
sense of the political tethered to the subject.
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#MeToo under Colonialism: Conceptualizing
Responsibility for Sexual Violence in Australia
Honni van Rjiswijk

M

ichael Rothberg’s The Implicated Subject interrogates the
question of responsibility in complex cases where we
need to expand the lexicon of players beyond victims,
perpetrators and bystanders. Rothberg explores this
complexity through adjudicating the historical questions of the Holocaust
(Chapter 1), transatlantic slavery (Chapter 2), and apartheid (Chapter
3). The impact of historical trauma on the contemporary implication
politics of Israel/Palestine is explored in Chapter 4, and post-Holocaust
implication and Kurdish identity in Turkey are explored in Chapters 5
and 6, respectively. The #MeToo debate similarly requires a negotiation
between past and present trauma – between, as Rothberg puts it, ‘those
who have inherited or who have been otherwise denigrated by histories
of victimization’ and ‘those who have inherited or who have otherwise
benefited from histories of perpetration.’1 The many intersectional grey
zones of responsibility within #MeToo are worth exploring, and in
this piece, I want to pay particular attention to how the concept
of the ‘implicated subject’ can help us think through our own situated
responsibility, as, in my case, an Australian non-Indigenous feminist,
academic and lawyer working through the questions raised by
#MeToo in the context of the ongoing colonial violence of Australian
legal and extra-legal life.
#MeToo needs to redefine its key terms, including ‘sexual violence’
and ‘institution,’ to foreground harm caused by the colonial state. This
means considering sexual violence in a temporally flexible way, in the
context of historical realities: the dispossession of Indigenous people and
continuing refusal of Indigenous sovereignty; the Stolen Generations;
and the sexual harms to Indigenous children recognized by the Royal
Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse.2 It
also means understanding sexual violence beyond the ‘pinpoint of
harm’ of sexuality: to consider sexual violence as part of a continuum
1 Michael Rothberg, The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and Perpetrators (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2019), p. 83.
2 ‘Terms of Reference’, Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 13 November
2014, <https://www.childabuseroyalcommission.gov.au/about-us/terms-of-reference> [accessed 2
April 2020].
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of contemporary colonial violence that comprises higher rates of
sexual violence suffered by Indigenous women; Indigenous deaths
in custody;3 higher rates of non-carceral death for Indigenous women
in contrast to the general community; and the continuing ‘Northern
Territory Intervention’.4

Thinking Through #MeToo Intersectionally
Beginning as a local movement focussing on the experiences of adolescent black girls, #MeToo has transformed into a global movement that
highlights the endemic, ongoing problem of sexual violence worldwide.
‘MeToo’ founder Tarana Burke held ‘MeToo’ workshops in Alabama
from 2007, but in October 2017, the hashtag #MeToo went viral, first
in the US and then across the world.5 This was followed by allegations
3 The 1991 Royal Commission into Deaths in Custody made a number of recommendations, including
removing incarceration as a consequence for fines, and promoting care for victims of domestic
violence, (Ch 7). Still, the majority of the Royal Commission’s recommendations were not implemented
in most Australian jurisdictions. Of course, the RCIADIC inquiry and report were themselves state-run
processes which had a number of limitations. First, Commonwealth, State and Territory governments
have failed to implement many of the recommendations. Second, Elena Marchetti has also shown
the limits of the process itself, especially as it concerns Aboriginal women – of greatest significance
is the fact that the report included no separate, substantial chapters on Aboriginal women, and
‘expressly referred to Indigenous women in only five of its 339 recommendations.’ See Marchetti, Elena,
‘Indigenous Women and the RCIADIC: Part I’, Indigenous Law Bulletin, 7.1 (2007), 6–9 (p. 8).
4 Northern Territory National Emergency Response Act 2007 (Cth) No. 129 (NTNERA); Family Community
Services, Aboriginal Affairs and Other Legislation Amendment (Northern Territory National Emergency
Response and Other Measures) Act 2007 (Cth) No. 128; Social Security and Other Legislation Amendment
(Welfare Payment Reform) Act 2007 (Cth) No. 130; Families, Community Services and Aboriginal Affairs
and Other Legislation Amendment (Northern Territory National Emergency Response and Other
Measures) Act 2007 (Cth) No. 128; Appropriation (Northern Territory National Emergency Response) Act
(No. 1) 2007 (Cth) No. 126; and Appropriation (Northern Territory National Emergency Response) Act (No.
2) 2007 (Cth) No. 127. When the Northern Territory Intervention came to the end of its five-year period
in July 2012, it was immediately replaced by the Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory Act 2012
(Cth) (No. 100) and related laws: Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory Act 2013 (Cth) (No. 184);
Social Security Legislation Amendment Act 2012 (Cth) (No. 102). These laws will operate for a ten-year
period: Stronger Futures s 118. Stronger Futures is broken up into a number of Parts that administer
aspects of the lives of Aboriginal citizens in the Northern Territory. ‘Tackling alcohol abuse’ (Part 2) is
aimed at ‘reducing alcohol-related harm to those Aboriginal people’; ‘Land reform’ (Part 3), is ‘aimed
at facilitating the granting of rights and interests, and promoting economic development’; ‘Food
security’ (Part 4), and some miscellaneous matters (Part 5) are also covered. The legislation includes
income management schemes, and provisions for the suspension of parents’ welfare payments
if children’s attendance rate at school is considered unacceptable (Social Security Legislation
Amendment Act 2012 (Cth) (No. 102) Sch 2). I use the term ‘Stronger Futures’ to refer to this regime.
5 Sandra Garcia, ‘The Woman Who Created #MeToo Long Before Hashtags,’ The New York Times, 20 October
2017, <https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/20/us/me-too-movement-tarana-burke.html> [accessed 12
December 2019].
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of sexual violence and sexual harassment against men in high-profile
industries, including entertainment, politics, architecture and higher
education: most infamously, Harvey Weinstein, the producer and
co-founder of the Weinstein company, was accused by a number of
women of behaviour ranging from harassment to rape, and was
subsequently criminally charged as well as fired from his production
company; other famous examples have included Mark Halperin (political
journalist), Kevin Spacey (actor), Louis C. K. (Louis Székely, comedian),
Matt Lauer (television news anchor), Lorin Stein (literary editor),
Richard Meier (architect), and Jorge I. Domínguez (academic).6
These recent global iterations of #MeToo have been criticized for
centring the experiences of white western women;7 and for reifying
white western women’s subjectivity by foregrounding self-disclosure
as the primary means of discursive agency.8 Academics and activists
have also been critical of parts of the #MeToo movement for its tendency
to advocate for harsher carceral punishments for sexual violence, despite
the disproportionate impact of this state violence on Black and colonized
groups.9 Asked whether #MeToo is a white women’s movement, Ashwini
Tambe says the answer is ‘both yes and no’.10 The subject matter of the
movement – the injuries of sexual violence and harassment – clearly
go beyond the scope of white women’s problems; but in media coverage,
Tambe argues, ‘it is certainly white women’s pain that is centered.’11
One of the most provocative and productive applications of Rothberg’s
concept of the ‘implicated subject’ is to use it as a framework to think
through #MeToo intersectionally. The ‘implicated subject’ provides
6 Audrey Carlsen, Maya Salam, Claire Cain Miller and others, ‘Me Too Brought Down 201 Powerful Men:
Nearly Half of Their Replacements Are Women’, The New York Times, 23 October 2018, <https://www.
nytimes.com/interactive/2018/10/23/us/metoo-replacements.html> [accessed 12 Decemeber 2019].
7 See Kimberlee Crenshaw, ‘Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique
of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics’, University of Chicago Legal
Forum, (1989), 139–168; Cristy Dougherty and Bernadette Calafell, ’Before and beyond #MeToo and
#TimesUp: Rape as a Colonial and Racist Project’, Women and Language, 42.1 (2019), 213–218; Sarah de la
Garza, ‘No More Magic Mirrors: Confronting Reflections of Privileged Feminisms in #MeToo’, Women and
Language, 42.1 (2019), 175–181; and Angela Onwuachi-Willig, ‘What about #UsToo? The Invisibility of Race
in the #MeToo Movement’, Yale Law Journal Forum, 128, (2018) 105–120.
8 Tarana Burke, ‘#MeToo Was Started for Black and Brown Women and Girls: They Are still Being
Ignored’, Washington Post, 9 November 2017, <https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/
wp/2017/11/09/the-waitress-who-works-in-the-diner-needs-to-know-that-the-issue-of-sexualharassment-is-about-her-too> [accessed 28 January 2020].
9 Ashley Mack and Bryan McCann, ‘Critiquing State and Gendered Violence in the Age of #MeToo,’ Quarterly
Journal of Speech, 104.3 (2018) 329–344.
10 Ashwini Tambe, ‘Reckoning with the Silences of #MeToo’, Feminist Studies’, 44.1 (2018), 197–203 (p. 199).
11 Ibid.
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a way to think responsibility for sexual violence laterally – beyond
the limited figures of victim, perpetrator and bystander – and also
temporally, connecting the contemporary sexual harms with the
legacies of colonialism and slavery. The concept of the ‘implicated
subject’ opens up a field of nuanced responsibility:
it both draws attention to responsibilities for violence and injustice
greater than most of us want to embrace and shifts questions of
accountability from a discourse of guilt to a less legally and emotionally
charged terrain of historical and political responsibility.12

This is a very rich concept to use as we develop schemas of responsibility
in relation to #MeToo, especially for those who may be interpellated
by #MeToo as survivors of sexual violence, but who may be implicated
by other structural and historical processes – including colonialism,
historical slavery, and other processes of structural racism.
Although acknowledging that the concepts are related, Rothberg
distinguishes ‘implication’ from ‘complicity’ because he argues that
complicity is responsibility akin to legal liability and direct causality,13
whereas implication is a relational responsibility that goes beyond
causality and extends, too, to a temporal responsibility to the past that
cannot be accounted for within ‘complicity’.14 ‘Implicated subjects,’
Rothberg writes, ‘are morally compromised and most definitely attached
– often without their conscious knowledge and in the absence of evil
intent – to consequential political and economic dynamics.’15 Complicity
means ‘being an accomplice […] in an evil action’.16 Implicated subjects
occupy positions of privilege and relative power but are not direct
agents of harm; neither do they intend evil. Of course, for many
players within the institutional contexts of #MeToo, the stronger
term complicity, with its causal, even legal, implications, will be appropriate – for example, for the many individuals within corporations
and associated institutions, who either actively or passively facilitated

12
13
14
15
16

Rothberg, p. 20.
Ibid.
Ibid., p. 11.
Ibid., p. 33.
‘Complicity’, Oxford English Dictionary (OED), <https://www-oedcom.proxy.library.uu.nl/view/Entry/37715?redirectedFrom=complicity#eid> [accessed 2 April 2020].
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Weinstein’s alleged violence.17 But for other contexts, the term implicated
subject is much more helpful.18
Law is notoriously limited in its ways of thinking through and
adjudicating sexual violence. Indeed, the #MeToo movement is in large
part an extra-legal response to the inadequacies of liberal law in
responding to sexual violence. #MeToo has shown that gendered harm,
including but not limited to the harms of sexual violence and harassment,
are a normalized part of the operation of liberal institutions. But
more needs to be done to interrogate and historicise the concepts
and institutions with which we are concerned. We need to bring to
the foreground the fact that here, liberal law is not only state law, but
colonising law. Approaching #MeToo as implicated subjects means
re-thinking both the nature of the harm, and also the institutional
settings that are at the focus of #MeToo. In this response to Rothberg’s
book, I draw widely from across a number of areas of law and politics,
focusing on a specifically Australian context, to connect the ways in
which historical and contemporary harms against Indigenous women
are connected, and how these harms should in turn re-frame #MeToo.
This method will be relevant to other colonial contexts.
We are implicated subjects vis-à-vis colonialism, which has shaped
both sexual violence and the legal institutions and cultural practices
that adjudicate that violence. The focus of #MeToo has tended to
be on institutions such as schools, universities and corporations.
As implicated subjects, we should expand this focus to include prisons,
policing, healthcare, and ‘family welfare’ services, among other institutions, to dismantle the ‘colonial patriarchy’.19 We need to do more work
as part of #MeToo in explicating the role of state violence in shaping
sexual violence against Indigenous women. State violence is defined
broadly to include everything from obvious state harms such as
direct police violence and genocide, to the provision or withdrawal of
social services, and the covert use of new technologies of citizen
surveillance.20 There is a rich critical history which has proven that
17 See Megan Twohey, Jodi Kantor, Susan Dominus, Jimi Rutenberg and others, ‘Weinstein’s Complicity
Machine’, New York Times, 5 December 2017 [accessed 28 January 2020].
18 See also See Chiara Lepora and Robert E. Goodin, On Complicity and Compromise (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2013); Debarati Sanyal, Memory and Complicity: Migrations of Holocaust Remembrance
(New York, Fordham University Press, 2015).
19 Eileen Baldry and Chris Cuneen, ‘Imprisoned Indigenous Women and the Shadow of Colonial Patriarchy’,
Australian and New Zealand Journal of Criminology, 47.2 (2014), 1–23 (p. 1).
20 M. Gabriela Torres, ‘State Violence’, in The Cambridge Handbook of Social Problems, ed. by A. Javier
Treviño (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), pp. 381–391.
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non-white women and girls are the most vulnerable groups in relation
to state violence, due to the intersections of their gender, race, class,
and sexuality, resulting in their experiences with physical, sexual,
institutional and state violence.21 The institutional contexts of #MeToo
– not only the legal institutions it seeks to side-step, but the wider
corporate and cultural liberal institutions #MeToo invokes – carry
specifically colonial legacies.
Sexual violence and sexual harassment are not epiphenomenal.
Ultimately, the disproportionately high rates of sexual violence against
Indigenous women in Australia are the direct effect of gendered, colonial
violence against Indigenous women. Although it is reported that finding
reliable data on the nature and extent of sexual violence against Indigenous Australians is difficult, it is estimated that Indigenous women
are twelve times more likely to be victims or survivors of assault than
non-Indigenous women.22 A number of factors have led to this appalling
statistic, including systemic racism and poverty, and the understandable
unwillingness of Indigenous women to access state services, including
the police, because of the wider state violence towards Indigenous people. These colonial histories are not brought out by the individual
call-and-response approach of much of #MeToo, but require attention
to specific structures and histories of power in Australian political
and legal life – to processes that have combined, at their limits, to
criminalize, impoverish, and kill Aboriginal women. #MeToo asserts
an extra-legal jurisdiction in adjudicating sexual violence. #MeToo
also calls on processes of the state (for example, the legal cases that
follow #MeToo call and response claims). In doing this, it is important
to think through the consequences of this re-imagining for Indigenous
women, and questions of Indigenous law and sovereignty – questions
that challenge the authority of the common law and state at their core.
Non-Indigenous people must responsibly hold positions as implicated
subjects within #MeToo by deconstructing the nature of ‘sexual
violence,’ ‘sexual harassment,’ and ‘sexual harm,’ and re-conceptualizing
the nature of ‘harm’ in colonialized spaces. It simply does not make
sense to separate out sexual acts as pinpoints of harm, as though these
21 See Patricia Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment
(New York: Routledge, 2000); Kimberlee Crenshaw, ‘Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics,
and Violence against Women of Color’, Stanford Law Review, 43 (1991), 1241–1299; Beth Richie, Arrested
Justice: Black Women, Violence, and America’s Prison Nation (New York: New York University Press, 2012).
22 Janya McCalman and others, ‘Responding to Indigenous Australian Sexual Assault: A Systematic Review
of the Literature,’ SAGE Open, 4.1 (2014), 1–13 (p. 1).
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could be separated from a network of harms. Per capita, Indigenous
Australians are the most incarcerated people in the world.23 According
to research by Sisters Inside, an advocacy group for Australian women
in prison, up to 90% of women in prison have been sexually abused
and 98% have experienced violence.24 Indigenous women are seventeen
times more likely to die from homicide compared to non-Indigenous
women.25 #MeToo in Australia should be framed to foreground the
significance of colonial violence to understanding sexual violence.

The State’s Instrumentalization of Its Adjudication of
Sexual Violence
It is also imperative that we keep in mind the recent history of state
instrumentalization of sexual harm against Indigenous subjects, and
how the state continues to use narratives of harm to justify violent
assaults on Indigenous sovereignty, particularly the recent Northern
Territory Intervention in 2007 (‘the Intervention’) and its subsequent
updating through the Stronger Futures legislation in 2012. Given the
legal and political overdetermination of the figure of the raped
Indigenous child/woman, it is difficult for Indigenous women to
disclose violence to the state, without that disclosure inviting further
state violence. The interconnectedness of this colonial violence needs
to be read as part of #MeToo.
I want to take as a case study the recent reckoning of historical
harms caused by the state and other institutions to survivors of the
Stolen Generations and how this should be understood within the
framework of #MeToo via the lens of the implicated subject. Between
1995 and 1997, an Australian federal government agency, the Human
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC), conducted an
inquiry into the forcible removal of Aboriginal children from their
parents – widespread practices that had been carried out by both state
and private organisations under the auspices of state and federal
legislative regimes. HREOC’s final report, Bringing Them Home, published
23 Thalia Anthony, ‘FactCheck Q&A: Are Indigenous Australians the Most Incarcerated People on Earth?’,
The Conversation, 6 June 2017, <https://theconversation.com/factcheck-qanda-are-indigenous-australians-the-most-incarcerated-people-on-earth-78528> [accessed 28 January 2020].
24 See Suzi Quixley and Debbie Kilroy, Working with Criminalised and Marginalised Women: A Starting Point,
2nd edn (Brisbane: Sisters Inside, 2011).
25 Hannah McGlad, ‘Indigenous Femicide and the Killing State’, Deathscapes, <https://www.deathscapes.org/
case-studies/indigenous-femicide-and-the-killing-state-in-progress> [accessed 28 January 2020].
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in 1997, found that from approximately 1910 to 1970, between one and
three of every ten Indigenous children had been forcibly removed from
their families, and that this had led to ongoing physical and psychological
harms.26 Sexual violence was noted as one of the many harms caused
to survivors: in the course of its inquiry, the HREOC heard evidence
from a number of witnesses who reported sexual abuse.27 In Bringing
Them Home, HREOC stated that ‘children in every placement were
vulnerable to sexual abuse and exploitation’;28 despite not being directly
asked about experiences of sexual abuse during the extensive interviews,
out of sensitivity to interviewees’ experiences, approximately 30% of
girls volunteered that they had experienced sexual abuse in foster
families and 11% volunteered that they had experienced sexual abuse
in institutions.29
Bringing Them Home concluded that the forcible removal of Indigenous
children constituted cultural genocide under the United Nations
Genocide Convention 1948 (ratified by Australia in 1949) and customary
international law.30 It recommended the use of the United Nations’ van
Boven Principles for Victims of Gross Violations of Human Rights,
including a full range of reparation measures, such as restitution,
compensation, rehabilitation, satisfaction and guarantees of not-repetition.31
Bringing Them Home also recommended that a reparations scheme be
adopted to deal with compensation arising from harms suffered by the
Stolen Generations, and that there be a national apology.32 But despite
these important recommendations, no federal reparations scheme has
been put in place. It is so important that this still be done, to compensate
survivors for the racist removal policies of the past and also for the
injuries of sexual, emotional and physical violence documented in
Bringing Them Home.
Following the failure of the state to implement key recommendations
of the Bringing Them Home report, survivors of the Stolen Generations
brought claims at common law. The Federal Court denied claims
for compensation in Kruger v. Commonwealth (1997), in Williams v. The
26 Meredith Wilkie, Bringing Them Home: Report of the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Children from Their Families (Sydney: Commonwealth of Australia, 1997), p. 308.
27 Wilkie, pp. 140–144.
28 Ibid., p. 140.
29 Ibid., p. 141.
30 Ibid., pp. 308–9.
31 Ibid.
32 Ibid.
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Minister (1999), and again in the Cubillo case (2000). South Australia v.
Lampard-Trevorrow (2010), where the court dismissed the State’s appeal
against the decision of Gray J. in Trevorrow v. South Australia (No. 5) (2007),
is the only successful Stolen Generations case, while Tasmania has been
the sole state to create a compensation fund for members of the Stolen
Generations.33 The Western Australian Supreme Court recently denied a
claim for compensation in Collard v. The State of Western Australia (No. 4) (2013).
In February 2001, Valerie Linow, a survivor of the Stolen Generations and
of sexual assault, tried to claim for her injuries through the New South
Wales Victims Compensation Tribunal. Linow was unsuccessful
initially, but successful on appeal, and her journey through the system
is significant for the ways in which the state interpreted the intersection between her harms. The facts were as follows:
Valerie Linow was taken from her mother at the age of two and placed
in the Bombaderry Children’s home. In 1958, at age 16 she was placed
by the Aborigines Welfare Board with a family of four children as a
domestic worker. During her six months in this placement she was
sexually assaulted and thrashed with barbed wire ‘by a white man who
ran the station’ and who was a member of the household in which she
now lived. The applicant ran away from the house and informed the
authorities of the assaults. The police investigated the allegations
but found insufficient evidence to pursue the matter. The matron
of Cootamundra Girls Home, where she was residing prior to the
placement and to where she returned after the assaults, wrote to the
Welfare Board saying she had not made Linow return to the placement
‘for fear’ that her allegations were true.34

Valerie Linow lodged an application in the NSW Victims Compensation
Tribunal in February 2001 for sexual assaults that occurred between
May and October 1958. These were outside the two-year limitation
period under s26(1) of the relevant legislation but leave was granted for
the matter to be determined by the Tribunal. However, on 15 February
2002, her application for compensation was dismissed by the Tribunal.35
The reasoning given was extraordinary: while the Assessor accepted
33 See Honni van Rijswijk and Thalia Anthony, ‘Can the Common Law Adjudicate Historical Suffering?
Evaluating South Australia v Lampard-Trevorrow (2010),’ Melbourne University Law Review, 36.2 (2012), 618–655.
34 Christine Foster, ‘The Stolen Generation and the Victims Compensation Tribunal: The ‘Writing in’ of
Aboriginality to ‘Write out’ a Right to Compensatory Redress for Sexual Assault’, University of the New South
Wales Law Journal, 25.1 (2002), 185–193 (pp. 185–6).
35 Chris Cuneen and Julia Grix, ‘The Stolen Generations and Individual Criminal Victimisation: Valerie Linow
and the New South Wales Victims Compensation Tribunal’, Current Issues in Criminal Justice, 14.3, (2003),
306–309, (p. 306).

37

38

#MeToo under Colonialism
that Linow had been sexually assaulted, the Assessor was not satisfied
that her injuries were caused by the assaults, due to the fact that she had
suffered previous harm as a result of being removed from her parents
as a member of the Stolen Generations.36 Alexis Goodstone, Linow’s
solicitor, expressed the Assessor’s opinion as follows:
the claim failed because the effects of the removal from her family had
caused such extreme psychological harm that the subsequent sexual
assaults did not, in the view of the Assessor, cause Mrs Linow harm.37

The Assessor’s determination was appealed and set aside in August 2002.38
Here, Linow’s suffering is judged as regrettable and met with
sympathy, but is also characterized as ‘personal’ and aberrant. Further,
and most importantly, her suffering is not connected to questions of
sovereignty. Issues of Aboriginal sovereignty have tended to be kept
separate from the adjudication of colonial and contemporary harms in
political and legal discourses these are practices of legal thinking and
legal action with which lawyers are complicit. But the refusal of the
colonial state to recognize Aboriginal law and sovereignty is key to all
aspects of Aboriginal harms, including harms that have been ascribed
as individual or personal. Lack of sovereignty manifests in real ways as
injury and illness. For example, the state’s violence adjudications in the
Intervention involves the exclusion of Aboriginal sovereignty. This is a
point that is often lost, as sovereignty is more commonly thought of as
an issue associated with land claims, rather than of personal harm, and
the effects of this artificial division are gendered. As such, the exclusion
of sovereignty as an issue to be accounted for in sexual violence forms
part of the problematic gendering of Indigenous sovereignty. Sexual
violence is in fact structurally connected to state practices of incarceration
and punishment, to poverty, abuse of the rule of law, and to colonial
histories of forced assimilation. As lawyers and legal theorists, we are
implicated subjects in the habits that have brought law to this point.
We need to bring out these implicated histories in law to reframe
#MeToo in colonial contexts.

36 Cunneen and Grix, p. 307.
37 Alexis Goodstone, ‘Stolen Generations Victory’, PIAC Bulletin, 16.1 (2002), 10–11.
38 Cuneen and Grix, p. 307.
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Guilt-tripping the ‘Implicated Subject’:Widening
Rothberg’s Concept of Implication in Reading
Herta Müller’s The Hunger Angel
Juliane Prade-Weiss

I

mplication, one might attempt to paraphrase Michael Rothberg’s
concept, renders subjects guilty of wrongdoing of various kinds.
Rothberg, however, avoids the charged terms guilt and morality
in order to attain a fresh perspective onto why people of various
historical and cultural contexts participate in wrongdoing, even in
spite of knowing better. Such a fresh perspective is urgently needed
in order to move beyond a mere naming, blaming, and singling out of
culprits, towards any analysis of the complexity of involvements. My
contribution seeks to outline that a more complex engagement with the
conceptual history and systematic claims of canonical notions of ‘guilt’
and ‘morality’, nevertheless, makes implication a stronger concept for
approaching both historical complicities and the contemporary crisis
in democratic participation due to a seemingly ubiquitous implication
in neoliberal structures. My response to Rothberg will proceed in
three steps: The first section will outline Rothberg’s treatment of moral
concepts and the systematic purpose of these terms in understanding
wrongdoing; the second section will propose a broadening of Rothberg’s
notion of implication and link it to my own work on the crisis in
democratic participation; the third section will propose language as a
model for comprehending implication in a pre-formed structure that,
still, prompts and demands individual responsibility. Language as
presented in literature emphasises this complex structure, as I will show
with reference to Herta Müller’s novel The Hunger Angel (Atemschaukel). A
reading of select passages from her text serves to outline the relevance
of Rothberg’s concept of implication in the analysis of problematic participation in wrongdoing, and to demonstrate that an expanded notion
of implication that comprises traditional moral terminology is even
more productive than Rothberg’s narrower focus. My response starts
with a key passage from Müller’s text that both evokes the issue of guilt
and refutes the naming of culprits as inadequate, thus prompting the
urgency of an alternative terminology to address problematic participation.
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Rothberg’s Rejection of Moral Concepts
Herta Müller’s 2009 novel Atemschaukel (translated into English by
Philip Boehm as The Hunger Angel, 2012) is a work of documentary fiction,
a fictitious portrayal of historical instances of implication which evade
conventional historiographic means due to political and psychological
resistance. Müller’s text is based on the gulag experiences of the poet
Oskar Pastior, Müller’s mother, and others who were deported as part
of the Soviet reparations program after the Second World War. The hard
labour, and often death, in the gulags remained a taboo topic in eastern
bloc societies – mentioning it was heavily legally sanctioned until the
1960s as a challenge to Soviet solidarity; and it remained unwelcome
even after the end of Stalinism in most states, since it pointed to
instances of prior collaboration and complicity with the Nazi rule,
such as the Romanian Antonescu regime. My reading is based on the
assumption that the interest of contemporary literature in testimonies
of (European) totalitarianisms reaches beyond memory culture and
related (transnational) identity discourses; these texts outline modes
of partaking in institutional violence that draws on heritage, culture,
gender, social, and other distinctions.1 The modes of complicity and
implication stand out more clearly – and are acknowledged more readily
– in dictatorships of the past while they might seem more complicated,
but are just as active, in the globalized world of the present.
In one passage, the narrator of Müller’s novel states:
The naked truth is that Paul Gast the lawyer stole his wife’s soup
right out of her bowl until she could no longer get out of bed and died
because she couldn’t help it, just like he stole her soup because his
hunger couldn’t help it […]
That was the way [things go]: because [everyone] couldn’t help it, no
one could.2

1

The participation of men and women in the perpetuation of violent social economies of sex and gender
roles discussed by Freud features prominently in many of Müller’s texts, too; see Karin Bauer, ‘Gender and
the Sexual Politics of Exchange in Herta Müller’s Prose’, in Herta Müller, ed. by Birgit Haines and Lyn Marven
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 153–172. Müller makes clear that it is political or economic
wrongdoing which is more often than not exerted by way of sexualized violence and gender stereotyping.
2 Herta Müller, Hunger Angel, trans. by Philip Boehm (London: Portobello, 2009), p. 218; see Atemschaukel
(Frankfurt a.M.: Fischer, 2011), p. 230: ‘Die nackte Wahrheit ist, dass der Advokat Paul Gast seiner Frau
Heidrun Gast aus dem Essgeschirr die Suppe stahl, bis sie nicht mehr aufstand und starb, weil sie nicht
anders konnte, so wie er ihr die Suppe stahl, weil sein Hunger nicht anders konnte, […] / So war der Lauf
der Dinge: Weil jeder nichts dafür konnte, konnte keiner was dafür.’ My unidiomatic translation ‘everyone
couldn’t’ captures the equally unidiomatic ‘jeder nichts’ better than Philip Boehm’s ‘each person’ (ibid.).
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What exactly is the ‘naked truth’ spelled out here? The narrator’s gesture
of brutal frankness identifies culprits just to insist that they could not
help their wrongdoing, thus undermining the idea of culpability. The
sense of guilt, Müller’s text suggests, is unavoidably brought up by the
death while, at the same time, the concept of guilt is inadequate to
approach this kind of action and causality. The notion of implication
is better suited to address them, especially an expanded notion of
implication that comprises the ambivalent and highly charged terms
of guilt and, by extension morality.
The theory of implication responds to what Rothberg is right to
call an ‘underdeveloped vocabulary’ for thinking what it means to be a
participant in social dynamics and historical structures of wrongdoing
beyond the victim-perpetrator-divide.3 Rothberg sees this polarity not
only as too simple to grasp complex realities but, moreover, as often
used to denote human essences and identity.4 The ‘figure’ of the implicated
subject, in contrast, is ‘an analytical category’5 that seeks to emphasize
actions and changing, multifold, or contradictory implications to grant
insight into the varying roles individuals play in different contexts.
This, Rothberg proposes, permits a better understanding of ambiguities
such as ‘the grey zone’ described by Primo Levi, a result of the Nazi
policy that ‘camps were set up to make victims complicit in their own
victimization’, which ‘troubles not only conventional morality but
also legal judgment and historical understanding’.6 Rothberg’s notion
of implication seeks to ‘twist the temporal axis’7 in order to translate the
complication of a ‘simplified, moralistic’8 victim-perpetrator-differentiation attained in Holocaust studies onto other issues of complex
individual involvement and collective responsibility such as trauma in
historical perspective9 and in the context of the Anthropocene.10 Far
from evoking moral relativism or inappropriate comparison, Rothberg’s
project of carving out a term to describe problematic involvement in
3 Michael Rothberg, The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and Perpetrators (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2019), p. 1.
4 Ibid., p. 8.
5 Ibid., p. 7.
6 Ibid., p. 39; Primo Levi, The Drowned and the Saved, trans. by Michael F. Moore, The Complete Works
of Primo Levi, ed. by Ann Goldstein, 3 vols (New York: Liveright, 2015), III, 2414–2415.
7 Rothberg, p. 41.
8 Ibid., p. 38.
9 Ibid., p. 33.
10 Ibid., p. 12.
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various contexts hinges on the insight that involved-ness in pre-determined
structures is pervasive and yet hard to grasp due to ‘psychic and social denial’.11
The translation of insights and structural challenges from Holocaust
studies to other historical and contemporary forms of social complexity
marks the relevance and appeal of Rothberg’s theory. Understanding
forms of involvement that reassure the subject while, at the same time,
undermining individual action and personal responsibility is one of
the key challenges to a historical understanding of the recent past, the
twentieth century dominated by totalitarianisms. And it is also pivotal to
manoeuvring the neoliberal present, as forms of involvement without
explicit consent pose an eminent challenge to the democratic maxim
of participation and the role of the individual as responsible actor in
political, economic, and ethical communities. Involvement in complex
structures has become a common feature in critical and public discourse,
mostly in the claim that remaining inactive or continuing a certain
habit renders the subject complicit in wrongdoings of humanitarian,
political, ecological, moral, or other natures. And while it is indeed
questionable what participation and individual responsibility mean in
a world of globalized markets, conflicts, climate change, and electronic
media, the criticism of this involvement raises the same question: Is
there a point of view that is not involved in any social contexts? How
would such a position communicate, given that languages rely on the
participation in pre-determined structures of grammar, semantics,
etc.? In how far is the assumption that the positions of analysis, critique,
and opposition can be untouched of all wrongdoing itself an instance
of complicity by ignoring the complexity of involvements? Rothberg
is well-aware of the ‘narcissism or solipsism that keeps the privileged
subject at the center of analysis’12 and that yet deems it to be removed
from all problematic involvement. What seems puzzling, however, is
Rothberg’s recurrent dismissal of two canonical ethical terms: guilt,
and morality. These are evoked as simplistic labels rather than actual
concepts, to the effect that their refutation appears as a dismissal of a
larger, structural problem within the theory of implication. The issue
becomes apparent in Rothberg’s discussion of complicity.
In the quest for a new terminology, Rothberg contrasts his notion of
implication with the more conventional concept of complicity, which
shares the same etymology of ‘folded-togetherness’ but ‘operates in
11 Rothberg, p. 8.
12 Ibid., p. 19.
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proximity to notions of criminal guilt.’13 The theory of implication, in
contrast, seeks to operate beyond a legalistic and individualist scheme.
This is a thoroughly convincing approach. Complicity – a legal term
conventionally used to describe the way a crime is committed, namely
by aiding or abetting wrongdoing – poses a challenge to legal research
as it undermines the principles of individual accountability and
autonomous action: Dependent on the actions of a principal wrongdoer,
the accomplice is still autonomous insofar as aiding or tolerating
the wrongdoing makes a difference. 14 Accountability is based on
individual intentionality, which gives rise to a particular difficulty in
current corporate and international law, and consequently in political
and social communities, whereby corporate and state complicity with
human rights infringement and environmental damage often evades
sanction because corporations and states are not understood to have
intentions. This, paradoxically, renders them actors without intentions.15
In order to provide an alternative to such a conceptual aporia,
Rothberg’s notion of implication seeks to highlight ‘the relational
understanding of human action’.16 He outlines the particular way in
which this is supposed to work:
it does two things simultaneously that stand in tension with each
other: it both draws attention to responsibilities for violence and
injustice greater than most of us want to embrace and shifts questions
of accountability from a discourse of guilt to a less legally and
emotionally charged terrain of historical and political responsibility.
If the former action seems to increase the ethical burden, the latter
loosens the terms of that burden and detaches from the ambiguous
discourse of guilt, which often fosters denial and defensiveness in
proximity to ongoing conflicts and the unearned benefits that accrue
from injustice. By foregrounding the ‘impurities’ that characterize
all identities, the framework of implication de-moralizes politics and
encourages affinities between those who are positioned as victims and
those who have inherited and benefited from privileged positions.17

13 Rothberg, p. 13.
14 Pierre-Marie Dupuy, ‘Introduction’, in Vladyslav Lanovoy, Complicity and its Limits in the Law of
International Responsibility (Oxford: Bloomsbury, 2016), pp. vii–ix (p. vii).
15 Ibid., p. viii; Michael J. Kelly, Prosecuting Corporations for Genocide (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2016), p. 1; Gro Nystuen, Andreas Follesdal, and Ola Mestad, Human Rights: Corporative Complicity and
Disinvestment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); Olivier Thimonier and Raphaël Doridant,
Survie: La complicité de la France dans le génocide des Tutsi au Rwanda (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2009).
16 Rothberg, p. 13.
17 Ibid., pp. 20–21.
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In what David Wellbery calls ‘the pathos of the limit’18 constitutive of
theory, Rothberg keeps invoking guilt as a traditional and competing
concept that fails to address the issue at hand, and hence proves the
necessity of the notion of implication. The same rhetoric evokes the
concept of morality as too narrow.19 Yet it is Rothberg’s particular evocation
of guilt and morality that renders them too narrow and hence unable
to give any insight into problematic involvement and contribution. The
concept of guilt comprises much more than criminal culpability. It is
indeed ‘emotionally charged’, and even more ‘ambiguous’ than Rothberg
will allow: The conceptual complex of guilt is based on the notion of an
economy of exchange realized in legal culpability as much as in financial
debt, in theological notions of an original indebtedness and the transgression implicit in particular actions (‘sin’), as well as the psychoanalytical
concept of the super-ego, the psychic instance that produces bad
conscience or guilt, and thus enables culture. The ‘metaphysical notion
of guilt’,20 however, features as problematic in Rothberg’s reading of
Karl Jaspers’s distinction of different forms of guilt:
Instead of leading to punishment, reparation, or lustration, moral and
metaphysical charges that come ‘from within’ demand penance and
self-transformation […] Jaspers was most interested in these latter,
while my interest lies primarily with public and collective forms or
responsibility, that is, with versions of ‘political guilt.21

To be sure, this overly schematic distinction between internal and
external guilt is taken from Jaspers, 22 yet inscribing the concept of
implication into it hardly serves Rothberg’s purpose as it eradicates any
possible link between a personal sense of guilt and collective regulations
such as the law. And it strikes me as strange that Rothberg on the one
hand dismisses the concept of complicity as too legalistic while on the
other hand citing Jaspers to insist on the political dimension of implication
and collective responsibility – for the law is the primary arena of
political action in most current political systems. Legal concepts alone
are certainly insufficient to analyse complex involvements and prob18 David E. Wellbery, ‘The Pathos of Theory: Laokoon Revisited’, in Intertextuality: German Literature
and Visual Art from The Renaissance to the Twentieth Century, ed. by Ingeborg Hoestery and Ulrich
Weisstein (Rochester: Camden House, 1993), pp. 47–63 (p. 52).
19 Rothberg, p. 34; pp. 50–51; p. 202.
20 Ibid., p. 43.
21 Ibid., p. 44.
22 Karl Jaspers, The Question of Guilt, trans. by E. B. Ashton (New York: Fordham University Press, 2000), p. 33.
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lematic contribution, yet their shortcomings are symptomatic rather
than a flaw of the field. The legal discourse is, in fact, how most political
bodies act; it is how collectives speak to, and regulate, themselves.
As an alternative to the ‘numerous shortcomings [that] characterize
Jaspers’s discussion, including […] his appeal to metaphysical, religious
conceptions’, which result ‘in a depoliticized notion of guilt’, Rothberg
refers to Hannah Arendt’s paradigmatic distinction between individual
moral guilt and collective political responsibility.23 Yet Arendt is far
from drawing the rigorous dividing line between the political and the
metaphysical that Rothberg implies. Arendt’s reading of the Attic polis
leaves little doubt that democracy’s claims to equality and eternity, and
the promise of justice in the law it installs, are nothing short of metaphysical. Arendt’s maxim ‘Where all are guilty, nobody is’24 is functional:
declaring everyone guilty is tantamount to forgiving everyone, labelling
wrongdoing inevitable, and – in ultimate critical complicity – dropping
all differentiation between moral choices. Therefore, she writes: ‘We
are always held responsible for the sins of our fathers as we reap the
rewards of their merits; but we are of course not guilty of their misdeeds,
either morally or legally’.25 Rothberg reads ‘the sins of our fathers’ as an
‘ironic metaphor to describe misapplied political guilt’ that ‘reveals the
familial and ultimately ethnicizing tendencies of the model of collective
guilt’, whereas the model of responsibility does without a homogenization
of the collective in question. 26 Heredity is indeed a strong pillar of
nationalist and other imageries of homogenous political bodies, yet
what Arendt alludes to is the psychological phenomenon of a transgenerational transmission of trauma wherein ‘the family is what might
best be called a remembering context’.27 This has been shown for victims
as much as for perpetrators, and it is exactly here where Rothberg’s
notion of implicated subjects could contribute to a more nuanced analysis.
This, however, would require desisting from a strong affective response
to traditional concepts addressing injustice, violence, trauma, and their
aftermath, such as the notion of guilt. There is no need to subscribe to
Augustine’s blatant hostility towards the body and the sensual in the
concept of an ‘original sin’ in order to comprehend that theological notions
23
24
25
26
27

Rothberg, pp. 45–47.
Hannah Arendt, Responsibility and Judgement, ed. by Jerome Kohn (New York: Schocken, 2003), p. 147.
Ibid., p. 150.
Rothberg, p. 47.
Susan Coates, ‘The Child as Traumatic Trigger: Commentary on Paper by Laurel Moldawsky Silber’, Psychoanalytic
Dialogues, 22.1 (2012), 123–128 (p. 123).
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of an original indebtedness are conceptual openings for thinking the individual’s being-with-others, both synchronically (within a community) and
diachronically (within a history and heritage). Guilt, in other words,
is a figure for thinking relationality in the various contexts that pertain
to human life, wherefore it is necessarily ambiguous. Rothberg notes:
it is possible to feel guilty for things in which one has not actively
participated. Indeed, the semantic ambiguity of ‘guilt’, situated as it
is between emotion and law, has consequences for coming to terms
with implication, and analysts need to keep in mind the power of such
‘mistaken’ emotion. 28

The sense of guilt, Rothberg implies, leads analysis astray, as it diverts
from terminological clarity. As much as such clarity is worth striving
for, dismissing guilt in favour of collective wrongdoing ignores the fact
that more often than not it is such supposedly ‘mistaken’ emotion that
spurs the interest in comprehending the complex contribution to past
or present wrongdoing, for instance in descendants of perpetrators or
beneficiaries of the Shoah. The sense of guilt that links ‘emotion and
law’ to economic and metaphysical concerns marks what concerns us,
still, in spite of all rationalization or denial. Accepting the ambiguity of
guilt would enhance the complexity of the implicated subject as an
analytical category. Rothberg is right to observe that ‘ambiguity is
productive’, but this is true not only because ‘the difficult-to-locate
position between victims and perpetrators’ makes individuals ‘useful
to power’29: Ambiguity is also analytically productive in that it highlights
zones of transgression, affectedness, and indebtedness. Thinking
implication beyond a legalistic framework calls for accepting conceptual
traditions that operate in a non-binary mode, beyond the ‘clear-cut
categories of guilt and innocence’.30 And contrary to what Rothberg’s
discussion suggests, the concept of guilt is prominent among these
approaches to ethical complexity. Another one is morality, which
Rothberg presents as tantamount to ‘assertions of purity’, especially
in politics.31 While this might be true with regard to the rhetoric of
contemporary US public discourse, such a definition provides a gravely
foreshortened outlook onto a concept that has regulated, throughout
centuries of philosophical thought, interaction and relationality.
28
29
30
31

Rothberg, p. 45.
Ibid., p. 55.
Ibid., p. 34.
Ibid., p. 49.
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Rothberg, in a Nietzschean gesture, refutes morality after ‘the moral
and political collapse’32 of the Shoah. This refutation leaves a lacuna
which Rothberg fills with an outlook onto future ‘solidarity’ free from
implication in wrongdoing33 under the guise of socialist internationalism.34
Not every internationalism is socialist, of course, but more to the point,
this promise hinges on a questionable temporality: ‘guilt always points
backwards toward a crime […]; responsibility involves commitment
to transforming structural injustices in future-oriented actions.’35 Yet
the proposed shift ‘from a primary concern with how to compensate
someone for loss to how to assess what beneficiaries and other implicated
subjects owe’36 aims at the second, but far from secondary, aspect of
guilt, which comprises not just causation but also owing action. Guilt
entails more than an attribution of blame for spilt milk. Indebtedness
is a structure that addresses the problem that damage done in the past
may easily forestall a future, and the question of how to respond to
detrimental effects of past acts so as to enable a future.
Embracing the conceptual tradition of guilt and morality contributes
to Rothberg’s project of moving from the mere ‘assignation of guilt […]
toward a broader conception of what it means to participate in and be
responsible for injustices’.37 Rothberg appears to rule the canonical
terms of guilt and morality out as markers of problematic participation
order to cope with the tremendous complication that participation –
an idea repeatedly mentioned in passing – is a fundamental and yet
chronically neglected concept, as the next section will outline.

Participation, Criticism, and Resistance
Participation is a concept neither in Leibnitz, Kant, Fichte, nor in
Schelling, Hegel, or Nietzsche. In Heidegger, the existential Being-with-others hinges on the individual and comprises no developed
notion of the With.38 The Greek μέθεξις (methexis), participatio in Latin,
32
33
34
35
36
37
38

Rothberg, p. 42; cf. 46.
Ibid., p. 37.
Ibid., pp. 154–158.
Ibid., p. 50.
Ibid., p. 21.
Ibid., p. 51.
Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. by John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (Oxford: Blackwell,
1962), pp.154–155: ‘By reason of this with-like [mithaften] Being-in-the-world, the world is always the one
that I share with Others.’ Heidegger’s view on sharing, however, is not elaborated; he merely models
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had, of course, been a concept seminal to Plato, Augustine, Aquinas and
many others. It was seminal to formulating how the specific relates to
its idea, and, by extension, how the mortal, specific creation relates to
the immortal, divine creator. Of particular interest is Plato, who states
that a particular being may participate in multiple ideas, so that the
unity of that particular being is not a notion of individuality, but of
community, κοινωνία (koinōnia)39 – which, in Aristotle, is a political
term that Heidegger translates as ‘Being-in-the-state-of-talking-toeach-other’ (Miteinandersprechendsein).40 Paul’s use of koinōnia follows
a Hellenistic adaption of Plato’s idea, but drops the term methexis,
participation.41 The focus on the individual in modern philosophy does
not come back to it, with the result that the relational feature of human
action remains largely unaddressed. Participation is left to other fields,
mostly to economics, as the idea of shareholders, and to the law, negotiating the liability of individual shareholders, and how the actions of
individuals are ‘woven together’ with those of others, in Latin: cum
plecto. The complexity of agency is left to the realm of the law, where
it is understood as complicity. The problem with leaving the question
of participation and complex involvement to the field of the law is that
while the law is highly political, it is not based on a strong concept of a
community, but on individual agency and responsibility – on the very
concepts that make relationality hard to grasp for philosophy.
In addressing this lack of a nuanced notion of participation – an
idea and promise at the heart of democratic societies – is where Rothberg’s
theory of implicated subjects could make a major contribution. Thinking
implication against this background, however, requires taking it further
than Rothberg does, further than regarding the implicated subject as
‘not a solution but a problem’42 and an effect of power structures that
should, ultimately, be done away with. Operationalizing implication
to understand participation requires accepting that all social life entails
implication, for better or worse, that there is no political agenda
capable of liberating the ‘[i]mpure subjects of historical and political

39
40
41
42

the others’ akin to one’s own being: ‘Thus in characterizing the encountering of Others, one is again still
oriented by that Dasein which is in each case one’s own.’
Plato, Sophist, in Platonis Opera, ed. by John Burnet, 5 vols (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1903), III,
216–268 (251a ff.).
Martin Heidegger, Gesamtausgabe: Zweite Abteilung: Vorlesungen 1919–1944, ed. by Friedrich-Wilhelm von
Herrmann (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 2002), XXVIII: Grundbegriffe der aristotelischen Philosophie, 47.
See Rolf Schönberger, ‘Teilhabe’, in Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie online, ed. by Joachim
Ritter, Karlfried Gründer, and Gottfried Gabriel (Basel: Schwabe Verlag), par. 8.
Rothberg, p. 200.
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responsibility’43 towards purity – which, in turn, requires thinking
implicated-ness in more nuanced terms.44 Rothberg looks primarily at
works of visual art, yet the medium of language would be a good model
for approaching the issue of individually responsible participation in a
pre-formed communal structure, too. Literary language in particular
reflects on the audience’s structural participation in the discourse as it
relies on readers to lend an eye, a voice, and an ear in reading or listening to
a text, or watching a play. Fiction, moreover, depends on what Samuel
Coleridge calls a ‘willing suspension of disbelief […], which constitutes
poetic faith’45: Reading a fictional text, for instance, implies believing
in the existence of the presented characters and events without further
proof, a prerequisite that comes to the fore particularly in science fiction.
Embracing the ambiguity of conceptual traditions and ‘the “impurities”
that characterize all identities’46 as the field in which to work rather than
a contaminated starting ground would make the theory of implication
a much-needed contribution to thinking participation. Relinquishing
the quest for purity could bring out what Christopher Kutz calls the
‘hidden promise of complicity’, namely ‘the conception of community
upon which it draws: a world where individuals shape their lives with
others’.47 In other words, thinking about complicity and problematic
implicated-ness, a subject many do not want to know about, might be
a good way of thinking about functioning participation and relationality.
This, however, requires overcoming some comfortable assumptions
about the position of the critic – a task in which Rothberg’s notion of
implication may prove to be very helpful.
In their introduction to a 2018 issue of the journal kultur & geschlecht
entitled ‘Between Complicity and Resistance’, Wächter et al. note, not
without resignation: ‘It must, however, be stressed that not even a
critique of complicity can ever be free of complicities.’48 The neoliberal
43 Rothberg p. 35.
44 To avoid the relativism lurking in such acceptance, Mark Sanders’s study of intellectual complicity
in South African apartheid distinguishes between ‘acting-in-complicity’, which can be legally and
ethically judged, and an underlying ‘responsibility-in-complicity’, a connectedness with other beings
that explains how even silence or inactivity may affect the lives of others. See Mark Sanders,
Complicities: The Intellectual and Apartheid (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002), pp. 8–11.
45 Samuel Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, ed. by Adam Roberts, 2 vols (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2015), II, p. 208.
46 Rothberg, pp. 20–21.
47 Christopher Kutz, Complicity: Ethics and Law for a Collective Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000), p. 259.
48 Cornelia Wächter and others, ‘Introduction‘, Social Representations: Between Complicity and Resistance (kultur & geschlecht special issue, 20 (2018)), 1–3 (p. 2).
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structures that continue to shape academia come to mind. Yet it is not
clear whether the insight into a seemingly unavoidable complicity of
critique with the criticized is necessarily paralyzing. This implication,
rather, marks the relevance and urgency of thinking about the issue
addressed in concepts such as implication, participation, and complicity.
There is, however, a paradigm in recent critical approaches to complicity
that would say otherwise, and that is concerning for very specific reasons.
This paradigm assumes that literature, and works of art in general,
are instances of resistance that matter because they are a subversion of
prevailing political and social structures and – vice versa – that insofar
as they point out structures of language, and interaction, works of art
are means of resistance against these. This assumption is heavily
informed by the role of literature in nineteenth century industrialization
and twentieth century totalitarianisms, yet somewhat at odds with the
conditions for the production of literary works in older periods and, by
extension, on the contemporary book market. It has been outlined that
the assumption does not hold true for contemporary visual art and its
involvement in consumer culture. 49 My point in criticizing the paradigm that literature is resistance, however, is not even one of historical
materialism but, rather, that it fails to comprehend the complexity of
involvements portrayed, performed, or analysed in many more of less
recent literary texts – for instance in Herta Müller’s The Hunger Angel,
which I discuss in the third section. A 2017 volume of essays on Müller
is entitled Schreiben als Widerstand (‘Writing as Resistance’),50 and the
fundamental concerns of her works certainly justify this view: political
totalitarianism as well as individual repression of guilt censor utterances,
and thus call for subversion of, and resistance to, violent and silencing
practices. In Ceauşescu’s Romania, the backdrop of many of Müller’s
works, ‘resistance by culture’ (rezistenţa prin cultură) was even a set
phrase of intellectual survival that rested on a complicity of artists and
audience. This notion has, however, been criticized for retrospectively
lending political relevance to practices that had, in fact, rather been
therapeutic, escapist, or even opportunistic in nature.51 In 1985, the
then-dissident Václav Havel criticized such notions as complicity of the
multitude of average people with maintaining their oppression by way
of accepting the social contract offered to them—including the private
49 Johanna Drucker, Sweet Dreams: Contemporary Art and Complicity (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2005).
50 Schreiben als Widerstand, ed. by Pia Janke and Teresa Kovacs (Wien: Praesens, 2017).
51 Christine Vogel, ‘Zwischen den Literaturen’, in Herta Müller-Handbuch, ed. by Norbert Otto Eke (Stuttgart:
Metzler, 2017), pp. 131–134.
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enjoyment of resistance art in exchange for public compliance.52 Resistance is a misleading paradigm for reading works by Müller (and many
others) as her texts address complexities of involvement that transcend, or
undermine, the dichotomy of resistance versus active collaboration, such
as keeping silent, not asking questions, not-wanting-to-know, or joining
the majority view out of fear – instances of implication in Rothberg’s sense.
The assumption that art is resistance to wrongful social structures
tends to be extended onto critical readings of these texts as well, so as to
strive for a position of critique that is untouched by the complicities and
involvements of which others are accused.53 Wächter et al. underline
this notion of criticism as resistance.54 The assumption that criticism
should be – or has as its task to construct a position of being – unaffected
by the complex involvement it criticizes in order to distribute blame is
concerning because it imagines the critic to be a neutral, uninvolved
judge. Yet this is not the position of criticism. It is, rather, one of
implication in Rothberg’s sense.55 The recent discussion of complicity
in the humanities and social sciences points out that a widened notion
of implication might contribute to the urgent necessity of better comprehending the position of criticism.
In the introduction to their volume Commitment and Complicity in
Cultural Theory and Practice, Begum Özden Firat, Sarah De Mul, and
Sonja van Wichelen blame neoliberalism for the fact that what they call
‘the committed intellectual’ cannot escape complicity. The necessity of
understanding complicity, they write, ‘arises from an anxiety about our
contemporary situation in which forms or methods of commitment –
for example, environmentalism, feminism, antiracism – have been
reappropriated and redefined by neoliberal and neoconservative forces.’56
I would not think that the urgency of complicity arises primarily out
of the fact that the cause and language of critique has been hijacked by
hostile forces. That may well be the case, but still, the point of social
52 Christina Petrescu, ‘When Dictatorships Fail to Deprive of Dignity: Herta Müller’s “Romanian Period”’, in
Herta Müller: Politics and Aesthetics, ed. by Bettina Brandt and Valentina Glajar (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 2013), pp. 57–86 (p. 72).
53 See Zoë Roth and Denise Grollmus, ‘Word Literatures and the New Totalitarianism: The Politics of
Reading and Resistance’, Cross-Language Dynamics: Reshaping Community, 2 August 2017, <http://
projects.alc.manchester.ac.uk/cross-language-dynamics/world-literatures-new-totalitarianism-politics-reading-resistance/> [accessed 11 March 2020].
54 Cornelia Wächter and others, p. 2.
55 For a discussion of the related ‘postcritical’ stance see Susanne Knittel, ‘Memory and Repetition:
Reenactment as an Affirmative Critical Practice’, New German Critique, 137.46 (2019), 171–195.
56 Commitment and Complicity in Cultural Theory and Practice, ed. by Begum Özden Firat, Sarah De Mul
and Sonja van Wichelen (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2009), p. 2.
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critique and of criticism in particular had always been, literally, to tell
apart and distinguish57 the complex involvements that mark the position
of individuals and groups in social, political, economic, and other
interactions. The position of the critic is one among them; criticism
arises from being involved, and affected (by hostility, for instance).
Following the lines of the juridical discourse in a discussion of complicity,
so as to claim the privileged stance of the unaffected judge in order
to single out culprits forecloses a critical discussion of participation,
complicity, or implication. More often than not, complicity, in the age
of neoliberalism, is ‘collective, shared, structural, and inadvertent’, as
Afxentis Afxentiou, Robin Dunford, and Michael Neu write. ‘Given
that non-complicity is not […] an option’, they propose the alternative
aim of anti-complicity: ‘Being anti-complicit is not about preserving
one’s purity – an exercise which only the materially privileged tend to
have sufficient time and resources to engage in: it is a commitment to
understanding and resisting structures that cause harm.’58 There it is
again: resistance. In approaching complicity, the insistence on aspiring
to a position of resistance gestures toward a resistance of a different
kind, it would seem: psychological resistance to acknowledging the
extent, complexity, and seeming inevitability of involvements. Rothberg’s
concept of implication as a structure that can be overcome is marked by
this resistance, too; hence the need to widen the notion of implication.
Underlining the necessity of this acknowledgement does not entail
declaring the critical approaches to complicity futile, on the contrary.
Overcoming the resistance aims at avoiding a complication that Thomas
Docherty describes: ‘The assertion of radical independence, made in
the interest of avoiding complicity with […] corruptions, is, paradoxically,
what permits the corruption to happen.’59 Not just because it makes
people look away, assured that ‘it can’t happen here’.60 The assertion
of holding a position that is detached from otherwise ubiquitous
problematic involvements focuses on itself, and singles out the individual – no less than condemning other individuals does. Yet what would
actually be necessary is to understand the relationality, and structures
57 See A Greek-English Lexicon, 9th edn, ed. by Henry G. Liddell and Robert Scott (Oxford: Clarendon,
1996), s.v. ‘κρίνω’ <http://www.perseus.tufts.edu> [accessed 11 March 2020].
58 Exploring Complicity: Concept, cases, and Critique, ed. by Afxentis Afxentiou, Robin Dunford, and Michael Neu (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2017), p. 11.
59 Thomas Docherty, Complicity: Criticism between Collaboration and Commitment (London: Rowman
& Littlefield, 2016) p. 17.
60 Ibid.
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of implication, that bind people to unwilling, even unknowing implication
in wrongdoing. Language is at the core of this: For it is in promises
and narratives of profit that complicities are formed, in the rhetoric
of TINA (‘There is no alternative’) and in the specification of (legal,
administrative, or other) vocabulary that instances of implication are
covered up as individual choice, social progress, or political realism.
And it is in narratives – in literature, theater, and other arts – that the
logic of implication is analysed, performed, and even enjoyed.
Narratives of complicity are, of course, not a recent phenomenon,
and yet the popular fascination with the issue, for instance, in crime
fiction, is indicative of a particular modern urgency in thinking about
willing and unwilling participation and shared agency. Arendt writes
about twentieth century totalitarianisms:
In contrast to absolutism and other forms of tyranny, where
nonparticipation was a matter of course and not of choice, we deal
here with a situation where participation, and that as we know can
mean complicity in criminal activities, is a matter of course, and
nonparticipation a matter of decision.61

What makes complicity a ubiquitous phenomenon in (Western) Modernity might be the parallel of a far-reaching striving for civic participation
of individuals in mass-based societies on the one hand, and the lack of
sophisticated political concepts of participation outlining the relationality
of the so-called Modern individual on the other. Such concepts exist,
of course, but these have not, for the most part, been taken seriously
politically. A prominent modern discourse negotiating the individual’s
relationality and its irreducible implicated-ness in social dynamics is
psychoanalysis. I will briefly turn to Freud’s approaches to thinking
communal and private structures of relationality as they pay heed to
complicity several times, providing an understanding of community and
law as based on complicity in a crime. Yet Freud’s notes on complicity
also provide an illustration of the complication that springs from adopting
the legal focus onto individual agency for the analysis of inter-actions.
Freud thus helps to highlight the foundational role of implication for
criticism (as opposed to the paradigm of thinking as resistance), and the
consequences of adopting the judge’s stance of non-involvement.
61 Arendt, p. 154: ‘This freedom [sc. to choose to participate in politics] was unknown in antiquity, and it has
been quite effectively abolished in a number of twentieth-century dictatorships, especially of course in the
totalitarian variety.’

Journal of Perpetrator Research 3.1 (2020)

J. Prade-Weiss
In his 1912 Totem and Taboo, Freud describes complicity as the
foundational structure of society as we know it: ‘In the earliest times
the sacrificial animal […] might only be killed if all the members of
a clan participated in the deed and shared their guilt [unter Teilnahme
und Mitschuld des ganzen Stammes].’62 Later in this hypothetical prehistory,
after the father has been killed and ‘the patriarchal horde [has been]
replaced […] by the fraternal clan’, this mode of participation is
perpetuated: ‘Society [is] now based on complicity in the common
crime; religion was based on the sense of guilt and the remorse [Die
Gesellschaft ruht jetzt auf der Mitschuld an dem gemeinsam verübten Verbrechen,
die Religion auf dem Schuldbewußtsein und der Reue darüber].’63 To the
extent that Freud’s claim is true, it also implicates his own text, which
is complicit in the exclusion of women – sisters – from share-holding
guilt in the ‘fraternal clan’. This exclusion of women from participation
via complicity in the ‘brotherhood of men’ appears to be a trait of modernity, of thinking democratic as opposed to feudal structures. Some
140 years earlier, Goethe had written the one-act farce The Accomplices
(Die Mitschuldigen).64 In this play, all characters are involved in mutual
frauds to gain money or sex, which is such great fun because both theft
and adultery were punishable by death at the time. The cuckolded husband
sums up the economy for the adulterer, played by Goethe himself in
the Weimar production 65: ‘In Summa, nehmen Sie’s nur nicht so gar genau
/ Ich stahl dem Herrn Sein Geld und Er mir meine Frau.’66 (In sum, don’t
be all too particular / I stole from you your money, sir; you stole from
me my wife.) In Freud’s fragment of the 1901 analysis of ‘Dora,’ by
contrast, there is nothing fun about the exchange of partners including the de-facto prostitution of the underage daughter, which renders
her ill. Still, Freud writes: ‘Her father was himself partly responsible
[mitschuldig] […] for he had handed her over to this strange man in the
interests of his own love-affair.’67 The blame is only partially on him, it
seems to Freud, because Dora knows what her father is doing, yet
62 Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of
Sigmund Freud [SE], ed. by James Strachey, 24 vols, reprint (New York: Vintage, 1999), XIII, 137; Totem
und Tabu, in Gesammelte Werke: Chronologisch geordnet [GW], ed. by Anna Freud and others, 19 vols
(Frankfurt a. M.: Fischer, 1968), IX, 167.
63 Freud, SE:XII, 145; GW:IX, 176.
64 First as one-act farce (in 1769), later (1787) as a three-act comedy.
65 Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Kommentar, in Sämtliche Werke: 1. Abteilung: 5, ed. by Dieter Borchmeyer
und Peter Huber (Frankfurt a.M.: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1985), p. 1149.
66 Goethe, Die Mitschuldigen: Ein Lustspiel (Dritte Fassung), III, 9, 940f. Sämtliche Werke 1.5, p. 365.
67 Freud, SE:VII, 84; GW:V, 249.
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ignores it: ‘She had made herself an accomplice, and had dismissed
from her mind every sign which tended to show its true character
[Sie hatte sich zur Mitschuldigen dieses Verhältnisses gemacht und alle
Anzeichen abgewiesen, welche sich für die wahre Natur desselben ergaben].’68
It seems outrageous to declare a victim of neglect an accomplice in her
own abuse; what leads Freud to do so is his adoption of legal vocabulary
and logic: Divorce legislation of the time required the identification of
a guilty party (and possible accomplices, i.e. lovers or others in the
know).69 Focusing on this kind of involvement sidelines those structures
that prove pathogenic for Dora, including the involvement of the analyst
in the libidinal exchange. Freud’s implication comes to the fore in a
footnote explaining why he cannot take her ‘disgust’ at the man pursuing
her at face value: ‘I happen to know Herr K., for it was the same person
who had visited me with the patient’s father, and he was still quite young
and of prepossessing appearance.’70 In the fragment of Dora’s analysis, critical implication means that psychotherapeutic interpretation
undermines the patient’s emotional and hermeneutic independence,
attributing to her the wishes the adult men wish the underage girl
had.71 The background of Dora’s treatment, at which Freud hints only
in passing, and which cannot but seem obscene to later readers – that
two adult men hand an underage girl over for treatment to make sure
she stops complaining and assumes the social and sexual position they
have allotted her – is what makes her quit treatment, and what makes
Freud understand a key element of psychoanalytic theory: ‘the factor of
“transference”’72 of expectations and desires from patient onto analyst
and, notably, in the opposite direction. The ‘Dora’ case illustrates why
problematic participation cannot be discussed on the level of personal
agency, and in terms of complicity, as in legal discourses, but requires
understanding structures of inter-action that undermine and question the
individual’s possibility to be responsible. It requires, in other words,
understanding implication in terms of language.

68 Freud, SE:VII, 35; GW:V, 194.
69 Freud, SE:VI, 88 (where Mitschuldige is translated as ‘correspondent’); GW:IV, 99.
70 Freud, SE:VII, 28; see GW:V, 187: ‘Ich kenne zufällig Herrn K.; es ist dieselbe Person, die den Vater
der Patientin zu mir begleitet hat, ein noch jugendlicher Mann von einnehmendem Äußern.’
71 See Patrick Mahony, Freud’s Dora: A Psychoanalytic, Historical, and Textual Study (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1996), p. 63: ‘In therapy and in his writing he would continue to abuse Dora and effect
acceptance of his version by his colleagues and later analysts.’
72 Freud, Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria, SE:VII, 12.
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Implicated-ness in Language
Herta Müller’s The Hunger Angel is one text that is particularly well
suited to exploring implicated-ness in language as a wider notion of
implication than Rothberg suggests – in order to take into account that
relationality is an irreducible mode of subjectivity and implicated-ness,
therefore, an unavoidable trait of human existence that calls for analysis
and criticism all the more urgently than the assumption of implication
as an unfortunate mishap. In the critical discussion of The Hunger Angel,
the focus is usually not on the narrative itself but rather on the late
Pastior’s involvement with the Securitate, the infamous Romanian
secret police, which came to light in 2010, four years after his death.
It has often been assumed that Pastior’s homosexuality (a punishable
crime at the time) made him susceptible to being pressed into being an
informer.73 Yet a detailed reading of the Securitate files points out that
it had not been his sexuality that was used as a means to exert pressure
on Pastior in 1961 but, cynically, poems he had written about his gulag
years – even though mentioning gulags was no longer a crime at the
time, as the officer does not fail to note in the file. Yet Pastior was not
aware of this, and so expected to be persecuted again.74 This complex is
important but hardly a shocking scandal. The Hunger Angel negotiates
acting out of fear all the time, and portrays political systems that install
terror by means of undermining individual agency while leaving the
mechanisms of guilt well in place – even if Müller did not know about
his involvement when she wrote the text together with Pastior. And
even though morally outrageous, spying on fellow human beings as a
Securitate informer was legal, which points to the fact that discussing
implication (even in terms of complicity) often involves a complication
of the norms by which to judge; this is what makes it systematically
interesting, even if one is not tempted to see historic parallels between
twentieth century totalitarianisms and twenty-first century neoliberalism.
In the course of its roughly chronologically, but primarily thematically organized chapters, Müller’s text unfolds the issue of implication by
complicating, and transgressing the limits of, the concept of complicity.
The text begins with a straightforward juridical notion that joins the
perspective of power, concluding with how the violations of the sense
of personhood destroy the capacity to share a community. I can only
73 See Daniel R. Schwarz, Reading the Modern European Novel Since 1900 (Hoboken: Wiley, 2018), p. 268.
74 Ernst Wichner, ‘Unterschiedenes ist gut: Der Dichter Oskar Pastior und die rumänische Securitate’, in
Versuchte Rekonstruktion: Die Securitate und Oskar Pastior (Text + Kritik special issue, (2012)), 9–32 (p. 9).
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touch upon a couple of passages that are relevant here; the first one is a
scene of departure for deportation:
On the wooden walkway, just next to the wooden gas meter, my
grandmother said: i know you’ll come back.
I didn’t set out to remember the sentence. […] It worked inside me, more
than all the books I had packed. i know you’ll come back became the
heart-shovel’s accomplice and the hunger angel’s adversary.75

Leopold Auberg, the novel’s fictional protagonist, holds a heart-shaped
shovel dear, we later learn, for as long as he uses it to shovel coal in
the gulag’s coke factory, he is given something to eat. The heart with
a handle echoes a German saying: Dem Tod von der Schippe springen, to
cheat death by ‘jumping off his shovel’. Causality would, of course, insist
that hard labour kills people in the gulag, yet from the point of view
of confinement, work equals life, for better or worse, and the grandmother’s sentence supports this outlook onto survival. What makes the
sentence an ‘accomplice’ rather than a supporter of the protagonist is
that both the sentence and the shovel work for the inmate, and against
the authorities for whom the punishment and retaliation in the gulag
culminates, ideally, in the death of the workers. A later passage drops this
legalistic point of view and makes the self that tries to survive the instance
of judgement – the judgement, however, still does not achieve stability:
Every evening on the way home, as soon as the work site was far enough
behind me and I had enough distance from the cement, I realized that
we weren’t betraying one another. We were all being betrayed by the
Russians and their cement. But even though I knew this, the very next
day I suspected everybody all over again. And they felt it. The suspected
me, too. And I felt it. The cement and the hunger angel are accomplices.
Hunger pulls open your pores and crawls in. Once it’s inside, the cement
seals them back shut and there you are, cemented in.76

75 Müller, The Hunger Angel, p. 8; see Müller, Atemschaukel, p. 14: ‘Auf dem Holzgang, genau dort, wo die
Gasuhr ist, sagte die Großmutter: ICH WEISS DU KOMMST WIEDER. / Ich habe mir diesen Satz nicht
absichtlich gemerkt. […] Er hat in mir gearbeitet, mehr als alle mitgenommenen Bücher. ICH WEISS DU
KOMMST WIEDER wurde zum Komplizen der Herzschaufel und zum Kontrahenten des Hungerengels.’
76 Müller, Hunger Angel, p. 31; see Atemschaukel, p. 39: ‘Jeden Abend auf dem Heimweg, in der nötigen
Entfernung vom Zement, mit dem Rücken zur Baustelle, habe ich gewusst, dass nicht wir uns gegenseitig
betrügen, sondern alle betrogen werden von den Russen und ihrem Zement. Aber am nächsten Tag kam
wieder der Verdacht, gegen mein Wissen und gegen alle. Und das haben alle gespürt. Und alle gegen
mich. Und das habe ich gespürt. Der Zement und der Hungerengel sind Komplizen. Der Hunger reißt die
Poren auf und kriecht hinein. Wenn er drin ist, klebt der Zement sie zu, man ist zementiert.‘
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Concrete and hunger are accomplices in that both weaken the narrator
physically as well as mentally, so that he becomes susceptible to the
paranoid glance at the others’ collaboration with, and corruption by,
the authorities, in the name of personal survival. The first of the
instances demonstrating this is the last time the term ‘accomplice’ is
used, the remainder of Müller’s text spells out the implication this
complicated term fails to grasp adequately. It is about the camp’s
hairdresser and his rhetoric of diversion:
what did words like motley crew, hotel, and a while have to do with us.
The barber was not an accomplice of the camp administration, but he
was privileged. He was allowed to live and sleep in his barber room, while
we were stuck in our barracks, our brains clogged with cement.77

In the ever-hardening situation of hunger and hard labor in the camp,
the words of the inmates’ German language lose their function as means
of communicating with others; remnants of this aspect of language
are preserved in the Russian words of order and work. What comes to
the fore in the German words is their ability to fill the mouth, thus
substituting for food:
Hunger words, or eating words, dominate every conversation, but even
so, you’re still alone. Everyone eats his words by himself although we’re
all eating together [mitessen]. There’s no thought of [sympathy with/
participation in] the hunger of others, you can’t hunger [along with
someone] [mithungern].78

The implications of this passage might be explained with reference to
Abraham and Torok’s psychoanalytical notion of language as, fundamentally, not ex-pression but intro-jection first formed by the hungry
infant: ‘The emptiness [of the mouth] is first experienced in the form of
cries and sobs, delayed fullness, then as a calling, ways of requesting
presence, as language. Further experiences include filling the oral void
by producing sound’ so as to attain a ‘transition from a mouth filled
77 Müller, Hunger Angel, p. 38; see Atemschaukel, p. 46: ‘Was hatten Ausdrücke wie INTERLOPE
GESELLSCHAFT, HOTEL und ZEITLANG mit uns zu tun. Der Rasierer war kein Komplize der Lagerleitung,
aber privilegiert. Er durfte in seiner Rasierstube wohnen und schlafen. Wir mit unseren Baracken und
dem Zement hatten keinen Witz mehr im Schädel.’
78 Müller, Hunger Angel, 9. 149, my brackets; see Müller, Atemschaukel, p. 158: ‘Hungerwörter, also
Esswörter, beherrschen die Gespräche, und man bleibt doch allein. Jeder isst seine Wörter selbst.
Die anderen, die mitessen, tun es auch für sich selbst. Die Anteilnahme am Hunger der anderen
ist null, mithungern kann man nicht.’
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with the breast to a mouth filled with words.’79 In this way, which
seems close to Müller’s text,
[t]he absence of objects and the empty mouth are transformed into
words. […] Introjecting a desire, a pain, a situation means channeling
them through language into a communion of empty mouths.80

In Müller’s text, however, the communication of wishes establishes no
community, everyone fills his or her own mouth, without passing anything
around. It is important to note that Abraham and Torok describe this
‘communion of empty mouths’ in the context of mourning. Their point is
not that words can serve as a substitute for food; they are not. The point is
that words allow one to accept the lack of something, or the loss of someone, to swallow it – as opposed to denying and suppressing it, and thus
remaining driven by it. The return of the catastrophic, life-threatening
infantile hunger in the gulag appears as a limit of this function of the
symbolic. Fullness cannot be mourned, hunger cannot be accepted. Hunger
destroys the symbol’s relational capacity and leaves speakers incapacitated,
alone with their hunger like infants. At a later point, the narrator states
ambiguously: ‘Inside the camp, the we-form is singular.’81 This singular ‘we’
denotes no community but a plurality of equally incapacitated individuals.
This sense pertains in the case of the narrator: At the end of the novel, he
eats the smallest of all inanimate objects that served him as dancing
partners, a dusty raisin.82 And, returning to the passage briefly discussed
at the beginning of this response, it becomes clear that the position from
which to judge has been consumed, too, in the gulag:
The naked truth is that Paul Gast the lawyer stole his wife’s soup
right out of her bowl until she could no longer get out of bed and died
because she couldn’t help it, just like he stole her soup because his
hunger couldn’t help it […]
That was the way [things go]: because [everyone] couldn’t help it, no
one could.83

79 Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok, ‘Mourning or Melancholia: Introjection versus Incorporation’, in
The Shell and the Kernel: Renewals of Psychoanalysis, trans. by Nicholas Rand (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1994), pp. 125–138, (p. 127); my brackets.
80 Abraham and Torok, pp. 125–138, (p. 128); my brackets.
81 Müller, Hunger Angel, p. 251; see Atemschaukel, p. 263: ‘Das Lager-Wir ist ein Singular.’
82 Cf. Müller, Hunger Angel, p. 251: ‘I’ve danced with the teapot. / With the sugar bowl. / With the biscuit tin. /
With the telephone. / With the alarm clock. With the ashtray.’ See Atemschaukel, p. 296-297.
83 Müller, Hunger Angel, p. 218; see Atemschaukel, p. 230.
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There are, of course, people who ‘are to blame’ for her death, who ‘could
have helped’ the situation, to use the usual English translations of the
German verb dafürkönnen; people whose crime it should be called, given
that the hunger was not merely circumstantial: the camp authorities.
But the German verb dafürkönnen aims at more: it binds a deed ‘for’
the sake of which (für) one acts back to a potentiality, the possibility of
deciding how to act (können: to be able to). And here’s the catch: even
though the people around the soup acted, and could thus be called
guilty of causing a death, they were impotent actors insofar as they
lacked the potential to decide how to act due to their starvation. It is,
therefore, more accurate to say that they were implicated in the death:
involved by cause yet not by intention. Hunger leaves no room for decision; there is no potentiality left to decide against it. And yet this does
not settle the case, for Müller’s is not at all a legal discourse. Nor is it
a strictly historical one, because the actors are fictional. The highly
repetitive passage, which is actually much longer, describing the death
at the table – a desolate last supper, as it were – finds nobody who could
do anything ‘for’ (für) the victim, and against the hunger. In Arendt’s
terms, the scene does not raise a moral issue, insofar as morality is about
the guilt of the individual which does not apply here, as the passage
repeatedly states, insisting that none of the implicated subjects could
help themselves. 84 Yet this differentiation rests on Arendt’s clear-cut
analytical distinction between morality and responsibility which does
not comprise the emotional aspect of the sense of guilt. The question
raised by the ‘naked truth’ of the scene is of course a moral one: it
evokes what Rothberg calls, all too easily, the ‘“mistaken” emotion’85 of
guilt for things one cannot help. The sense of being guilty of, or complicit
in, the death which none of the involved could have helped marks an
implication characteristic of totalitarianisms: a guided implication that
(ab)uses subjects as instruments of power.
Still, Arendt’s dichotomy of guilt and responsibility provides some
insight into the scene. For what applies to it is responsibility in a very
literal sense: The need to respond, to not let the deed pass unmentioned
and forgotten. It has to be spelled out, not because there was anything
clear or compensatory to say about it but because remaining silent
would be an instance of complicity with the authority that arranged
the situation of hunger, theft, and condoned killing. Spelling out the
84 For a survey of Müller’s works in terms of Arendt’s notion of totalitarianism see Brigit Haines, ‘Humanity
in Dark Times: Hannah Arendt und Herta Müller’, German Life and Letters, 73.1 (2020), 143–160.
85 Rothberg, p. 45.
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killing negotiates the question of personal profit that (legally) renders
one complicit: In an earlier passage, the narrator makes clear that he
stole some of the soup, too, and others at the table at least had the same
intention.86 The narrator is no distanced critic. Retelling the lawyer’s
deed, rather, marks the narrator’s implication in the death, in fact his
active participation in it, by leaving it noticeably unsaid. The passage
does not aim at naming and blaming, and rejects all conventional
expressions, so as to keep the question of involvement open, and to
involve the audience (the reader or listener) in the disquieting concern:
Although the death was not intended by anyone assembled at the
table, it was brought about by them, which remains unacceptable. This
instance of implication is presented in the language of the passage: the
portrayal joins a pre-established practice by using conventional terms
like dafürkönnen, even if it is just to say that they are unacceptably
inaccurate. The passage is thus not a confession that seeks to relieve
the speaker of guilt but a poetic instance of negotiating problematic
implication by involving the reader in a dilemma of complicated guilt
and impossible agency. Such involvement of contemporary audiences
within historical experiences of totalitarianism is possible because implicated-ness in the pre-established forms of languages is a basic condition
of human life. Problematic implication can be better understood against
the background of implicated-ness in pre-established structures of language
than with an outlook onto uninvolved distance and purity.
86 See Müller, Hunger Angel, p. 214; Atemschaukel, p. 225: ‘I reached for her soup. Trudi Pelikan was also
eyeing it furtively. And Albert Gion from across the table. I began spooning away, without counting. I
didn’t slurp, because slurping takes longer. I ate for myself, without Heidrun Gast or Trudi Pelikan or
Albert Gion. (‘Ich griff nach der Suppe. Auch die Trudi Pelikan schielte nach ihr. Auch der Albert Gion
von vis-à-vis. Ich begann zu löffeln, die Löffel zählte ich nicht. Ich schlürfte nicht einmal, weil das
länger dauert. Ich aß ganz für mich, ohne Heidrun Gast und Trudi Pelikan und Albert Gion.’)
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Abstract: Reinhard Kleist’s graphic novel The Boxer tells the story of Holocaust survivor
Harry Haft and his participation in forced boxing matches in Nazi concentration camps.
Throughout the work, Kleist works against clear delineations of right and wrong by
offering what I term ‘nuancing gestures’. Haft is a morally complex protagonist who
works against the image of the heroic and sanctimonious survivor, and Kleist identifies
other characters that challenge comforting notions of good and bad. The work uses
visual correspondences between panels to highlight cycles of interpersonal violence,
showing how issues of complicity are carried forward later in life. Furthermore, the
graphic novel depicts in vivid detail how traumatic intrusions disrupt Haft’s daily life.
This article explores how The Boxer’s particular stylistic rendering of moral ambiguity,
complicity, and the longer lasting effects of trauma raises new insights about how the
medium of comics can navigate a sensitive and complex Holocaust narrative.
Keywords: Holocaust, graphic novels, complicity, grey zone, The Boxer

Introduction

R

einhard Kleist’s The Boxer (2014, originally published in 2011)
tells the story of Holocaust survivor Harry Haft (born Hertzka
Haft, also known under the names Hertzko and Herschel).
Kleist based his work on Alan Haft’s biographic account of
his father’s life, titled Harry Haft: Auschwitz Survivor, Challenger of Rocky
Marciano (2006) and closely follows the main events in the biography.
The graphic novel depicts Haft’s experiences during and after the war,
starting with the invasion of his native Bełchatów by the Germans in
1939 and following his journey through several concentration camps.
There is specific focus on his time in Auschwitz and his participation
in forced boxing matches between prisoners that were set up for the
entertainment of the Nazis. The monochrome black and white palette
of the graphic novel evokes the visual documentation of the Holocaust
and is in line with a (popular) cultural tendency to represent the events
of the Holocaust without colour.1 Kleist often uses large swathes of
1 It is noteworthy that the cover shows both the title and Haft’s boxing gloves in a red tone, a colour
that evokes the famous use of red elements in Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List (1993). In her work
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black to define and demarcate spaces, and he increases his use of black
tones in some of the more harrowing episodes, for instance in the
panels that depict Haft’s time as a member of the Sonderkommando.
Throughout The Boxer, Haft is positioned as a morally complex
character who, in many ways, defies the readers’ sympathy. Haft is not
the only character that pushes against clear delineations between right
and wrong. Kleist identifies more of these ‘in-between’ characters who
challenge comforting notions of good and bad; these figures explore the
spaces of grey of Holocaust survival and problematize the archetypal
‘evil Nazi’ that is a staple of popular culture.2 One of the main strengths
of the graphic novel is Kleist’s use of what I term ‘nuancing gestures’:
visual and verbal strategies in comics that are aimed at presenting a
more complex, nuanced, and morally ambiguous view of perpetrator
characters. These nuancing gestures do not absolve perpetrator characters of guilt, nor are they aimed at creating stories of redemption.
However, these strategies counter a homogeneous view of perpetrators
as singularly depraved in favour of a consideration of these characters
as humans with a variety of motivations. In addition, the strategies that
I investigate in this article also allow for a more comprehensive look at
gradations of complicity during the events of the Holocaust, and they
position the survivor character as a morally complex figure.3
In this article, I argue that The Boxer offers a nuanced perspective of
perpetrators and victims through three characters: survivor Harry Haft,
SS officer Schneider, and Kapo Mischa, who is an old acquaintance of Haft.
Although these figures occupy three distinct positions in the events
of the Holocaust, Kleist productively complicates the moral rigidity
of these categories through his visual rendering of the characters
and by exploring how these men and their motives interrelate. By
foregrounding these three characters, Kleist aptly demonstrates how
Holocaust survival can be predicated on the mistreatment of others.
Furthermore, the character of Harry Haft works against the image
From Maus to Magneto: Exploring Holocaust Representation in Comic Books and Graphic Novels, Rachel
Elizabeth Mandel notes a similar association in the use of red elements on the covers for the instalments
of X-Men Magneto Testament (Syracuse University Honors Program Capstone Projects, 2015), p. 32.
2 See, e.g., Aaron Kerner, Film and the Holocaust: New Perspectives on Dramas, Documentaries, and
Experimental Films (New York: Continuum, 2011); Caroline Joan S. Picart and David A. Frank, Frames
of Evil: The Holocaust as Horror in American Film (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press,
2006); Joanne Pettitt, Perpetrators in Holocaust Narratives: Encountering the Nazi Beast (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2017).
3 For a broader, comparative look at ‘nuancing gestures’ in graphic novels that deal with genocide see
Laurike in ‘t Veld, The Representation of Genocide in Graphic Novels: Considering the Role of Kitsch
(Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019).
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of the heroic and sanctimonious victim in favour of a more complex
and layered figure. Not unlike Art Spiegelman’s depiction of his
father Vladek in Maus, Haft is a character rendered ‘warts and all’. 4
Kleist considered rejecting the story because Haft ‘is not a very likeable
character’.5 This, however, did not prevent Kleist from ultimately taking
on the story, and the artist does not attempt to redeem the protagonist.
Rather, Haft’s moral complexity is established through his experiences
and actions during the Holocaust and in the immediate aftermath. In
the second half of the graphic novel, Kleist explores Haft’s life after the
genocidal events, when he moves to America and starts a boxing career.
Here, Kleist uses visual correspondences between panels to highlight
cycles of interpersonal violence and he depicts in vivid detail how
traumatic intrusions disrupt Haft’s daily life, thereby adding further
depth and context to the character.
This article brings together comics theory, Holocaust historiography,
and perpetrator studies to provide an incisive reading of nuance and
anti-Manicheanism in a Holocaust graphic novel. I explore how The
Boxer’s particular stylistic rendering of moral ambiguity, complicity,
and the longer lasting effects of trauma raises new insights about how
the medium of comics can navigate a sensitive and complex Holocaust
narrative. Following perpetrator studies’ commitment to engage
with the moral complexities of perpetrators, I investigate how Kleist
explores the spaces between perpetrator and victim in a way that
does not absolve the perpetrators of guilt or positions all victims as
complicit, or complicit in equal measure. Instead, The Boxer carefully
depicts the ‘zone of ambiguity which radiates out from regimes based
on terror and obsequiousness’.6 Furthermore, the focus on Haft’s life
post-Holocaust contributes to a complexity of character that rejects
straightforward moral categories and investigates how issues around
complicity are carried forward in life.

4 Art Spiegelman in ‘Schindler’s List: Myth, Movie, and Memory’, The Village Voice, 29 March 1994,
24–31 (p. 27).
5 Paul Gravett, ‘Reinhard Kleist Interview’, Paul Gravett, 6 July 2014, <http://www.paulgravett.com/articles/article/reinhard_kleist_interview> [accessed 30 July 2018].
6 Primo Levi, The Drowned and the Saved, trans. by Raymond Rosenthal (New York: Summit Books,
1988), p. 58.
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Power, Complicity, and Ambiguity: Three Characters in
The Boxer
In an attempt to help his older brother escape the German registration lines, Harry Haft is taken away by the Nazis at the age of 16.
Throughout the text, Haft is drawn with distinct furrowed eyebrows;
they characterize him as an earnest, determined, and often angry boy/
man, but they also function as a distinguishing element when his curly
hair is shaved off in the camps. Over the course of five years, Haft is
taken to Poznań, Strzelin, Auschwitz, Jaworzno, Flossenbürg, Gross
Rosen, and Amberg. His experiences in Auschwitz and his boxing
matches in Auschwitz and Jaworzno are the most distressing episodes
in the graphic novel, as they powerfully demonstrate the lengths Haft
has to go through to survive the genocide. In Auschwitz, he is briefly
assigned to work in the crematorium, burning the prisoners’ bodies
in the ovens. This infernal scene is depicted by Kleist in an abstracted
manner, as he uses billowing clouds of black smoke and stark white
flames to obscure a full depiction of the horrors.7 The darkened and
hellish surroundings of the crematorium create stark shadows on
Haft’s anguished face, rendering him almost unrecognisable. Kleist
creates a vivid image of the horrors faced by the Sonderkommando
through a moment of defamiliarisation of the sensitive content and the
image of the protagonist: the artist depicts Haft’s task of burning the
bodies in the ovens in a manner that is recognisable but not necessarily
photographically realistic.8 This stylistic choice allows for a compelling
rendering of the horrific event and the emotions experienced by Haft,
while the partial obscuring of the scene suggests that a traumatic
experience like this cannot be represented adequately through a more
photorealistic visual mode.
The panels that show the staged boxing matches communicate
most poignantly Haft’s precarious position in the grey zones of the
camps. Primo Levi’s seminal work The Drowned and the Saved (originally
published in 1986) carefully examines how the structure of the Lager
enables and fosters zones of ambiguity wherein prisoners are encouraged
7 Reinhard Kleist, The Boxer: The True Story of Holocaust Survivor Harry Haft (London: SelfMadeHero,
2014), pp. 50–52.
8 For more on how comics can defamiliarize sensitive content, see Joseph Witek, Comic Books as
History: The Narrative Art of Jack Jackson, Art Spiegelman, and Harvey Pekar (Jackson: University of
Mississippi Press, 1989), p.103; Hillary Chute, ‘The Texture of Retracing in Marjane Satrapi’s “Persepolis”’,
Women Studies Quarterly, 36.1/2 (2008), 92–110.
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or forced to become complicit in the totalitarian mechanism. This
complicity is a layered construct, and it establishes itself in various
forms and with different degrees of responsibility. Using the microcosm of the camps to create a perverse form of subjugated complicity
is, according to Levi, ‘National Socialism’s most demonic crime’.9 After
breaking down and refusing to work in the crematorium, Haft is, quite
miraculously, saved by SS officer Schneider (this name is made up by
Haft as he cannot remember the officer’s real name), who reassigns him
to the Kanada Kommando.10 When Haft is transferred to the Jaworzno
camp, where he is forced to work in the coal mines, he is reunited with
Schneider. The officer proposes Haft participates in the camp’s boxing
matches; for Haft, this is an opportunity to gain some privileges and
he agrees. At the start of his first boxing match, Haft quickly realizes
the meaning of Schneider’s statement that ‘the fight’s finished when
one of you can’t fight any longer’.11 Over the course of eleven pages,
Kleist details what these matches consist of: emaciated and ‘half-dead
opponents’ are brought forward to fight Haft. He quickly learns the
‘rules’ of this game and his own survival as he performs drawn-out
cat and mouse games to keep his public of Nazi officers and soldiers
interested. Figure 1 shows Haft fighting his first opponent, an emaciated and clearly frightened prisoner who has been selected by the
Nazis. The two men are surrounded by laughing and cheering Nazi
personnel, drawn sketchily but recognisably animated in the first
panel, and highlighted in more detail in the smaller, second panel.
The absence of uniforms highlights the leisurely atmosphere for the
Nazis, and the plump figure of the bald man in the smaller panel is
contrasted with the gaunt appearance of the prisoners. The panels
that depict the punches thrown by Haft demonstrate he has the upper
hand, as the force of the blows and their impact on his opponent is
underscored by the spikey lines, cloudlike shapes, and the little specks
that are drawn around the opponent’s body. In these four wordless
panels, Kleist conveys the pressure exerted by the audience as well as
Haft’s understanding of what is demanded of him in order to survive.

9 Levi, p. 53.
10 Alan Haft’s biography erroneously states that Harry Haft was assigned to sift through clothes as a
member of the Sonderkommando after his work in the crematorium. Kleist has corrected this to the
Kanada Kommando in his graphic novel. Though it is never mentioned explicitly, Haft’s work in the
crematoria was done by the Sonderkommando, of which very few members survived.
11 Kleist, p. 62.
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Figure 1. The Boxer, Reinhard Kleist ©SelfMadeHero.

Just before he lands his final blow, on the bottom half of the page,
Haft’s narrative voice is featured in a caption stating ‘I was sure
they’d shoot me if I refused’.12 He realizes the privileges that come
with this sickly form of entertainment – extra rations of food and less
demanding work – are tenuous. Subsequently, his survival strategy
cancels any empathy: ‘I never thought about the men being killed.
Only about surviving’.13 Haft’s position, at the mercy of Schneider
while simultaneously brutally reigning in the boxing ring and being
forced to negate human compassion, lays bare the precarious in-between
positions that were created in the concentration and extermination
camps. A pernicious component of the totalitarian system is that it
‘degrades its victims and makes them similar to itself’14; not satisfied
with destroying its purported opponents, the Nazi reign makes its
victims complicit in this endeavour. Haft’s participation in the boxing
matches exemplifies how the camps would enable and encourage complicity, forcing prisoners to emulate some of the perpetrators’ practices.
12 Kleist, p. 65.
13 Ibid., p. 67.
14 Levi, p. 68.
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As argued by Doriane Gomet, boxing formed an important part of
Nazi ideology, as boxing matches ‘helped establish the theory of racial
superiority [. . .] while also offering the masses a state-controlled outlet
to let off steam’.15 This propaganda of racial and physical superiority
that was displayed through boxing matches found its way into the
concentration camps, where ‘inmates were only a medium at the
service of ideology-filled entertainment and activities rife with ideology
which were an integral part of the body culture of the “master race”’.16
The matches were also a spectacle that displayed the weakness of the
inferior Jews. Following Giorgio Agamben, Gomet argues that the
prisoners were Homo Sacer, bodies at the disposal of the Nazis that
could be killed with complete impunity. Although it is clear that the
popularity of the sport and its ideological inflection led to its introduction
into the camp setting, there seems to be more at stake when we consider
boxing in light of Levi’s ‘grey zone’. Not only did the boxing matches
make a spectacle of the physicality of the Jews and other prisoners,
they clearly accommodated an ambiguous zone where one prisoner’s
survival came at the cost of the other’s death. The boxing ring was a
space where the SS ‘had the opportunity to transform some privileged
inmates into devoted accomplices capable of horrific violence against
their fellow prisoners’.17 Within the structures of the camp, the boxing
ring constituted an even smaller microcosm in which complicity, privilege,
and violence found an expression. In the case of Haft, boxing allows
him to regain a sense of identity, something that distinguishes him
from the unknown and unnumbered masses of prisoners. Nicknamed
‘The Jewish Beast from Jaworzno’, Kleist details a sense of pride
when Haft fights a French heavyweight champion and manages to win.
Haft’s relationship with Schneider is characterized by a thoroughly
uneven sense of quid pro quo. It is not entirely clear why Schneider first
saves Haft from his work in the crematorium, but as the narrative
develops, the SS officer uses Haft for various schemes, including taking
valuables from the discarded clothes when Haft is a member of the
Kanada Kommando. In addition, Schneider is revealed to treat Haft
marginally better as a way to gain some post-war insurance. After finding
Haft in Jaworzno, he brokers a deal: ‘If I help you survive, you’ll be in
my debt. I want you to tell them that I’m not like the others. Would
15 Doriane Gomet, ‘Between Survival Strategy and Bloody Violence: Boxing in Nazi Concentration and
Extermination Camps (1940–1945)’, The International Journal of the History of Sport, 33.10 (2016), 1–17 (p. 4).
16 Ibid., p. 4.
17 Ibid., p. 10.
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you do that?’18 Although Schneider is clearly using Haft to better his
position – Haft steals valuables for him, wins fights for him, and could
be his jail free card – the character is a far cry from the more overtly
sadistic and demonic Nazi characters in many popular cultural texts.
This nuancing of the perpetrator figure takes place both on a
narrative and an aesthetic level. On a narrative level, Schneider is
positioned as an opportunist rather than a malicious sadist, someone
who is driven by self-preservation and navigates the system of the
camp looking for lucrative and self-enriching schemes. Kleist makes
it clear that Schneider’s compassion is a direct consequence of this
self-preserving determination. When saving Haft from the horrors
of the crematorium work, Schneider appears as a dark, shadowy, and
faceless figure that states ‘I can use him’.19 By portraying Schneider’s
appearance to Haft in this obscure and dark form, Kleist positions
Schneider as a deus ex machina as well as a sinister and ominous figure.
For Schneider, favours imply a debt that can be recalled at any time, as
his next words to Haft – ‘You owe me, Jew’ – demonstrate. At the same
time, when Schneider saves Haft from a beating given by Kapo Mischa,
the serendipity of their encounter and Haft’s resilience seem to impress
the SS officer. This is emphasized by Haft’s reading of the sudden
reunion: a caption box with Haft’s narration states that ‘[f]or Schneider,
surviving was a distinction’.20 This Darwinian take on survival and
strength as a commending quality is further explored a couple of pages
later, when Schneider equates his position as an SS officer as being with
‘the wolves’ rather than ‘the sheep’ (see figure 2).21 The perpetrator draws
a direct line between himself and Haft as he commends him for being
a tough guy and ‘not like the others,’ while also advising him to learn
German because ‘[i]f you want to howl with the wolves, then speak
their language’.22
The character of Schneider is not positioned as a devious or
cruel figure. He is not a ‘cipher for unassimilable evil’23 nor is he
characterized by sexual perversions or sexual sadism, like many
perpetrator figures in the ‘Nazisploitation’ film genre and in more
18
19
20
21
22
23

Kleist, p. 59.
Ibid., p. 52.
Ibid., p. 58.
Ibid., p. 63.
Ibid., p. 63.
Jenni Adams, 'Introduction', in Representing Perpetrators in Holocaust Literature and Film, ed. by Jenni
Adams and Sue Vice (Edgware: Vallentine Mitchell, 2012), pp. 1–9 (p-1).
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Figure 2. The Boxer, Reinhard Kleist ©SelfMadeHero.

mainstream and critically acclaimed popular cultural texts like Steven
Spielberg’s Schindler’s List (1993) or Jonathan Littell’s The Kindly Ones
(2006).24 Like Haft, Schneider’s position is morally complex. He saves
Haft out of some precarious situations, and he genuinely seems to have
some sympathy for the protagonist.25 This sympathy also extends to
relatives; when Haft discovers his brother has arrived in the camp, he
too is granted extra privileges.
As pointed out by Guenter Lewy, the camp personnel could be
divided into roughly three categories: ‘sadists, those who simply
followed the brutalizing routine of the camps, and a very small
number of guards who actually refrained from abusing inmates
24 See, e.g., Julian Petley, ‘Nazi Horrors: History, Myth, Sexploitation’, in Horror Zone: The Cultural
Experience of Contemporary Horror Cinema, ed. by Ian Conrich (London: I. B. Tauris, 2010), pp.
205–226; Nazisploitation! The Nazi Image in Low-Brow Cinema and Culture, ed. by Daniel H. Magilow,
Kristin T. Vander Lugt, and Elizabeth Bridges (New York: Continuum, 2012); Eric Sandberg, ‘”This
Incomprehensible Thing”: Jonathan Littell’s The Kindly Ones and the Aesthetics of Excess’, The
Cambridge Quarterly, 43.3 (2014), 231–255.
25 Kleist has omitted an episode from the book where Haft breaks his foot – which would usually result
in a prisoner’s immediate death – but is again saved by Schneider and allowed to stay and work in
the camp hospital during his recovery.
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or even occasionally helped them.’26 Schneider seems, at first glance,
to fall into the third category. The interaction between Schneider and
Haft makes it clear, however, that Schneider’s friendly gestures are,
first and foremost, for his own benefit. There are no qualms about putting
Haft (or any of the other, less trained, prisoners for that matter) in the
boxing ring to fight to the death. In that sense, Schneider combines
the latter two of Lewy’s categories; the majority of the camp personnel
would be placed into this second category, as ‘cruelty was the routine
of the camps and therefore expected’.27 Schneider is not positioned
as wickedly evil, but as working the system for his own benefit. His
identification with being a wolf demonstrates Schneider’s opportunistic
stance – he’d rather act and lead like a wolf than be submissive and
follow like a herd of sheep – while the animal metaphor also alludes
to the ‘predatory’ character traits of the SS members; the brutality and
terror they enacted in organising the genocidal killing. Furthermore,
these remarks poignantly expose the systems of complicity that enabled
a marginally better treatment. ‘If you want to howl with the wolves’
does not only mean Haft needs to learn their language, it also means he
needs to emulate practices of mistreatment to ensure his own survival.
The visual rendering of Schneider is an important element in the
construction of the character as one that defies a quick labelling as
aberrant or malicious. It is appealing to render the perpetrators as
distinctly different from the victims and to clearly establish moral
opposites through their visual appearance. In this way, depravity can
be clearly read from the perpetrators’ menacing appearance. This
possibility of creating a clear visual distinction between perpetrators
and victims is aided by the SS attire. As argued by Susan Sontag in ‘Fascinating Fascism’ (originally published in 1974), the total power of the
SS members was partly communicated through their apparel. Sontag
points out that the sheer brutality of the SS coupled with the rigid cut
of the uniform, the high boots, and hats with the eagle and skull and
bones insignia can become fascinating, and even erotically charged:
‘[i]f the message of fascism has been neutralized by an aesthetic view
of life, its trappings have been sexualized’.28 These frightening but
26 Guenter Lewy, Perpetrators: The World of the Holocaust Killers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017),
p. 14. In Lewy's work, his emphasis on the uniqueness of the Holocaust results in a relativist stance
towards other instances of organized and premeditated mass violence, including the Armenian
genocide. Although his work on Nazi perpetrators is valuable for this article, I feel compelled to
explicitly distance myself from his scholarship on other genocidal atrocities.
27 Ibid., p. 17.
28 Susan Sontag, ‘Fascinating Fascism’, in Under the Sign of Saturn (London: Vintage Books, 1981), p. 100.
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fascinatingly adorned figures are plentiful in our cultural landscape
– from films and television series like Roma, città aperta (1945), Holocaust
(1978), and Schindler’s List (1993), to video games like Wolfenstein, and
Holocaust graphic novels like Auschwitz (2002, translated to English
in 2003) – perpetrators are rendered as powerful, cold, sadistic, and
impeccably dressed (at times portrayed with distinctive paraphernalia).
This type of representation arguably provides a comfortable sense of
moral detachment. We recognize these figures as archetypal evil Nazis
and do not have to engage with questions about their reasons for
participation or their humanity: they are all clearly monsters. Moreover,
they can even become fascinating because they are so wholly othered.
In The Boxer, Schneider is not rendered in a caricatured or hyperbolic
manner, nor is his uniform particularly highlighted. Kleist has drawn
the character as a generic man, not unlike many other characters in
the graphic novel. This does not mean that perpetrators and victims
are not contrasted in terms of their visual appearance: Kleist has taken
pains to accurately depict the camp prisoners, drawing them with a
gaunt appearance and pained expressions. Figure 2 clearly shows the
juxtaposition between victim and perpetrator; Haft’s emaciated and
half-naked appearance is established through the use of heavy lining
and use of black surfaces; his malnourished, shaved, and hunched
figure demonstrates the processes of dehumanisation in the camps.
Schneider, on the other hand, appears relatively healthy and well fed,
wearing a dress shirt and a tie. The scene starts with Schneider in full
attire, but when he teaches Haft some boxing tricks, he takes his jacket
off and rolls up his sleeves. This has a double effect: the removal of the
uniform makes Schneider less of a menacing and archetypal Nazi figure,
while the fact that his jacket is still visible on the bench behind the
men subtly reminds us of the power dynamic. Haft’s facial expression
in the last panel of figure 2 seems to demonstrate his full understanding of the selfishness of the scheme proposed, while Schneider’s face
displays a calculated kinder approach which is further underscored by
his motivational exhortation that Haft should show them what he can
do (who is meant by ‘them’ is kept purposefully vague by Schneider).
Although the differences between these men and their positions are
clear, neither of these characters is drawn in a wholly inhuman or
caricatured manner. Visually, they inhabit the same drawn universe,
and Schneider is not depicted in a more remarkable or menacing manner than other characters. Coupled with Schneider’s position in Haft’s
story, this visual rendering aids a consideration of the perpetrator’s
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humanity. Schneider is a dubious, faulty, and in many ways despicable
figure, but he is also clearly rendered as a human being.
The Boxer’s depiction of Schneider ties in with a larger cultural interest in providing a narrative perspective on perpetrators of genocide.
A narrative perspective, in this context, refers to an insight into the
motivations, thoughts, and feelings of the perpetrator.29 This interest
in exploring the moral makeup of perpetrator figures is seen in
cultural texts like The Kindly Ones (2006), The Reader (2008), and in
scholarship on (the representation of) perpetrators.30 Investigating
the perpetrators’ motivations remains a controversial feat. By focusing
on the inner workings of the perpetrator, there is a danger that the
systematic destruction of the European Jews and the violent brutalities
carried out by perpetrators in the camps will be underrepresented
or even omitted. Furthermore, there is a fear that focusing on the
perpetrator might not only lead to a rationalization of the horrors – ‘to
understand may be to justify’31 – but that the recipient might ultimately
become ‘infected’ and morally thwarted. This ‘contagion anxiety’32
often precludes a more comprehensive look at perpetrator characters.
How does the character of Schneider fit in with other contemporary
cultural texts that investigate perpetrators? The Boxer does not provide
much of a narrative perspective on Schneider. Aside from the wolf/
sheep analogy, we do not learn about his motivations, nor do we receive
much backstory or insight into Schneider’s thoughts and feelings. This
is, of course, caused by his position within Haft’s biography. He is an
important figure for Haft’s survival but peripheral in the larger arch of
the narrative. Schneider is, however, a figure that aptly demonstrates
Levi’s observation that ‘[c]ompassion and brutality can coexist in the
29 See Erin McGlothlin, ‘Narrative Perspective and the Holocaust Perpetrator: Edgar Hilsenrath’s The
Nazi and the Barber and Jonathan Littell’s The Kindly Ones’, in The Bloomsbury Companion to Holocaust
Literature, ed. by Jenni Adams (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014), 157–177.
30 See, e.g., Christopher Browning, Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in
Poland (New York: HarperCollins, 1998), Jenni Adams and Sue Vice, Representing Perpetrators in
Holocaust Literature and Film (Edgware: Vallentine Mitchell, 2012), Perpetrators and Perpetration of Mass
Violence: Action, Motivations, and Dynamics, ed. by Timothy Williams and Susanne Buckley-Zistel (Oxon:
Routledge, 2018). See also contributions to the Journal for Perpetrator Research such as Kjell Anderson,
‘“Who Was I to Stop the Killing?” Moral Neutralization among Rwandan Genocide Perpetrators’, Journal
of Perpetrator Research, 1.1 (2017), 39–63; Sybille Schmidt, ‘Perpetrators’ Knowledge: What and How Can
We Learn from Perpetrator Testimony?’, Journal of Perpetrator Research, 1.1 (2017), 85–104.
31 Inga Clendinnen, Reading the Holocaust (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 82.
32 Jenni Adams, ‘Reading (as) Violence in Jonathan Littell’s The Kindly Ones’, in Representing
Perpetrators in Holocaust Literature and Film, ed. by Jenni Adams and Sue Vice (Edgware:
Vallentine Mitchell, 2012), p. 26.
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same individual and in the same moment, despite all logic’.33 What The
Boxer demonstrates well is that this compassion is not necessarily loving
and selfless but one mostly driven by self-preservation. Schneider is
merciful because he can use Haft for his own betterment. Schneider’s
pragmatic and utilitarian stance towards Haft – one that does not
negate the brutalities that Schneider inflicts on him and others by
extension – allows readers to consider the perpetrator as a layered and
ambiguous figure, without absolving his crimes or delving in to his
psyche. Although The Boxer does not provide a comprehensive psychological investigation of Schneider, it offers some subtle and tentative
suggestions as to why Schneider is a perpetrator. These suggestions
point towards a person that takes pride in being at the top of the
hierarchy and exerting power in that position, while also constantly
looking for ways in which he can improve his position further, even if
this undermines the ideological framework of National Socialism. The
fact that Schneider is drinking in figure 2 (he offers Haft a swig from
his flask as well) is interesting in this context: does the alcohol help
to blot out some of his actions, is he trying to ‘buy’ Haft and ease him
into the boxing scheme he has set up, or is the drink a part of his SS
persona? Notwithstanding the importance of these nuancing gestures,
the graphic novel ultimately underscores that the SS character has the
power to decide over Haft’s fate and highlights the precariousness of
the situation for Haft at several points – most clearly when Schneider
sets Haft up to box for him, and when he easily discards of Haft and
takes off when the camp is attacked.
The other important figure that functions as a means to show the
grey band of the concentration camps is Mischa, an acquaintance from
Bełchatów that Haft meets again in Jaworzno. In Alan Haft’s biography
Mischa is described as a ‘hoodlum’ who takes pleasure in the cruelty
he inflicts. Although Kleist does not refer to his criminal past, Mischa
is immediately positioned as a harsh Kapo who finds joy in repeatedly
beating Haft. Like many other prisoner-functionaries, Mischa uses
excessive violence to exert terror on the other prisoners while proving his worth to the Nazis.34 As described by Levi, functionaries
like Kapos ‘were free to commit the worst atrocities on their subjects
33 Levi, p. 56.
34 It is important to note that ‘[t]here are many witness statements and publications [. . .] which support
the portrayal of Kapos as brutal sadists, and just as many which praise their courage and humanity
in the face of adversity and danger. See René Wolf, ‘Judgement in the Grey Zone: The Third Auschwitz
(Kapo) Trial in Frankfurt in 1968’, Journal of Genocide Research, 9.4 (2007), 617–635 (p. 617).
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as punishment for any transgressions, or even without any motive
whatsoever’.35 Kleist reserves a page to show Mischa’s mistreatment of
Haft, showing how the Kapo responds to Haft’s question – ‘why are you
helping these pigs?’– with instant and excessive violence that continues
for days.36 The confrontations between Harry and Mischa echo Inga
Clendinnen’s observation that ‘Jewish and Gentile survivors alike have
testified it was the immediate, gratuitous assaults by fellow-prisoners
that most destroyed hope and fortitude’.37 Both the graphic novel
and the biography underscore the cruelty enacted by the Kapo, and
the pleasure Mischa seems to take from it. The post-war confrontation
between the two men is highlighted more extensively in the graphic
novel than in the written biographic account. This episode, which
takes place over three pages, lays bare the moral complexities of the
in-between positions in the camps. When Haft recognizes Mischa
back in Bełchatów, he corners him into an alley and pulls his gun,
intending to shoot the former Kapo.
In this scene, Kleist literally and figuratively draws out the inverted
power structures, with Mischa crouched on the ground, desperately
pleading for his life, as Haft towers over him in the last panel (see figure
3). When compared with figure 2, we see how the power dynamic between the two characters is rendered through their spatial positioning.
In figure 2, Haft occupies more of the lower space of the panel, as he is
crouched down while Schneider remains standing. In figure 3, the roles
are reversed, and Haft now occupies a standing position while Mischa
is positioned lying down at the bottom of most of the panels. There are
more visual correspondences between the two situations: in the second
panel of figure 2, Schneider is drawn as a standing, shadowy figure who
has Haft’s life in his hands. In a similar vein, the first panel of figure 3
depicts Haft as a standing figure in the shadow, equally imbued with
the power over Mischa’s life or death. Before Haft draws a gun, he uses
his boxing skills to work Mischa down to the ground, the impact of his
punch reflected by motion lines and specks of blood in the preceding
panels. Mischa desperately attempts to thwart his death sentence by
stating that he, like Haft, was just trying to survive: ‘I thought they’d
spare me if I acted like them [. . .] The only thing that mattered was
staying alive, you know that as well as me! Who was the Beast of
35 Levi, p. 46.
36 Kleist, p. 57.
37 Clendinnen, p. 36.
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Figure 3. The Boxer, Reinhard Kleist ©SelfMadeHero.

Jaworzno, huh?!!!’.38 Mischa’s attempt to implicate Haft in a sense of
complicity in the death of others ultimately falls on deaf ears, and he
only narrowly escapes when Haft’s gun falters.
The figure of Mischa and the confrontation between Haft and
Mischa raise pertinent questions about levels of complicity, the use of
sadistic violence, and Holocaust survival. Although Mischa’s brutal
violence is made apparent, The Boxer tentatively allows for a more
complex reading of this violence as one that is partly motivated by
the power structures of the camp. Haft’s narrative voice posits that
‘Mischa seemed to enjoy beating me in front of the guards’.39 This
wording suggests that Mischa puts his violence on display for his
superiors, and this notion is also repeated in his post-war appeals to
Haft. The Boxer thus asks readers to consider the option that Mischa’s
cruelty is not ‘simply’ or wholly sadistic but rather constitutes a form
of survival. This consideration does not mitigate the severity or impact
of Mischa’s actions as Kapo, nor does it absolve him of guilt. However, it
does allow for a grey space in which his actions are not solely motivated
38 Kleist, p. 107.
39 Ibid, p. 57.
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by a sense of enjoyment but rather by a complicity with a corrupted
and perverted system that encourages, and to some extent rewards,
the use of violence by prisoner-functionaries. In their post-war confrontation, Mischa clearly positions himself as a victim in his pleas
to Haft, drawing a connection between the two men in an attempt
to level their use of violence. This positioning of himself as a victim is
visually underscored in the confrontation between the two men
because Mischa is helplessly lying on the floor, at the mercy of Haft.
At the same time, Haft’s horrific experiences make his retaliatory
actions towards Mischa understandable. The depiction of the postwar confrontation creates a nuancing moment in which readers
are asked to consider both sides, or at the very least to tentatively
consider Mischa’s complicity as one that is created by the camp system.
Is Mischa’s use of violence more despicable than Haft’s? And if not,
where does that leave Haft in the grey bands between victim and
perpetrator? Although these questions might come to mind, they are
also partly voided because Kleist shows that a desperate Mischa will
say anything to escape his death sentence. The confrontation between
the two men foregrounds, again, how self-preservation is a primary,
and primal, drive in life-and-death confrontations.

Cycles of Violence and Traumatic Intrusions
Haft’s position as a morally complex character is further highlighted
in the pages that deal with the immediate aftermath of the Holocaust
and Haft’s post-war time in America. In the final days of the war, Haft
kills several people in order to go unnoticed and survive. When Haft
manages to escape a death march, he hides in the forest and kills
an SS soldier who is taking a swim. Dressed in his attire, Haft stays
the night with a German couple but when they start asking critical
questions, he shoots them. Although these murders are shocking,
they are still understandable within the framework of a desperate and
downtrodden Haft who is attempting to survive in the treacherous
final days of the war. However, the graphic novel omits another murder: Haft shoots a German woman point blank and tells a young
teenage boy, who is hiding in the closet, to stay put. In an interview
with Kleist, the artist stated that
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[t]here was a scene during his escape from the death marches where he
killed some people. No one will ever be able to verify these events. So in
this case, I decided to leave one of the truly brutal killings out. It would
have been too much. But nevertheless, it does not make him nicer.40

Indeed, another murder might have been ‘too much’ to depict in the
graphic novel, but there is also something thoroughly upsetting about
Haft’s decision to spare the boy but leave him after having just killed
his mother. Although Kleist has decided to omit this particular
murder from his work, our sympathy for the protagonist is tested in
the graphic novel nonetheless. This complication of a straightforward
sympathy undermines ‘trauma culture’s romanticized survivor figure’41,
a figure Anne Rothe links to Elie Wiesel and assigns to American
Holocaust discourse specifically, but one that’s arguably more pervasive
in global popular cultural depictions of the Holocaust. Judith Doneson
argues that Jews in Holocaust films often feature as weak, passive,
and feminized figures who need the protection of a strong Christian/
Gentile character (Schindler’s List is a primary example of this type of
depiction).42 This particular trope of the Jews as powerless and weak is
dependent on stark binary oppositions between the Jewish victims and
Nazi perpetrators. This strict moral division leads to a portrayal of the
Jew as completely powerless and without any narrative agency, and a
depiction of the Nazis as all-reigning and wicked. In this, often melodramatic, set-up, the Jewish characters thus function as ‘the mere foil
that drives the good versus evil plot’.43 Not only does the figure of Haft
not conform to the depiction of Jewish character as weak and passive,
his character also works against ‘notions that suffering generates
spiritual purification’. 44
Throughout the graphic novel, Kleist positions Haft as a resourceful
character who is constantly attempting to find ways to improve his
situation, giving him a clear sense of narrative agency. Haft arguably
fits some elements of the aforementioned trope of Jewish characters in
that Schneider partly functions as the Gentile character who protects
and helps him. However, as mentioned above, Schneider’s protection
40 Alex Dueben, ‘Reinhard Kleist Stings Like a Bee in “The Boxer”’, CBR.com, 13 May 2014, <https://www.
cbr.com/reinhard-kleist-stings-like-a-bee-in-the-boxer/> [accessed 1 August 2018].
41 Anne Rothe, Popular Trauma Culture: Selling the Pain of Others (New Brunswick: Rutgers University
Press, 2011), p. 40.
42 Judith Doneson, The Holocaust in American Film (New York: Syracuse University Press, 2002).
43 Aaron Kerner, Film and the Holocaust: New Perspectives on Dramas, Documentaries, and Experimental
Films (New York: Continuum, 2011), p. 60.
44 Rothe, p. 14.
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is self-serving, so that the trope of the strong Gentile who saves the
day is immediately complicated within the narrative. Schneider’s
protection is an important part of Haft’s survival, but it is clear that
the protagonist is also constantly placed in jeopardy by Schneider’s
decision to put him in the boxing ring. Furthermore, The Boxer clearly
works against a sentimental Holocaust story through the depiction of
Haft, a character that undermines a melodramatic setup of the victim
as an ennobled and romanticized figure. The graphic novel negates
the notion that suffering somehow leads to a moral sanctification of
the victim as Haft has not come out of the war an exalted and purified
man. An important visual strategy that demonstrates the refusal to position Haft as an ennobled figure, while also simultaneously allowing
for a sense of sympathy, is the way in which Kleist underscores the
presence of violence in his life.
In The Boxer, Haft is positioned as someone who is both on the
receiving end of violence and the person dealing the blows. There
are a multitude of panels that depict violence in a variety of settings:
in a familial environment, in the various camps, and in the context of
Haft’s professional boxing career. These panels often show characters
with their fists raised, and when punches are thrown these are often
accompanied by motion lines and spikey forms that indicate the impact, like in figure 1. Occasionally, Kleist also uses onomatopoeia
to further underscore the effects of the violence. The connections
between these panels throughout the graphic novel call forth Thierry
Groensteen’s notion of ‘braiding’: the visual correspondences between
non-adjacent panels in a comic that can become meaningful because
they form a network.45 Violence is present right at the beginning of the
story, when the family dynamics of the American Haft family provide
evidence of a deeply troubled man. In the opening pages, son Alan Haft
recounts his father’s volatile and hot-tempered demeanour. ‘I was often
scared of him’ – a caption states while Kleist draws Harry raising his
hand at his son as he towers over him – ‘[m]om would try and make up
for his outbursts by telling me about his terrifying past. I didn’t want
to hear about it. The now was bad enough’.46 When the narrative moves
back in time to 1939, the use of physical violence is transported to Harry
Haft’s upbringing, when his older brother Aria takes up a disciplinary
45 See Thierry Groensteen, The System of Comics, trans. by Bart Beaty and Nick Nguyen (Jackson:
University Press of Mississippi, 2007) and ‘The Art of Braiding: A Clarification’, trans. by Ann Miller,
European Comic Art, 9.1 (2016), 88–98.
46 Kleist, p. 6.
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role after the death of their father. Two panels depict a fuming Aria
punching Haft in the face and kicking him as he is lying down on the
ground. This violence takes place right until the moment Harry is big
and strong enough to retaliate and threaten his brother, after which
Aria backs down. However, violence continues to structure Haft’s life,
from the horrors of the Holocaust to his post-war boxing career that
ends with a fixed fight against Rocky Marciano.
In drawing connections between these violent encounters throughout
Haft’s life, Kleist works to achieve two things. Firstly, these non-contiguous panels form a visual network that functions as a blueprint of
Haft’s life: here is a character whose experiences are constantly shaped
by physical violence. And secondly, by underscoring how violence
continues after Haft’s Holocaust experiences, particularly in a family
setting, Kleist tentatively suggests that victims are not necessarily
above moral approach, and that they can become perpetrators in
other situations as well. By opening The Boxer with a panel that shows
Haft as an aggressive and violent father figure, Kleist immediately
positions his protagonist as a complex and deeply scarred man. However, the end of the story, which loops back to Haft’s post-war family
life, offers some nuancing: Harry Haft takes his son to visit Leah, his
fiancé from Bełchatów whom he lost touch with during the war, and
whom he has been trying to find ever since (his post-war boxing career
is partly established in the hope Leah might see his name in the papers).
He has finally found her in Miami, suffering from cancer and in her
final days. Kleist’s depiction of their reunion shows a compassionate and
tearful Haft, an image that complements and nuances the hardened and
brutish figure that the character has become.
Another way in which Kleist navigates the complexity of Haft’s
character is through the representation of traumatic intrusions in
his American life. In line with the ‘classic’ Freudian psychoanalytic
model of trauma, The Boxer emphasizes the haunting nature of trauma.
Echoing Freud’s notion of the intrusive and repetitive nature of traumatic experiences into everyday life, Kleist inserts several panels in
the post-war story that depict some of Haft’s distressing Holocaust
experiences. These panels, often showing one or multiple moments
from Haft’s boxing matches in the camps, poignantly communicate
how his memories intrude upon the present. Throughout the work,
Kleist interchanges panels with and without lined borders as a way to
create a dynamic page lay-out. All of the panels that include flashbacks
are also borderless, and in addition to contributing to the lay-out of
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Figure 4. The Boxer, Reinhard Kleist ©SelfMadeHero.

the page and signalling a clear division between past and present, the
absence of a lined border also conveys a sense of how these memories
are neither neatly contained nor ‘boxed off’.
Figure 4 shows how the image of a starving and frightened opponent
temporarily startles Haft, who is in the middle of a post-war boxing
match. As he continues his fight against his American opponent, Kleist
repeats the image of the prisoner as he receives Haft’s blows in a past
time, ending up defeated on the ground. Kleist draws this final image
from the point of view of Haft, his bloodied fists sticking out at the
bottom of the page. The juxtaposition of the two matches poignantly
visualizes Cathy Caruth’s designation of the ‘double wound’ that trauma
imposes, the ‘oscillation between a crisis of death and the correlative
crisis of life: between the story of the unbearable nature of an event and
the story of the unbearable nature of its survival’.47 The flashbacks of
the Holocaust boxing matches are a very literal visual manifestation of
the unbearable nature of the event and Haft’s survival – to have lived
while others died. At the same time, their insertion in an episode of
Haft’s post-war life and his dogged determination to end the fight
underline his firm wish to move on and pursue his boxing career.
As pointedly argued by Harriet E. H. Earle, ‘comics uses its arsenal
of formal representational techniques to produce affect in the reader
and, in doing so, mimics (some part of) the feelings and experience

47 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1996), p. 7.

Journal of Perpetrator Research 3.1 (2020)

L. in ‘t Veld
of trauma.’48 Although the medium of comics cannot fully grasp the
experience of trauma, its formal techniques make it possible to communicate something ‘beyond the purely factual’.49 These representational
techniques include, but are not limited to, the use of perspective, the
gutter, and the process of ‘closure’50: the way in which the comics reader
imaginatively connects the different panels into a continuous narrative
sequence. In figure 4, there is no real, defined gutter, as the middle panel
blends into the white space around the other two panels. This middle
panel stands out between the two bordered panels, and the absence of
a defined gutter, in conjunction with the incongruity of the prisoner
figure within the narrative sequence of the post-war boxing match,
further aids our reading of this image as one that represents a previous
point in time and is only visible to Haft. By alternating between different
points in time, the graphic novel conveys how the painful experiences
come to haunt Haft at a pivotal moment. In addition, Kleist plays with
perspective to increase the emotional impact of the image, as the prisoner
is looking right out of the page, not only staring back at Haft but also
at the reader. The subsequent panels that depict Haft’s (bloodied) fists
strengthen this notion of a first-person perspective that implicates the
reader. In this sequence, the traumatic images do not include dialogue
or captions, which connects to Judith Herman’s observation that
‘traumatic memories lack verbal and narrative context, they are encoded in the form of vivid sensations and images’.51 By showing how
these vivid Holocaust memories intrude in Haft’s life, the sequence
stimulates an affective response towards its protagonist, which in
turn fosters a sense of understanding and sympathy.
Although the graphic novel demonstrates that traumatic experiences
return to haunt Haft – perhaps because they haven’t been processed
in the same manner as other experiences – these panels do not obstruct
the overall telling of Haft’s story. In this sense, the ‘verbal and narrative context’ that Herman observes as absent in traumatic memories
is nonetheless offered in the story. Both in the biography and its graphic adaptation, Haft’s story is characterized by its straightforward and
chronological unfolding. Although the veracity of some of the episodes
in the story can be questioned (there is an episode of cannibalism in
48 Harriet E.H. Earle, Comics, Trauma, and the New Art of War (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press,
2017), p. 43.
49 Ibid, p. 43.
50 Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art (New York: HarperPerennial, 1994), p. 45.
51 Judith Herman, Trauma and Recovery (London: Pandora, 2001), p. 38.
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Flossenbürg that cannot be proven by historical documentation), their
truthfulness is not in question for Haft. He does not doubt his own
experiences and seems to have no problem going through the events
in a straightforward chronological fashion. Counter to classic trauma
theory’s insistence on the ‘unspeakability’ of trauma – the proposition
that traumatic events cannot be processed straightforwardly, resist
representation, and thus depart from an absence – Haft’s traumatic
experiences are for the most part presented as ‘speakable’. What this
means in terms of visuality is that the work depicts most of the main
events in Haft’s life, and particularly the boxing matches during the
Holocaust, in a visually comprehensive manner, showing them in
detail, from different points of view, and placed within a chronological
timeline. The horrors Haft endures are detailed in a narrative mode
that focuses more on the unfolding of the events rather than on Haft’s
feelings and reflections, thereby moving the reader through the actions
and consequences rather than providing ample space for rumination
or reflection. The caption boxes that list Haft’s narrative voice are
mostly descriptive and anchor the images because they contextualize
and explain what we see in the panels. In this regard, the story does
not depart from a sense of not knowing, and the graphic novel echoes
more pluralistic trauma theories that stress the fact that trauma is an
individual experience that leads to different responses and does not
necessarily result in dissociation or speechlessness.52
At the same time, the panels that depict how painful memories
return aptly show the intrusive and debilitating nature of trauma.
These images form a visual counterpoint to the more linear episodes
in the graphic novel because they present the entanglement of past and
present on the page. This temporal collapse emphasizes that Holocaust
experiences leave indelible marks on the survivors’ psyches. It is important to note that the written biography only briefly refers to Haft’s
traumatic hauntings, as Alan Haft states that his father ‘lived with
nightmares his entire life’.53 Kleist visually addresses these nightmares
in order to explore the longer lasting effects of traumatic experiences
on an individual, while these panels also foster a sense of sympathy for
the protagonist. Furthermore, Haft was silent about his experiences for
52 See Michelle Balaev, ‘Literary Trauma Theory Reconsidered’ in Contemporary Approaches in Literary
Trauma Theory, ed. by Michelle Balaev (London: Palgrave Macmillan); Stef Craps, Postcolonial Witnessing: Trauma Out of Bounds (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan 2013).
53 Alan Scott Haft, Harry Haft: Survivor of Auschwitz, Challenger of Rocky Marciano (New York: Syracuse
University Press, 2006), p. 170.
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many years, so a sense of unspeakability of his experiences does apply.
The opening and ending of the graphic novel include a panel in which
Haft promises his son Alan to tell him everything one day (a day that
arrived years later). The reasons for this long period of self-imposed
silence are not entirely clear; guilt, trauma, and a desire to leave
things behind and not dwell on them could have played a part. The
presence of Haft’s story is thus complemented by the knowledge that
a long absence preceded it.

Conclusion
When considering perpetrators, victims, and forms of complicity, it is
pertinent to take heed of Christopher Browning’s words:
Perpetrators did not become fellow victims (as many of them claimed
to be) in the way some victims became accomplices of the perpetrators.
The relationship between perpetrator and victim was not symmetrical.
The range of choice each faced was totally different.54

Although The Boxer connects the three characters Haft, Schneider,
and Mischa through their drive for self-preservation and survival,
it demonstrates clearly that the meaning of survival and the range
of choices each of these characters faces is completely different. The
perverse complicity that is fostered within the camp system forces Haft
to engage in life-or-death violence against fellow prisoners in order to
ensure his own survival. Mischa arguably has more space to negotiate
his violence against other prisoners, and his actions are therefore more
clearly up for moral judgment. In contrast, Schneider’s perpetrator
position allows a wealth of choices. As a member of the SS, Schneider
can be opportunistic, navigating the camp system to fit his needs. For
Schneider, violence is ordered, enacted, but never received.
Notwithstanding Browning’s caution not to approach perpetrators
and victims in a similar manner or presume a degree of symmetry, it
is also equally important to complicate overly rigid categorizations
between perpetrators, victims, and bystanders, in order to more fully
address the in-between areas that are part of organized mass violence.
As posited by Timothy Williams, ‘people can often be more aptly located
in the “grey zones” between these categories, or in more nuanced
54 Browning, Ordinary Men, p. 187.
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positions.’55 Haft’s story nuances clear-cut categorizations of perpetrators and victims by demonstrating how survival can be predicated
on violence that is perpetrated amongst prisoners in order to gain
privileges that can constitute the difference between life and death.
Through his linework and use of spatial positioning, Kleist draws the
distinct (power) differences between his characters without positioning
the Nazi perpetrator as monstrous. Furthermore, Kleist’s visual
emphasis on the disruptive effects of Haft’s traumatic experiences
and the persistence of violence in his life stimulates an affective
response towards the protagonist while also showing that Holocaust
survival does not necessarily ennoble the victim. Haft is a flawed and
problematic character, but he is also deeply human. The graphic novel
thus clearly demonstrates that moral complexity does not stand in
the way of an emotive Holocaust narrative.

55 Timothy Williams, ‘Agency, Responsibility, and Culpability: The Complexity of Roles and Self-representations of Perpetrators’, Journal of Perpetrator Research, 2.1 (2018), 39–64 (p. 39).
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Crimes of the Wehrmacht: A Re-evaluation
Alex J. Kay and David Stahel
Abstract: Of the up to eighteen million men who served in the Wehrmacht during the
Second World War, ten million were deployed at one time or another between 1941 and
1944 in the conflict against the Soviet Union, a theatre of widespread and sustained
mass violence. In order to determine how extensive complicity in Nazi crimes was
among the mass of the regular German soldiers, it is necessary first of all to define
what constitutes a criminal undertaking. The sheer brutality of the German conduct of
war and occupation in the Soviet Union has overshadowed many activities that would
otherwise be rightly held up as criminal acts.
Keywords: Wehrmacht, criminality, mass violence, occupation, Second World War

Introduction

T

he advances made over the last two decades in our understanding of German occupation policies in the Soviet Union
and the crimes committed there by the Wehrmacht, the SS,
police forces, the civil administration, agricultural authorities
and NSDAP agencies have been immense, yet the discussion in serious
scholarship regarding the extent of Wehrmacht participation in
atrocities on both an individual and a collective level could not be more
divided. Christian Hartmann revisited the discussion with his study
of five German divisions on the eastern front in 1941 and 1942, which
concluded that criminal conduct was largely a feature of rear-area
security formations and not the front-line units, which made up the
greater part of the troops deployed in the east. Hartmann even wonders
whether the Wehrmacht can be regarded as a perpetrator organisation
of the National Socialist regime at all.1 Though Hartmann certainly

This article is an updated and expanded version of a book chapter by the authors, ‘Reconceiving
Criminality in the German Army on the Eastern Front: 1941–1942’, in Mass Violence in Nazi-Occupied
Europe, ed. by Alex J. Kay and David Stahel (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2018), pp. 173–
194, and a paper by Alex J. Kay, ‘Reconceiving Criminality in the German Army on the Eastern Front,
1941–1942’ on the panel ‘Making Sense of Mass Violence: Perpetrators, Occupation and Everyday Life in
the Second World War’ (Panel of the German Historical Institute London) at the German History Society
Annual Conference, University of Leicester, 13–15 September 2018.
1 Christian Hartmann, Wehrmacht im Ostkrieg: Front und militärisches Hinterland 1941/42 (Munich:
Oldenbourg, 2009), p. 802.
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deserves credit for devising the kind of scheme that helps make sense
of the different structural and situational factors that could help
determine a particular unit’s propensity for criminal behaviour, his
conclusions contrast starkly with those reached by Dieter Pohl in his
analysis of Wehrmacht policies in the Soviet Union during the entire
three-year occupation. Pohl found that the number of divisions
deployed on the eastern front in which no war crimes were committed
was ‘low’ and added that members of the Wehrmacht may have
constituted the majority of those responsible for mass crimes carried
out on the part of the German Reich.2
Of the up to 18 million men who served in the Wehrmacht during
the Second World War, ten million were deployed at one time or another
between 1941 and 1944 in the conflict against the Soviet Union.3 It was
in the eastern theatre of war that the military struggle was most
brutally fought and in which more of Nazi Germany’s mass crimes
were committed than on any other front. The total number of Soviet
dead comes to a staggering 27 million people.4 As approximately 11.5
million of these were members of the Red Army killed in action, according
to recent Russian figures, the majority of the dead – around 16 million
non-combatants – comprised civilians and unarmed, captured soldiers.5
What can we say, then, about the proportion of Wehrmacht soldiers
fighting on the eastern front involved in war crimes? Rolf-Dieter
Müller concludes that the percentage of German soldiers stationed on
the eastern front involved in war crimes was ‘if anything smaller still’
(eher noch geringer) than the estimated five per cent of German soldiers
involved in war crimes in occupied Italy.6 The contrast between this
figure and the estimate subsequently attributed to Hannes Heer could
scarcely be greater. According to Heer, ‘60 to 80 per cent’ of German
2 Dieter Pohl, Die Herrschaft der Wehrmacht: Deutsche Militärbesatzung und einheimische Bevölkerung
in der Sowjetunion 1941–1944 (Munich: Oldenbourg, 2008), pp. 348–349.
3 Hartmann, Wehrmacht im Ostkrieg, pp. 12–13, 16, fn. 29.
4 John Barber and Mark Harrison, The Soviet Home Front 1941–1945: A Social and Economic History
of the USSR in World War II (London: Longman, 1991), pp. 40–41; Hartmann, Wehrmacht im Ostkrieg,
p. 790; Peter Jahn, ‘27 Millionen’, Die Zeit, 14 June 2007, p. 90 <https://www.zeit.de/2007/25/27Millionen-Tote> [accessed 3 January 2019].
5 See Lev Lopukhovsky and Boris Kavalerchik, The Price of Victory: The Red Army’s Casualties in the
Great Patriotic War, trans. by Harold Orenstein (Barnsley: Pen & Sword, 2017) for the total figure of
14.6 million Red Army dead, including more than three million POWs who died in German captivity.
The total of 27–28 million Soviet dead corresponds to German estimates; see the literature cited
in the preceding footnote.
6 ‘Gegen Kritik immun’, Interview by Gerhard Spörl and Klaus Wiegrefe, Der Spiegel, 23/1999
(June 1999), pp. 60–62 (p. 62).
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soldiers who fought on the eastern front participated in war crimes.7
Though Hartmann neglects to cite a specific figure himself, he makes
it clear that he shares Müller’s view.8 In his study Ostkrieg: Hitler’s War
of Extermination in the East, the American historian Stephen G. Fritz
repeated the figure of five per cent.9 How credible is a figure of five per
cent or less? In his review of Fritz’s book for the journal German History,
Jeff Rutherford responded: ‘Such a low estimate is simply untenable,
as numerous studies have demonstrated front line troops’ involvement
in enforcing the starvation policy, rounding up slave labourers, waging
a ruthless war against alleged partisans and, as [Fritz] himself points
out, carrying out scorched earth retreats.’10
Rutherford cites some important contexts here, in which German
troops committed war crimes. The ruthless anti-partisan war and
scorched earth retreats are two of the five major complexes of crimes
examined by Hartmann in his aforementioned study Wehrmacht im
Ostkrieg and frequently cited in discussions of Wehrmacht criminality.11
Rutherford’s remaining two examples, on the other hand, are rarely
addressed: the enforcement of the starvation policy and the rounding
up of slave labourers. Both tasks – the systematic starvation of civilians
and prisoners of war, and the abduction of men and women for deployment as forced labourers – constitute by any standard war crimes.12
This brings us to a key argument overlooked in the current
literature and the main focus of this article: the sheer brutality of the
German conduct of war and occupation in the Soviet Union has
overshadowed many activities that would otherwise be (rightly) held
up as criminal acts. In identifying what might be categorised as
‘secondary crimes’, our understanding of what constituted criminal
7 Klaus Wiegrefe, ‘Abrechnung mit Hitlers Generälen’, Spiegel Online, 27 November 2001.
8 Christian Hartmann, ‘Verbrecherischer Krieg – verbrecherische Wehrmacht? Überlegungen
zur Struktur des deutschen Ostheeres 1941–1944’, Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte, 52.1
(2004), 1–76 (p. 71); Hartmann, Wehrmacht im Ostkrieg, pp. 12–13.
9 Stephen G. Fritz, Ostkrieg: Hitler’s War of Extermination in the East (Lexington, KY: University
Press of Kentucky, 2011), p. 482.
10 Jeff Rutherford, 'Review of Stephen G. Fritz, Ostkrieg: Hitler’s War of Extermination in the
East', German History, 30.3 (2012), 476–478.
11 See Hartmann, Wehrmacht im Ostkrieg. The other complexes examined by Hartmann are the
treatment of Soviet prisoners of war, the genocide against Soviet Jews and the implementation
of the Commissar Order. See also ‘Verbrecherischer Krieg – verbrecherische Wehrmacht?’.
12 See the relevant provisions in the Hague Convention (II) on the Laws and Customs of War
on Land, 1899, and the Hague Convention (IV) on War on Land and its Annexed Regulations,
1907:The Hague Conventions and Declarations of 1899 and 1907, ed. by James Brown Scott
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1915).
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behaviour is enhanced, while the number of perpetrators is significantly
expanded. As many of the examples below will reflect, such crimes
often constituted a less overt breach of the international laws of war
and, in some cases, exhibited a less direct relationship between the
perpetrator’s action and the victim’s suffering, but these considerations
do not ameliorate the criminal responsibility of the German soldiers
involved. The examples – addressing sexual violence, theft and starvation,
and coerced and forced labour – draw in part on recent advancements
in scholarship, providing fresh insights into new areas of criminality,
but are largely based on a reconceptualization of the day-to-day reality
of life for the average Landser on the eastern front. After the discussion
of different types of ‘secondary criminality’, this article examines the
following aspects: first, the situational framework provided by
environmental and institutional factors on the eastern front; second –
in an excursus on major war crimes – the interaction between perpetrators
and bystanders, and the role played by spectators in legitimising
murders and other atrocities; finally, the importance of ideology, political
ideas and National Socialist beliefs in the actions of the soldiers.

Sexual Violence
As recently as 2005, the social psychologist Harald Welzer noted that
we know relatively little about ‘the exploitation of sexual opportunities
by the powerful occupying soldiers’. 13 Historian Waitman Beorn
concluded for the eastern front: ‘The power dynamics alone suggest
that any relationship between a Jewish woman and an occupying
soldier was at least partially exploitative.’14 Whilst ‘exploitative’ is not
the same as ‘criminal’, some of these ‘relationships’ most certainly were
criminal, and included rape and sexual slavery. Even the divisive
exhibition Vernichtungskrieg: Verbrechen der Wehrmacht 1941 bis 1944 (War
of Annihilation: Crimes of the Wehrmacht: 1941–1944) organised by the
Hamburg Institute of Social Research, which has been criticised for
presenting the Wehrmacht as a ‘criminal organisation’, 15 did not
address the subject of rapes perpetrated by German soldiers due to a
13 Harald Welzer, Täter: Wie aus ganz normalen Menschen Massenmörder werden (Frankfurt am
Main: S. Fischer, 2005), p. 199.
14 Waitman Wade Beorn, Marching into Darkness: The Wehrmacht and the Holocaust in Belarus
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), p. 167.
15 See, e.g., ‘Gegen Kritik immun’, p. 62.
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lack of written sources.16 It is unclear how widespread this phenomenon
was because the Nazi authorities prosecuted Germans for ‘racial
mixing’, whilst victims and witnesses were frequently killed.17 In order
to protect privacy and honour, female survivors were reluctant to speak
about this type of assault.18 As a result of more recent research carried out by Regina Mühlhäuser, however, we now have a much clearer
idea of the nature and extent of acts of sexual violence committed by
German soldiers in the Soviet Union.19 Sexual violence against Soviet
women was no rarity. In some occupied localities, all the women were
raped by German soldiers. In several cases, entire units participated in
extreme acts of sexual violence.20 The command of the German Ninth
Army noted in early August 1941 the distinct increase in ‘plundering’,
‘rape etc.’, even in the combat zone.21
As in most military codes of law, rape in the Wehrmacht was officially a
crime under the classification of ‘crimes and offences against morality’. Yet,
in the years between 1939 and 1944 only 5,300 members of the Wehrmacht
were charged with sexual crimes. In fact, the number of convictions
peaked in 1940 and then went into decline until 1943. By removing the
compulsion to prosecute lawlessness, the notorious Jurisdiction Decree
Barbarossa of May 1941 effectively prevented the punishment of most
sexual violations in the war against the Soviet Union, even though
the decree nominally categorised ‘grave actions that are caused by a
lack of sexual restraint’ as punishable offences.22 In fact, in the words
16 On this see the interview with the historian Hannes Heer and the social psychologist Harald
Welzer: ‘Ein Erlebnis absoluter Macht’, DIE ZEIT Geschichte, 2 (2011), pp. 88–94 (p. 94).
17 Pohl, Die Herrschaft der Wehrmacht, p. 132; examples in Hans-Heinrich Nolte, ‘Vergewaltigungen
durch Deutsche im Rußlandfeldzug’, Zeitschrift für Weltgeschichte, 10.1 (2009), 113–133.
18 Wendy Lower, Hitler’s Furies: German Women in the Nazi Killing Fields (Boston, MA: Houghton
Mifflin Harcourt, 2013), p. 232, n. 104.
19 See Regina Mühlhäuser, Eroberungen: Sexuelle Gewalttaten und intime Beziehungen deutscher
Soldaten in der Sowjetunion, 1941–1945 (Hamburg: Hamburger Edition, 2010). See also the discussion
in Beorn, Marching into Darkness, pp. 164–173, and Waitman Wade Beorn, ‘Bodily Conquest: Sexual
Violence in the Nazi East’, in Mass Violence, pp. 195–215.
20 Mühlhäuser, Eroberungen, pp. 74, 144. See also Alex J. Kay, 'Review of Regina Mühlhäuser, Eroberungen:
Sexuelle Gewalttaten und intime Beziehungen deutscher Soldaten in der Sowjetunion, 1941–1945',
sehepunkte. Rezensionsjournal für die Geschichtswissenschaften, 11 (2011), <http://www.sehepunkte.
de/2011/11/19814.html > [accessed 8 May 2017].
21 See Felix Römer, ‘“Im alten Deutschland wäre solcher Befehl nicht möglich gewesen”: Rezeption,
Adaption und Umsetzung des Kriegsgerichtsbarkeitserlasses im Ostheer 1941/42’, Vierteljahrshefte
für Zeitgeschichte, 56.1 (2008), 53–99 (p. 86).
22 For the text of the so-called Jurisdiction Decree Barbarossa, see Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv,
Freiburg im Breisgau (hereafter BArch-MA), RW 4/v. 577, fols. 72–75, ‘Erlass über die Ausübung der
Kriegsgerichtsbarkeit im Gebiet “Barbarossa” und über besondere Massnahmen der Truppe’, 13
May 1941, here fol. 75: ‘[…] schwere Taten, die auf geschlechtlicher Hemmungslosigkeit beruhen
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of Christian Hartmann, nothing had such an enduring influence on
‘the conduct of the Ostheer [eastern army] and in particular its troops
at the front’ as the Jurisdiction Decree Barbarossa.23 Felix Römer notes
that the decree provided ‘the pseudo-legal basis for German policies of
violence on the eastern front’,24 and adds that ‘the creation of a lawless
region through the abolition of obligatory criminal prosecution’ as a
result of the Jurisdiction Decree Barbarossa made this ‘a deeply radical
order that was to form the basis of German tyranny in the occupied
Soviet Union’.25 In practice then, the main criterion that prompted
criminal prosecution in the Wehrmacht, rather than respect for any
legal framework, was the perceived threat to Manneszucht (military
discipline), which was the most important edict of German military
life and was especially important for Nazi Germany given its preoccupation
with the autumn of 1918 and the breakdown of military discipline
leading to mutiny. In 1941, sexual crimes were officially prohibited, but
the regulation was seldom enforced and many officers viewed the
conduct of their soldiers as a ‘natural’ outcome of privations of
deployment in the war and the absence of brothels (at that time) in the
east.26 Beginning in 1942, Wehrmacht brothels soon became a fixed feature
of larger towns and cities in the occupied hinterland. It was hoped that
they would lead to a reduction in instances of sexually transmitted
diseases and, according to the Wehrmacht High Command, prevent
‘unwanted bastards’, in which ‘Germany [had] no interest’.27
Not all forms of sexual contact involved physical violence or even
the threat of coercion, since the desperate conditions created by the
German occupation forced countless Soviet women to solicit themselves
for food. Furthermore, many women – especially young women
– opted to work in military brothels rather than be subjected to deportation to the Reich and the feared labour deployment there. For example,

23
24
25
26
27

[…].’ The decree was reproduced as Nuremberg document 050–C in: International Military Tribunal,
Der Prozess gegen die Hauptkriegsverbrecher vor dem Internationalen Militärgerichtshof, Nürnberg, 14.
November 1945 – 1. Oktober 1946, vol. 34 (Nuremberg: Sekretariat des Gerichtshofs, 1949), pp. 252–255.
Hartmann, ‘Verbrecherischer Krieg – verbrecherische Wehrmacht?’, p. 54.
Römer, ‘“Im alten Deutschland”’, p. 54.
Felix Römer, ‘The Wehrmacht in the War of Ideologies: The Army and Hiter’s Criminal Orders on the Eastern
Front’, in Nazi Policy on the Eastern Front, 1941: Total War, Genocide, and Radicalization, ed. by Alex J. Kay, Jeff
Rutherford and David Stahel (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2012), pp. 73–100 (p. 76).
Birgit Beck, ‘Sexual Violence and its Prosecution by Courts Martial of the Wehrmacht’, in A World at
Total War: Global Conflict and the Politics of Destruction, 1937–1945, ed. by Roger Chickering, Stig Förster
and Bernd Greiner (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp. 317–331 (pp. 320–322, 326–327).
Mühlhäuser, Eroberungen, pp. 214–239 (p. 214).
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around 85 per cent of the women who were solicited for the Wehrmacht
brothel in the central Ukrainian city of Poltava were still virgins
according to a medical examination.28 The result allowed German
soldiers to believe that their actions were consensual and therefore
freed them of any guilt. Yet, as one German soldier observed of the
women who sold themselves for sex: ‘Some of them had babies, but they
did not have enough food to feed themselves or their young. So, for
a loaf of bread, one could have a good night with them. Some of my
comrades took advantage of the women’s plight; they had their good
night.’29 Another soldier, William Lubbeck, noted that the same process was common in his regiment: ‘Putting a loaf of bread under their
arm, these men would head for a certain area a couple of miles behind
the front where there were hungry Russian women or girls who would
willingly exchange sexual favours for food. [...] I knew of no one who was
reprimanded or punished for engaging in this type of act.’30 In March
1942, the Army High Command noted: ‘In larger towns, a clandestine,
completely uncontrolled brothel trade has developed in many places.’31

Theft and Starvation
Beyond sexual criminality and exploitation, the question of soldiers’
guilt must extend to include actions that were deemed to be of ‘military
necessity’ during the Barbarossa campaign and which later became
standard practice throughout the German Ostheer. Included in the May
1941 army administrative regulations for the occupation of Soviet
territories was a directive entitled ‘Guidelines for Booty, Confiscation and
Exacting of Services’ (Richtlinien für Beute, Beschlagnahmung und
Inanspruchnahme von Dienstleistungen), which translated into the open
exploitation of the occupied areas for the army’s benefit. In recognition
of the enormous burden carried by the motorised transport columns,
the Army Quartermaster-General Generalmajor Eduard Wagner,
issued his own ‘Order for the Securing of Booty during Operations’
28 Ibid., pp. 224–225.
29 Werner Adamczyk, Feuer! An Artilleryman’s Life on the Eastern Front (Wilmington, NC: Broadfoot, 1992),
pp. 199–200.
30 William Lubbeck with David B. Hurt, At Leningrad’s Gates: The Story of a Soldier with Army Group North
(Philadelphia, PA: Casemate, 2006), p. 113.
31 Qtd. in Theo J. Schulte, ‘The German Army and National Socialist Occupation Policies in the Occupied
Areas of the Soviet Union 1941–1943’ (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Warwick, 1987), p. 182: ‘In
größeren Orten hat sich an vielen Stellen ein heimlicher, völlig unkontrollierter Bordellbetrieb entwickelt.’
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(Befehl für Erfassung der Beute bei Operationen). This was intended for
army and corps commands and aimed at keeping the operations moving
by utilising captured stocks of vital resources and materials such as
foodstuffs, motor-vehicles, fuel, horses, wagons and ammunition.32
The great need to supplement the existing supply system was not
limited to the utilisation of captured Red Army equipment, but extended
to the plunder of the local populace. German soldiers ruthlessly looted the
impoverished countryside, sometimes out of need, but also out of a desire
for personal enrichment. The process also involved countless acts of
wanton destruction, especially if nothing of value could be located.
Importantly, even before the war, many Soviet peasants had lived at
subsistence level and the consequence of the rampant German looting
was for some an eventual death sentence. Konrad Jarausch tellingly
wrote home: ‘Everyone is constantly looking for “booty”.’ He then
noted that even in such a poor country it was still possible to get honey
and kilos of butter.33 Likewise, after observing a collapse of the
supply system in his area of operations, Franz Frisch remarked: ‘we
were on our own. Whatever little there was to be taken, we took.’34
Helmut Pabst wrote about how he and his comrades looted onions
and turnips from people’s gardens and took milk from their churns.
‘Most of them part with it amiably,’ he wrote home in a letter, but he
also made clear his indifference to the suffering of the local people:
‘Willingly or unwillingly, the country feeds us.’35
Soviet peasants naturally sought to protect their precious winter
food stocks by hiding them and claiming they had nothing left to give,
which in some cases was also the truth, but to many German soldiers
this constituted ‘resistance’ and forestalled any feelings of sympathy
for their plight. As Willy Peter Reese wrote: ‘We saw the hunger and
the misery, and under the compulsion of war, we added to it.’36 He then
continued:
32 Ernst Klink, ‘Die militärische Konzeption des Krieges gegen die Sowjetunion’, in Das Deutsche Reich
und der Zweite Weltkrieg, ed. by Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt, vol. 4: Der Angriff auf die
Sowjetunion (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1983), pp. 190–326 (pp. 257–258).
33 'Das stille Sterben...': Feldpostbriefe von Konrad Jarausch aus Polen und Russland 1939–1942, ed. by
Konrad H. Jarausch and Klaus Jochen Arnold (Paderborn: Schöningh, 2008), p. 311.
34 Franz A. P. Frisch, with Wilbur D. Jones, Jr., Condemned to Live: A Panzer Artilleryman’s Five-Front War
(Shippensburg, PA: White Mane, 2000), p. 95.
35 Helmut Pabst, The Outermost Frontier: A German Soldier in the Russian Campaign (London: William
Kimber, 1957), pp. 18–19, 39.
36 Willy Peter Reese, Mir selber seltsam fremd: Die Unmenschlichkeit des Krieges. Russland 1941–44, ed.
by Stefan Schmitz (Munich: Claasen, 2003), p. 57.
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The cooks slaughtered cattle and pigs on the way and requisitioned peas,
beans, and cucumbers everywhere. But the midday soup wasn’t enough
to get us through our exertions. So we started taking the last piece of
bread from women and children, had chickens and geese prepared for
us, pocketed their small supplies of butter and lard, weighed down our
vehicles with flitches of bacon and flour from the larders, drank the
overrich milk, and cooked and roasted on their stoves, stole honey from
their collective farms, came upon stashes of eggs, and weren’t bothered
by tears, hand wringing and curses. We were the victors. War excused
our thefts, encouraged cruelty, and the need to survive didn’t go around
getting permission from conscience.37

Werner Beermann was similarly oblivious to the plight of Soviet civilians,
writing home in a letter: ‘No food, no fuel, no post, yes, everything
was lacking; you can’t even imagine it. Well, we didn’t starve to death;
whatever we needed was always taken from the peasant villages.’38 Yet
for Soviet civilians the need to survive at the margins of subsistence
living was a question of life and death, which was not the case for the
Wehrmacht. Germans soldiers did not want to experience hunger,
while the civilian population was confronted with starvation. As one
man wrote after German soldiers looted his home: ‘We had saved a few
scraps of food – a little butter, a small amount of meat and some white
bread. Naturally, everything has now been stolen from us.’39 The looting of
peasant homes held very real consequences in the long winter months
when food stocks were depleted and people starved, but German
soldiers typically took no responsibility for this and in fact continued
to supplement their own rations with whatever remained to be plundered.40 Many Soviet peasants, especially those in Ukraine, had already
seen or experienced the torments of hunger in their own lifetime and
knew that starvation was only the most direct consequence of their
diminished food stocks. Malnutrition greatly increased the danger of
life-threatening illnesses and disease, particularly for the old, weak
37 Reese, Mir selber seltsam fremd, p. 62.
38 Soldat Werner Beermann Feldpostbriefe 1941–1942, ed. by Hartmut Beermann (Raleigh, NC: lulu, 2012),
pp. 155–156: ‘Keine Verpflegung, kein Benzin, keine Post, ja alles blieb aus; das könnt Ihr Euch gar
nicht vorstellen. Na, verhungert sind wir nicht, soviel war in den Bauerndörfern immer noch zu holen.’
39 Qtd. in Michael Jones, The Retreat: Hitler’s First Defeat (London: John Murray, 2009), pp. 76–77.
40 See examples in Jeff Rutherford, Combat and Genocide on the Eastern Front: The German Infantry’s War,
1941–1944 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Jeff Rutherford, ‘The Radicalization of German
Occupation Policies: Wirtschaftsstab Ost and the 121st Infantry Division in Pavlovsk, 1941’, in Nazi Policy, ed.
by Kay, Rutherford and Stahel, pp. 130–154; Norbert Kunz, ‘Das Beispiel Charkow: Eine Stadtbevölkerung
als Opfer der deutschen Hungerstrategie 1941/42’, in Verbrechen der Wehrmacht: Bilanz einer Debatte, ed.
by Christian Hartmann, Johannes Hürter and Ulrike Jureit (Munich: C. H. Beck, 2005), pp. 136–144.
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and very young. Whether death resulted from starvation or complications
brought on by undernourishment, the cause was the same and the role
played by everyday German soldiers, even if at times unwittingly,
cannot be ignored. Even soldiers who did not participate in the looting
benefited from their comrades’ actions, thus reinforcing the legitimacy
and indeed desirability of the acts themselves and, in turn, functioning
as a further incentive to their officially sanctioned theft.
The burden of guilt for the perpetrators was often largely avoided
because the suffering and high mortality rate among Soviet civilians
was neither the intended result of their actions, nor something that
German soldiers remained to witness. A rationalisation of their
actions was not difficult to achieve: Soviet peasants had always been
poor and were used to dealing with scarcity; it was war and beyond
their control; retreating Soviet troops were to blame. Whilst their
actions led to mass starvation and also, frequently, to death, the role
played by German soldiers was less immediate than, for example, in
the execution of real or imagined partisans or massacres of Jews, which
is why secondary crimes have largely been ignored in discussions of
Wehrmacht criminality in the east. The end result, however, was very
often the same. The difference was a subjective one: unlike other
criminal activities, the vast majority of German soldiers in the east,
including many non-participants in the looting, partook of eating stolen
foodstuffs and therefore circuitously contributed to the Soviet loss of
life without incurring any sense of guilt or wrongdoing. Tellingly, Ivan
Ivanovich Steblin-Kamenskii, a Russian interpreter serving with the
German 206th Infantry Division, noted in his diary in March 1942:
All in all, it is very hard for me to see this new, unknown face of the
German soldier, without any human feeling. Having more than is needed
for nutrition, he then takes away the last [food] from women and children.
I’m completely overwhelmed, shocked, insulted, and yet I can do nothing
and have to serve with them.41

With the practice of looting food from the local populace well established,
German soldiers had no compunction about plundering other essential
items as the campaign extended into the colder months. By October
1941, with the temperature dropping below freezing at night, Russian
homes were again raided for winter clothing, which the army could
not supply to its troops. Franz Frisch recalled: ‘The winter conditions
41 Diary entry recorded on 30 March 1942 in the village of Burtsevo. The diary remains unpublished and was
made available by the family to Oleg Beyda. We are grateful to Oleg for passing on this excerpt to us.
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drove German soldiers to ransack peasant homes looking for anything
to supplement their uniform. We used bed covers, tablecloths, curtains,
anything at all to provide a layer of warmth.’42 The process of dispossessing Soviet civilians was both ubiquitous and ruthless. Helmut
Günther noted: ‘The time of the large-scale “procurement” had started
[…] every unit’s main concern was to maintain its own stock of material,
even if not by the most ethical means.’43 More to the point, Willy Peter
Reese wrote in his journal: ‘Any woollen garments we found became
ours. Blankets, scarves, pullovers, shirts and especially gloves we made
off with at any opportunity. We pulled the boots off the old men and
women on the street if ours were wanting.’44 Soldiers rationalised their
actions because, while they were fighting in the bitter cold, Soviet civilians
could, in theory, remain in their warm homes. However, German forces
destroyed thousands of homes and, indeed, entire villages (more than
600 in Belarus alone),45 forcing countless civilians to become refugees.
Dire food shortages resulting from German requisitioning had the same
effect, with untold numbers dying as a result of weakness, fatigue and
exposure to the elements. Even at this point civilians were exploited by
soldiers who stole their valuable sleighs, leaving them unable to transport
their last, most valued possessions. As Walter Tilemann recalled from the
winter of 1941/42: ‘No one was interested that the sleighs were also
essential for the Russian people. In this terrible winter all pity had literally
turned to ice.’46
Front-line troops also contributed to this inferno, often encouraged
by their superiors. The commander of the Third Panzer Army, GeorgHans Reinhardt, wrote home to his wife on 5 January 1942:
As ever, I’m utterly delighted with my outstanding troops; they’re
standing fast and repulsing all attacks. I’ve even just received the
report that units (once again from Weimar/Gera) crossed over to the
enemy early this morning under cover of darkness, attacked a village,
burned it down and, after killing more than 100 Russians, returned with
booty and 50 prisoners. Splendid!47

42 Frisch, with Jones, Jr., Condemned to Live, p. 94.
43 Helmut Günther, Hot Motors, Cold Feet: A Memoir of Service with the Motorcycle Battalion of SS-Division
“Reich” 1940–1941 (Winnipeg: J. J. Fedorowicz, 2004), p. 189.
44 Reese, Mir selber seltsam fremd, pp. 63–64.
45 Christian Gerlach, Kalkulierte Morde: Die deutsche Wirtschafts- und Vernichtungspoltik in
Weißrußland 1941 bis 1944 (Hamburg: Hamburger Edition, 1999), p. 955.
46 Walter Tilemann, Ich, das Soldatenkind (Munich: Knaur TB, 2005), p. 152.
47 BArch-MA, N 245/2, fol. 14 (letter dated 5 January 1942): ‘Freude, restlose Freude machen mir wie immer
meine hervorragenden Truppen, sie stehen fest und weisen alle Angriffe ab. Eben wird sogar gemeldet,
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As temperatures continued to drop in November 1941 and the German
advance came to a halt in many places, peasants near the front, who
had earlier been stripped of their food and winter clothing, were now
forced out of their homes, often with no place else to go. Henry
Metelmann, a soldier in Army Group South, wrote of how his unit
acquired shelter in the freezing conditions:
Our orders were to occupy one cottage per crew, and to throw the
peasants out. When we entered ‘ours’, a woman and her three young
children were sitting around the table by the window, obviously having
just finished a meal. She was clearly frightened of us, and I could see that
her hands were shaking, while the kids stayed in their seats and looked at
us with large, non-understanding eyes. Our Sergeant came straight to the
point: ‘Raus!’ [Out!] and pointed to the door. When the mother started to
remonstrate and her children to cry, he repeated ‘Raus!’, opened the door
and waved his hand towards the outside in a manner which could not be
mistaken anywhere. […] Outside it was bitterly cold […] I watched them
through the small window standing by their bundles in the snow, looking
helplessly in all directions, not knowing what to do. […] When I looked back
a little later, they were gone; I did not want to think about it anymore.48

Metelmann may have expressed unease about the practice, but there
were many German soldiers for whom the bitter cold and extreme fatigue extinguished any sensitivity towards the people they rendered
homeless. Other soldiers felt no compassion at the best of times and
denounced Slavic peoples as backward and even dangerous enemies.
Wilhelm Prüller’s diary relates the ruthlessness of the expulsion process.
You should see the act the civilians put on when we make it clear
to them that we intend to use their sties to sleep in. A weeping and
yelling begins, as if their throats were being cut, until we chuck them out.
Whether young or old, man or wife, they stand in their rags and tatters
on the doorstep and can’t be persuaded to go. […] When we finally
threaten them at pistol point, they disappear [...].49

dass Teile (wieder aus Weimar/Gera) heute früh im Dunkeln ihrerseits zum Feinde gegangen sind, ihn
ein Dorf überfallen, abgebrannt haben und nach Totschlagen von über 100 Russen mit Beute und 50
Gefangenen zurückgekehrt sind, grossartig!’
48 Henry Metelmann, Through Hell for Hitler (Havertown: Casemate, 2005), p. 35.
49 Diary of a German Soldier, ed. by H. C. Robbins Landon and Sebastian Leitner (London: Coward
McCann, 1963), p. 108.
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No doubt many Soviet peasants could well guess at the fate that
awaited them and their families without shelter during the coldest
months of the year, with temperatures dropping as low as minus 40
degrees. In a letter home to his wife, the commander of Panzer Group
4, Erich Hoepner, who would later be executed for his part in the July
1944 plot to assassinate Hitler, casually wrote about ‘throwing people
out’ (Herauswerfen anderer) to make accommodation available for him
and his staff.50
Even in American captivity after the war in Europe had already
ended, far away from the cold and privations of the eastern front, the
pitilessness of some German soldiers was still in evidence, as the
following conversation between Corporal Karl Huber and Private
Walter Gumlich illustrates:
H: Someone came and stole the cow from a Russian, and the Russian
defended himself. And then the Germans hanged fifty or a hundred men
and women, and they remained hanging there for three or four days.
Or they had to dig their own graves, and then stand at the edge of the
grave, and then they were shot and fell in, backwards. Fifty to a hundred
men and even more. That was ‘retribution’. But it didn’t do any good. Or
set fire to the villages. […] Partisans were, of course, dangerous, we of
course had to defend ourselves against them, but that was something
completely different. […]
G: Oh, please, these were wartime operations. They’re not really
criminals.
H: When entire families are exterminated and children shot at, and so
on, the family literally wiped out? We’re guilty when the military takes a
peasant’s last piece of bread, steals it, without any right whatsoever or
any kind of order.
G: Skip it!
H: Hey, don’t defend them!51

50 BArch-MA, N 51/9, fols. 72–73 (letter dated 21 September 1941).
51 Qtd. in Felix Römer, Kameraden: Die Wehrmacht von innen (Munich: Piper, 2012), p. 427: 'H: Da ist
irgendeiner gekommen und hat einem Russen die Kuh geklaut, und da hat sich der Russe verteidigt.
Und dann sind von den Deutschen fünfzig oder hundert Mann und Frauen aufgehängt worden,
und die sind drei bis vier Tage hängengeblieben. Oder sie haben sich Gräben schaufeln müssen,
und dann am Rande des Grabens aufstellen, und da sind sie erschossen worden und sind gleich
rückwärts reingefallen. Fünfzig bis hundert Mann und noch mehr. Das waren “Vergeltungen”. Aber
das hat doch nichts genützt. Oder die Dörfer angezündet. [...] Partisanen waren natürlich gefährlich,
gegen die hat man sich natürlich verteidigen müssen, das war ganz was anderes. […] G: Ach, das
sind doch Kriegsoperationen gewesen. Das sind doch keine eigentlichen Verbrecher. H: Wenn man
ganze Familien ausrottet und auf Kinder schießt, usw., die Familie buchstäblich umlegt? Da sind wir
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While Soviet peasants were certainly the most numerous victims of
such German behaviour, they were not even the most vulnerable.
Columns of captured Soviet POWs were deprived of boots, coats and
anything of value, which greatly reduced their chances of survival in
the dreadful conditions of German POW camps. While numerous
German letters make reference to German troops looting enemy
soldiers, few say anything about what their defenceless captives were
left with to protect themselves against the cold. For many the only
limit to such activity was concern for their own well-being, as
Siegfried Knappe noted, ‘we did not dare wear the heavier quilted
jackets for fear of being shot as a Russian’.52

Coerced and Forced Labour
German soldiers worked closely with employment offices and General
Plenipotentiary for Labour Deployment Fritz Sauckel in the systematic
recruitment of millions of Soviet civilians to work in German industry
and agriculture, often by employing methods of extreme brutality.
Civilians were also put to work in the towns and the countryside of the
occupied Soviet Union itself or sent to one of the many forced labour
camps set up by local army commands throughout the area of operations.53 By May 1944, Army Group Centre’s zone of operations, which
contained some 1.9 million Soviet civilians, had no less than 300,000
performing directly military tasks.54 The Wehrmacht was furthermore
responsible for the illegal forced labour of captured Soviet prisoners
of war. Over a million were transported to the Reich for this purpose
but Soviet POWs were also deployed in the occupied eastern territories,
for example clearing the battlefield or in road construction.55 Here

52
53
54

55

schuldig, wenn das Militär ohne irgendwelches Recht oder irgendwelchen Befehl dem Bauer das
letzte Stück Brot weggenommen hat, gestohlen hat. G: Lass doch! H: Ach, verteidige die nicht!'
Siegfried Knappe with Ted Brusaw, Soldat: Reflections of a German Soldier, 1936–1949 (New
York: Dell Publishing, 1992), p. 230.
Pohl, Die Herrschaft der Wehrmacht, pp. 305–319; Gerlach, Kalkulierte Morde, pp. 449–501.
Nicholas Terry, ‘“Do not burden one’s own army and its hinterland with unneeded mouths!”: The
Fate of the Soviet Civilian Population Behind the “Panther Line” in Eastern Belorussia, October 1943–
June 1944’, in Kriegführung und Hunger 1939–1945: Zum Verhältnis von militärischen, wirtschaftlichen
und politischen Interessen, ed. by Christoph Dieckmann and Babette Quinkert (Göttingen: Wallstein,
2015), pp. 185–209 (p. 190).
Reinhard Otto, Rolf Keller and Jens Nagel, ‘Sowjetische Kriegsgefangene in deutschem Gewahrsam
1941–1945: Zahlen und Dimensionen’, Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte, 56.4 (2008), 557–602 (p.
562); Pohl, Die Herrschaft der Wehrmacht, pp. 212–215.
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average German soldiers saved themselves heavy labour and menial
domestic tasks by putting POWs and civilians to work for them. In a
letter home from late 1943, Georg Scharnik explained how, before a
retreat, any Soviet men of military age were seized and put to work
in the rear building roads. This, he explained, saved German soldiers
work and prevented the men from being conscripted by the Red Army.56
Other soldiers expressed delight when Soviet civilians were located
near to their camp so they could serve as a workforce. ‘Sometimes we
have luck. There are still civilians. They must sew my buttons, warm
water, wash […] they do it willingly.’57 Not surprisingly, such enthusiasm
was absent from the account of Anna Nosova, who spoke of having to
wash hundreds of German uniforms covered in blood and lice.58 Even
more exploitative was the forced recruitment of Soviet women for labour
in Germany, which Birgit Beck’s research suggests could sometimes be
avoided if the women consented to work as Wehrmacht prostitutes.59
German institutions in the east became so reliant on Soviet slave labour
that, as late as July 1944, Army Group Centre felt able to request a
workforce of 100,000 complete with equipment for the construction of
redoubts. Work was to begin in a mere two days.60
Exploitative behaviour extended to almost every aspect of the
Wehrmacht’s advance through the Soviet Union, with profound implications for the survival of anyone in the area of German occupation.
Moreover, these conditions were created by the average rank and file
German soldiers of the Ostheer, not a select few. Their behaviour
adversely impacted on untold numbers of Soviet civilians, reducing
them to the barest means of subsistence and often resulting in their
deaths. The mortality rate is impossible to calculate, but the demands
made by average German soldiers on the Soviet population were
staggering. In addition to the aspects already discussed, German
soldiers requisitioned local medical facilities and medicines, plundered
56 Martin Humburg, Das Gesicht des Krieges: Feldpostbriefe von Wehrmachtssoldaten aus der Sowjetunion
1941–1944 (Wiesbaden: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1998), p. 143.
57 Ibid., p. 165.
58 Laurie R. Cohen, Smolensk under the Nazis: Everyday life in Occupied Russia (Rochester, NY:
Rochester University Press, 2013), p. 73.
59 Birgit Beck, ‘Rape: The Military Trails of Sexual Crimes Committed by Soldiers in the Wehrmacht,
1939–1944’, in Home/Front: The Military, War and Gender in Twentieth-Century Germany, ed. by Karen
Hageman and Stefanie Schüler-Springorum (Oxford: Berg, 2002), pp. 255–273 (p. 267).
60 Okkupation, Raub, Vernichtung: Dokumente zur Besatzungspolitik der faschistischen Wehrmacht
auf sowjetischem Territorium 1941 bis 1944, ed. by Norbert Müller ([East] Berlin: Militärverlag der
Deutschen Demokratischen Republik, 1980), pp. 321–322, ‘Anforderung von 100 000 Arbeitskräften
zum Stellungsbau durch das Oberkommando der Heeresgruppe Mitte’ (Doc. 133), dated 8 July 1944.
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factories for equipment and tools, seized vital farming machinery for
the army’s use, burned any settlements thought useful to partisans
and typically showed little or no regard for the well-being of civilians
caught up in the fighting.61 Such actions may not have immediately
resulted in the deaths of the victims, nor might their deaths have even
been the intention of the soldiers, but the result nevertheless stemmed
from the actions of German troops in the east. The point here is not to
equate these deaths with the much discussed ‘direct’ criminality of the
Wehrmacht – involving acts of outright murder and execution – but
rather to acknowledge that a deadly, indirect criminality involving a
much larger percentage of the Ostheer also existed. Indeed, if we take
into account all forms of criminality – from the plundering of Soviet
homes and the exploitation of local resources to rape and sexual slavery
– it would be reasonable to conclude that a substantial majority of the
ten million Wehrmacht soldiers deployed at one time or another in the
German-Soviet War were involved or complicit in criminal conduct.

Environmental and Institutional Factors
In order to understand the indirect criminality of the Ostheer, it is
important not only to take account of what the soldiers did but also
how it was possible for them to do it. Hannes Heer has described it as a
process of how ‘amorality became normality’.62 Warfare on the eastern front constituted a process of brutalisation, which resulted from a
transformative event in which men experienced first ‘shock’ and then
‘re-normalisation’. Importantly, German soldiers on the eastern front
were not simply engaging in warfare but in a systematic war of
extermination in which not only the rules of civil society were being
repudiated but also the basic codex of armed conflict. The brutalising
effect of their experiences, and often their own actions, initially induced
a sense of shock, brought on by a loss of orientation, the duration of
which varied from soldier to soldier. Men wrote home of becoming
‘a different person’, of being forced to ‘completely readjust’ and of
experiencing ‘inner change’. Another wrote that he had been forced
61 On the treatment of Soviet civilians in combat see: Adrian E. Wettstein, ‘Urban Warfare Doctrine
on the Eastern Front’, in Nazi Policy, ed. by Kay, Rutherford and Stahel, pp. 45–72 (pp. 56, 64).
62 Hannes Heer, ‘How Amorality Became Normality: Reflections on the Mentality of German Soldiers
on the Eastern Front’, in War of Extermination: The German Military in World War II ,1941–1944, ed. by
Hannes Heer and Klaus Naumann (New York/Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2006), pp. 329–344.
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to ‘throw overboard several principles held in the past’, while others
spoke of a new ‘split consciousness’. The shock, however, soon passed,
as the daily exposure to unparalleled violence became, out of necessity,
normalised.63
In identifying this process, Heer was able to point to German soldiers’
descriptions of themselves as having become ‘hard’, ‘indifferent’ and
‘heartless’.64 One soldier wrote: ‘It’s like growing a shell around you
that’s almost impenetrable. But what happens inside this shell? You
become part of a mass, a component of a relentless whole which sucks
you up and squeezes you into a mould. You become gross and insensible.
You cease to be yourself.’ Another man simply reflected: ‘I have forgotten
myself.’65 In a letter home sent on only the sixth day of the military
campaign, August Sahm struggled to find the words to describe what
he was enduring:
Since 22/6 we’ve been in combat and I really can’t describe what I’ve had
to go through. Attack—dig in—artillery fire—attack again. I’m writing to
you from a foxhole. Since the start of the fighting I haven’t washed or
shaved…
I can’t begin to express what I feel. If I only saw some meaning in it all! I
simply can’t come to terms with it. The only thing that I do is—try to hold
on from minute to minute in this maelstrom of strange, unknown forces.
How it hurts, one’s own suffering—and even more that of others.
Human beings are swept away, fall like withered leaves—human beings.66

Sahm’s letter captures the ‘shock’ of exposure to everyday violence
and constant death, but as William Lubbeck observed: ‘Over time, war
hardens your heart and leads you to do brutal things that you could
never have imagined yourself doing in civilian life.’67 Likewise, Willy
Peter Reese wrote of developing an ‘armour of apathy’ that he used to
protect himself ‘against terror, horror, fear, and madness, which saved
me from suffering and screaming’. Yet Reese noted that this same
apathy ‘crushed any tender stirring within me, snapped off the shoots of
63 Hannes Heer, ‘How Amorality Became Normality', pp. 331–332.
64 Ibid., pp. 331–332. See also Klaus Latzel, Deutsche Soldaten – nationalsozialistischer Kreig? Kriegserlebnis
– Kriegserfahrung 1939–1945 (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1996), pp. 315–316.
65 Heer, ‘How Amorality Became Normality’, p. 332.
66 Christiane Sahm, ed., Verzweiflung und Glaube: Briefe aus dem Krieg 1939–1942 (Munich: Don Bosco
Medien, 2007), pp. 40–41.
67 Lubbeck with Hurt, At Leningrad’s Gates, p. 112.
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hope, faith, and love of my fellow men, and turned my heart to stone.’68
Accordingly, the ‘re-normalisation’ process was a coping mechanism
aimed at dealing with the shocking brutality of the war in the east, yet
the price was a radical desensitisation towards violence, allowing for
indirect actions of blatant criminality to pass for normality.69
Whatever the extent of the Wehrmacht’s culture of violence and
the acceptance of amorality within its ranks, there were of course
those who considered the behaviour of the majority as, at the very
least, problematic and perhaps even criminal. How are we to understand
their position and why did they not act on their good conscience?
Thomas Kühne’s work on comradeship within the German army
suggested that shame culture dominated the Wehrmacht. According to
Kühne, in shame culture the adoptive norms of a soldier’s community
takes on the highest form of moral authority, surpassing any others
that may have preceded it. Shame culture is grounded in the fear of
exclusion, exposure and disgrace, which the community imposes on
any individual who does not submit to its rules. The controlling gaze
of the majority reaffirms and rewards positive behaviour towards the
community and its social mores, but its shaming culture is what
defines it, ensuring a negative consequence for any member who
departs from its norms. It teaches one to conform, to be inconspicuous,
to participate and to be content in doing so. The reward for German
soldiers on the eastern front was the safety and acceptance of the unit,
which was a vital and irreplaceable form of emotional support.70 Comradeship was as sacrosanct as family, protecting its members as fiercely
68 Reese, Mir selber seltsam fremd, p. 182: ‘Der Panzer der Fühllosigkeit, mit dem ich mich gegen
Schrecken, Grauen, Angst und Wahnsinn gewappnet, der mich nicht mehr leiden und aufschreien
ließ, erdrückte die zarten Regungen im Innern, knickte die Keime von Hoffnung, Glauben und
Menschenliebe und verwandelte das Herz in Stein.’
69 A similar process is identified in studies of perpetrators of mass atrocities, as Johanna Ray Vollhardt
and Maggie Campbell-Obaid have observed: ‘As the moral exclusion of victim groups, as well as
violence against them, progresses, new norms are established, and this violence is normalized in
society. Additionally, people can become habituated to violence and desensitized after an initial
period of shock and physical discomfort.’ Johanna Ray Vollhardt and Maggie Campbell-Obaid, ‘The
Social Psychology of Genocide and Mass Atrocities’, in The Social Psychology of Good and Evil, ed. by
Arthur G. Miller (New York: The Guilford Press, 2016), pp. 159–184 (p. 168).
70 Thomas Kühne, ‘Male Bonding and Shame Culture: Hitler’s Soldiers and the Moral Basis of Genocidal
Warfare’, in Ordinary People as Mass Murderers: Perpetrators in Comparative Perspectives, ed. by
Olaf Jensen and Claus-Christian W. Szejnmann (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), pp. 55–77
(p. 62); Thomas Kühne, Belonging and Genocide: Hitler’s Community, 1918–1945 (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 2010), p. 29. For similar findings regarding Reserve Police Battalion 101 see
Christopher R. Browning, Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland
(London: Penguin Books, 2001 [1992]).
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as it opposed outsiders,71 but this also created a daunting barrier to
anyone seeking to oppose the amoral behaviour that the majority
endorsed and practised.
While there was an internal pressure to conform within the soldiers’
units, there was also a dominant perception of an external environment
characterised as ‘lawless territories’ in which ‘harsh measures’ were
not only regarded as permissible, but indeed as an absolute necessity.
In establishing ‘law’ according to their own system of ‘order’, however,
the soldiers often ignored their own role as aggressor in precipitating
this anarchic state of affairs.72 The organised and disciplined staging of
executions of partisans, offering a feeble guise of legality to what were
often nothing other than summary reprisals,73 contrasted starkly with
the stories of chaos and disorder in the occupied areas that circulated
among the soldiers at the front. Beyond any racial prejudice against
Slavs, horror stories of partisans (real and imagined) quickly led to a
siege mentality that fed a profound distrust of the Soviet population
and transformed the soldier-civilian relationship. German troops in
every instance became enforcers of ‘law and order’ – whatever they
decided that to be and however much that differed between individual
soldiers. It was a system open to flagrant abuse and, while the murderous
consequences of this autonomy have formed the basis of most studies,
it must also be acknowledged that such an environment also fostered
a ubiquitous culture of secondary criminality, supporting all manner
of non-lethal, but no less criminal, corruption and abuse of power by
the soldiers.
If internal and environmental pressures helped facilitate this
behaviour, one must also acknowledge institutional power, which,
although diminishing individual agency to some extent, forms an
important framework for how soldiers understood and experienced
71 Thomas Kühne, ‘Comradeship: Gender Confusion and Gender Order in the German Military, 1918–1945’,
in Home/Front, ed. by Hagemann and Schüler-Springorum, pp. 233–254 (p. 245).
72 Historians Jörg Baberowski and Klaus Jochen Arnold have both presented this as an explanation
for German crimes in the east and erroneously suggested that external factors supposedly beyond
individual soldiers’ control account for the Wehrmacht’s war of annihilation. See Jörg Baberowski,
‘Kriege in staatsfernen Räumen: Rußland und die Sowjetunion 1905–1950’, in Formen des Krieges:
Von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart, ed. by Dietrich Beyrau, Michael Hochgeschwender and Dieter
Langewiesche (Paderborn: Schöningh, 2007), pp. 291–309; Klaus Jochen Arnold, Die Wehrmacht und
die Besatzungspolitik in den besetzten Gebieten der Sowjetunion: Kriegführung und Radikalisierung im
‘Unternehmen Barbarossa’ (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 2005). In response to this see Alex J. Kay, ‘A “War
in a Region beyond State Control”? The German-Soviet War, 1941–1944’, War in History, 18.1 (2011), 109–122.
73 Theo J. Schulte, ‘The German Soldier in Occupied Russia’, in A Time to Kill: The Soldier’s Experience of War
in the West 1939–1945, ed. by Paul Addison and Angus Calder (London: Pimlico, 1997), pp. 274–283 (p. 278).
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the war in the east. The German army was overwhelmingly conscripted; volunteers are estimated at numbering only about ten per cent,
meaning that the army’s induction and training programmes had to
transform ‘average men’ into battle-ready soldiers.74 The advantage the
German army enjoyed was that its recruits had already spent years
in paramilitary organisations such as the Hitler Youth or the Reich
Labour Service. Yet even these could not always prepare the men for
the fearsome demands of German military training, which built a firstrate fighting force but, as Stephan Fritz has observed, ‘aimed ultimately
at control and motivation on the battlefield.’75 Likewise, British historian
Richard Holmes has argued: ‘There is a direct link between the
harshness of basic training and the cohesiveness of the group which
emerges from it.’76 The German army exhibited powerful cohesion,
high levels of motivation and strict control, which was forged in battle
even before the invasion of the Soviet Union. Such strong institutional
culture proved extremely resilient, especially when confronted with a
land and people that were perceived as foreign, dangerous and inferior.
As German historian Wolfram Wette has noted, the brutalisation of the
German military institution led among the men, ‘to the dramatic loss
of a feeling of individual responsibility and personal guilt, as well as
the deformation of their sense of humanity and justice.’77
If the army’s institutional culture perverted individual responsibility
in the east, it was reinforced by Nazi racial ideology, but also impacted
by what Jeff Rutherford has termed ‘military necessity’. In essence,
Rutherford’s study has shown that the German army was willing to do
whatever was necessary to preserve its combat efficiency and emerge
victorious on the battlefield. This is the first theory to explain the
otherwise contradictory behaviour in German army policy, where
the same unit could initially act with relative benevolence towards an
occupied population and later display utter ruthlessness. The essential
ingredient, according to Rutherford, could not simply be ideology, but
rather the perceived needs of the unit or the men themselves.78
Accordingly, ‘military necessity’ is not a rigid concept, any more than
74 Wolfram Wette, Die Wehrmacht: Feindbilder, Vernichtungskrieg, Legenden (Frankfurt am Main: S.
Fischer, 2002), p. 158.
75 Stephen G. Fritz, Frontsoldaten: The German Soldier in World War II (Lexington, KY: The University
Press of Kentucky, 1995), p. 13.
76 Richard Holmes, Firing Line (London: Jonathan Cape, 1985), p. 47.
77 Wette, Die Wehrmacht, pp. 158–159.
78 Rutherford, Combat and Genocide, p. 7.
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indirect criminality is. In both cases there are grey areas, degrees of
complicity and blurred lines. Yet the troops were clearly capable of
enacting whatever was necessary to ensure their own needs came first
and, in the process, any concern for the local population was often absent.

Spectators as Perpetrators
Not only was there a willingness on the part of German soldiers on
the eastern front to perpetrate acts that indirectly led to enormous
suffering and high mortality rates, there was also a clear enthusiasm
for lending their support to more immediate acts of murder, namely
as spectators at massacres (and other atrocities). This passive acceptance
of the killing process among the soldiers gave legitimacy to the murders,
while providing another forum for soldiers to participate indirectly in
the war of annihilation. Christian Hartmann has correctly concluded
that the number of ‘members of the Wehrmacht, who articulated
their disquiet about the Holocaust, or even resisted it’, was ‘even
smaller’ than the size of the group directly involved in implementing
the genocide of Jews. He adds, however: ‘This means that we are
dealing here with a broad, apparently indifferent middle section.’79 Yet
to what extent was the broad middle section really indifferent? There
is a legitimate school of thought that regards those who photographed
and filmed the mistreatment, degradation and murder of Jews as active
participants in those atrocities, and the act of taking photographs and
making films as ‘a distinct form of violence’, in the words of Gerhard
Paul.80 The perpetrators engaged in an interaction with the photographers
and cameramen ‘by presenting them the humiliated and naked victims
like trophies’. They orchestrated executions, beatings and other abuse
not just in front of the camera but also for the camera.81
This conception of culpability has been extended to include
bystanders, thus encompassing a vastly greater proportion of regular
79 Hartmann, Wehrmacht im Ostkrieg, p. 661.
80 Gerhard Paul, ‘Lemberg ’41: Bilder der Gewalt – Bilder als Gewalt – Gewalt an Bildern’, in Naziverbrechen:
Täter, Taten, Bewältigungsversuche, ed. by Martin Cüppers, Jürgen Matthäus and Andrej Angrick
(Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2013), pp. 191–212 (pp. 205–208). See also Petra
Bopp, ‘Images of Violence in Wehrmacht Soldiers’ Private Photo Albums’, in Violence and Visibility in
Modern History, ed. by Jürgen Martschukat and Silvan Niedermeier (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2013), pp. 181–197; Bernd Hüppauf, ‘Emptying the Gaze: Framing Violence through the Viewfinder’, in
War of Extermination, ed. by Heer and Naumann, pp. 345–377.
81 Paul, ‘Lemberg ’41’, p. 207.
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German troops than the inclusion of photographers and cameramen
already does. As Harald Welzer notes in respect to massacres carried
out in the German-occupied east, ‘spectators are not passive: their
presence and obvious interest constitute a framework of social
confirmation surrounding the shooting operations. And even the
individual spectator can reassure himself, through the simple presence
of other spectators, of the legitimacy of his curiosity.’82 Thus, what we
have here is a case of mutual reinforcement, for shooter and observer
alike, to the effect that what each of them does is acceptable.
To the average observer, however, the onus of moral responsibility
(to the extent that such a concept was even considered) lay exclusively
with the shooters and even decades after the war few appear to have
accepted any degree of personal accountability in spite of acknowledging having been present at executions carried out by the Wehrmacht.83
Once again, in the mind of the average German soldier, his own role in
the crime, and the passive support he lent to it, passed guilt-free.
Accordingly, attendance at executions was typically high and was treated
as a form of officially sanctioned entertainment; a spectacle at which
to marvel as well as relish the feeling that ‘justice’ was being served.
Indeed, the photographic evidence suggests that numerous observers
enjoyed themselves enough to pose smiling for their comrades’ photos.84
Such ‘execution tourism’ – resulting in a ‘pornography of death’85 – not
only made the Landser an accessory to the crimes he witnessed, but
provided an unmistakable lesson in the German disregard for the value
of Soviet life and the widely-accepted consequences for actions deemed
to constitute ‘resistance’ to the German occupation.
Sometimes this disregard extended even to fellow German soldiers
condemned by the Wehrmacht justice system. Corporal Alexander
Topp recalled in July 1945 the ambivalent reactions among comrades
from his unit who had voluntarily attended the execution of four
German soldiers:
82 Welzer, Täter, pp. 205–206. See also Paul, ‘Lemberg ’41’, pp. 205–206, citing the example of sexual
voyeurism as a form of approval of what is taking place.
83 See the many personal testimonies in the documentary film directed by Ruth Beckermann,
Jenseits des Krieges (Austria: Josef Aichholzer Filmproduktion, 1996).
84 Vernichtungskrieg, Verbrechen der Wehrmacht, 1941-4: Ausstellungskatalog, ed. by Hannes Heer
(Hamburg: Hamburger Edition, 1996). See also the discussion in Michael Verhoeven’s documentary
film Der unbekannte Soldat (Germany: Studiocanal, 2007).
85 Schulte, ‘The German Soldier in Occupied Russia’, p. 275. On ‘execution tourism’ see also Römer,
Kameraden, pp. 399–402.
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T: And my comrades said that they wouldn’t have volunteered had they
known that it involved Germans, then they wouldn’t have volunteered.
Some of them did it out of curiosity, I only know one thing, that only a single
individual was there who repeatedly volunteered; all others volunteered
only once and then it was over. They wanted once to have been present.86

Some soldiers evidently felt such a craving for sensation at the spectacle
of death that they seized the opportunity more than once to visit
executions like they would an entertainment show. Among these men
was, by his own admission, 19-year-old Lance Corporal Meinhard Dreher,
who ‘attended executions on two occasions’. On the first occasion,
Dreher had been assigned to a ‘deterrence platoon’, where he evidently
acquired a taste for it and then went a second time of his own free will:
D: A deterrence platoon, approximately 40 men always had to attend the
shooting, with the rifle slung on, then we heard attention, eyes to the left,
and then it started, splat. The pole was in place, and we had to stand there
and watch exactly how he sagged together. One of our own comrades
from the platoon. Wanted to run away; desertion. And the other time I
was just there and went to watch it, we were allowed to attend.87

As Felix Römer has observed, there was no room in such accounts for
empathy with the victims.88
Criminality for German soldiers on the eastern front was thus a
series of gradations, not a black and white distinction between onerous
guilt and virtuous innocence. The culpability of the soldiers varied
from direct complicity in acts of mass murder to a more qualified – but
often no less deadly – set of actions, which indirectly led to widespread
death throughout the occupied Soviet territories. Most German
soldiers already fell into these categories; the remaining men’s typical
response was a passive acceptance – and thus condoning – of their
comrades and their criminal behaviour, which offered support and
reinforcement to the whole system of violence. A photograph found
86 Qtd. in Römer, Kameraden, p. 400: ‘T: Und die Kameraden sagten, sie hätten sich nicht gemeldet,
wenn sie gewusst hätten, dass es sich um Deutsche handelt, dann hätten sie sich nicht gemeldet.
Einige haben es aus Neugierde gemacht, ich weiß nur das eine, dass nur ein Einziger da war, der
sich immer wieder gemeldet hat; alle anderen haben sich nur einmal gemeldet und dann war es
aus. Sie wollten mal dabei gewesen sein.’
87 Ibid.: ‘D: Ein Abschreckungszug, ungefähr 40 Mann mussten immer bei der Erschießung bei sein,
mit dem Gewehr umgehängt, hieß es stillgestanden, Augen links, und dann ging es los, Batsch.
Da hat der Pfahl gestanden, und da haben wir stehen müssen und genau zusehen, wie der
zusammengeknackt ist. Ein eigener Kamerad aus dem Zug. Wollte ausreißen, Fahnenflucht. Und
das andere Mal bin ich so beigewesen und habe mir das angeguckt, da konnten wir hin.’
88 Ibid., p. 401.
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on the body of a dead German soldier showed a group of company
commanders sitting behind a large sign that read: ‘The Russian must
die, so that we [can] live’ (Der Russe muß sterben, damit wir leben).89 While
not every member of the Ostheer can be condemned as a war criminal, it
is at the same time unlikely that many could claim to be entirely innocent.

Ideological Convictions
If the majority of German soldiers serving on the eastern front were
involved in some form of criminal behaviour, does this mean that
the mass were also Nazis? In his exceptional study Kameraden: Die
Wehrmacht von innen (published in English translation as Comrades:
The Wehrmacht from Within), Felix Römer presents his evaluation of
the interrogation reports, moral questionnaires and bugged room
conversations of several thousand Wehrmacht soldiers in US captivity
at Fort Hunt, Virginia – the largest and most substantial collection of
personal testimonials of German soldiers in the Second World War yet
known.90 The more than 3,000 prisoners were predominantly ordinary German and Austrian soldiers: more than one in two of them was
an enlisted man; almost every third was an NCO; and approximately
every sixth an officer, though generally only from the subaltern ranks
up to captain.91 They thus constituted a representative segment of the
Wehrmacht. Römer convincingly demonstrates how ideology played
at most a subordinated role in the consciousness of most members of the
Wehrmacht.92 This does not mean that political ideas and National
Socialist beliefs did not have any influence on the soldiers. Römer’s
analysis reveals that nationalism, militarism and loyalty to Hitler were
part of the basic mental configuration of the majority of the ordinary
soldiers, and the ‘virtues’ and interpretative models by which they were
guided were in part impregnated by National Socialism. Beyond such
basic convictions, however, most of them thought in political terms in
less complex categories, without deeper theoretical foundations. For
the mass of them, it was above all success and failure that ultimate89 Qtd. in Karel C. Berkhoff, Motherland in Danger: Soviet Propaganda during World War II (Cambridge MA:
Harvard University Press, 2012), p. 123.
90 See Römer, Kameraden, pp. 21–25.
91 Ibid., pp. 41–42.
92 On this see ibid., pp. 60–110.
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ly counted in the assessment of politics and the actions of the state.93
Ideological convictions counted among the basic certainties that were
commonly taken for granted by the soldiers. The largely internalised
nationalism and militarism of the vast majority of the soldiers established
a fundamental loyalty to the state that was more deep-rooted than the
frequently superficial political opinions. In contrast to the oft vague
ideas that the soldiers had of National Socialist ideology, these elementary
convictions were deeply grounded, long-term cultivated mentalities
that were so self-evident as to be scarcely pondered or questioned, least
of all when at the front.94 The letters sent home by German soldiers
from the eastern front likewise demonstrate that they had taken on
board a great deal of their Nazi ‘education’.95 Michaela Kipp concludes
from her analysis of thousands of such letters that the indoctrination
to which the soldiers were subjected could only work if it was compatible
with their everyday convictions.96
This absence of overt ideology in the aforementioned transcripts of
bugged room conversations between Wehrmacht soldiers led Sönke
Neitzel and Harald Welzer, in their bestselling book Soldaten: Protokolle
vom Kämpfen, Töten und Sterben (published in English translation as
Soldaten: On Fighting, Killing and Dying), to excessively play down or
even dismiss the potency of convictions and ideas in accounting for
the enormity of German deeds and the nonchalance of so many perpetrators and witnesses documented in the transcripts, and to prematurely
conclude: ‘These soldiers are no “ideological warriors”, but rather in
most cases wholly unpolitical.’97 Though Neitzel and Welzer deserve
credit for bringing to the debate a range of additional factors more
common to soldiers and military culture generally, Johannes Hürter is
right to warn against generalisations: ‘If the same soldierly patterns of
behaviour really always manifest themselves in the specific area of war,

93 Such a pragmatic rationale is also highlighted in Rutherford, Combat and Genocide.
94 See Römer, Kameraden, pp. 60–110; Browning, Ordinary Men, pp. 176–184.
95 See Jürgen Förster, ‘Zum Russlandbild der Militärs 1941–1945’, in Das Russlandbild im Dritten Reich, ed.
by Hans-Erich Volkmann (Cologne: Böhlau, 1994), pp. 141–163.
96 Michaela Kipp, ‘The Holocaust in the Letters of German Soldiers on the Eastern Front (1939–44)’,
Journal of Genocide Research, 9.4 (2007), 601–615 (p. 605). See also Michaela Kipp, Großreinemachen
im Osten: Feindbilder in deutschen Feldpostbriefen im Zweiten Weltkrieg (Frankfurt: Campus, 2014).
97 Sönke Neitzel and Harald Welzer, Soldaten: Protokolle vom Kämpfen, Töten und Sterben (Frankfurt
am Main: S. Fischer, 2011), pp. 14–15, 17, 393: ‘Diese Soldaten sind keine “Weltanschauungskrieger”,
sondern meist völlig unpolitisch’ (p. 393).
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even in the perpetration of crimes, then the war of the Wehrmacht
loses its special character, even in its worst excesses on the eastern front.’98
llustrative of Felix Römer’s findings, on the other hand, are
the results of the US opinion polls conducted over the course of 1944
among the Wehrmacht soldiers held captive at Fort Hunt. There was
approval for the person of Adolf Hitler among almost 64 per cent of
those interrogated by the Americans. Among the soldiers born in or
after 1923, i.e. those who were ten years or younger at the time of the
Nazi takeover of power, the rate of approval for Hitler was more than
74 per cent. Thus, three out of four members of the youngest generation
– who were aged between 17 and 22 in the final year of the Second
World War – continued to hold faith with Hitler, even at this late stage
of the war.99 These findings complement the results of a survey of 1,400
Austrian former members of the Wehrmacht conducted after the war.100
Asked to name the four most important aims of the Wehrmacht, 78.4
per cent of those surveyed said ‘more living space’, 62.1 per cent the
‘struggle against Bolshevism’, 41.6 per cent the ‘struggle against world
Jewry’ and 36.3 per cent ‘racial purity’. These percentages – citing not
just a selection but the four main objectives of the Wehrmacht in the eyes
of those surveyed – demonstrate that its members by no means
perceived the Wehrmacht as a purely military apparatus free of
ideology. On the contrary, the Wehrmacht was for its troops an
instrument of the National Socialist regime that not only strove to
accomplish its military but also its ideological and political objectives,
such as the ‘struggle against world Jewry’ and ‘racial purity’. Asked for
their personal opinion, 26.4 per cent of the former soldiers surveyed
stated that ‘the Jews’ had been the main culprits of the outbreak of the
Second World War. As the political scientist Walter Manoschek rightly
points out, given that anti-Semitic attitudes were something of a taboo in
the post-war period, also in Austria, it seems plausible that this
98 Johannes Hürter, ‘Vorwort’, in Kameraden, pp. 9–15 (pp. 12–13). See also the points made in MacGregor
Knox, 'Review of Sönke Neitzel and Harald Welzer, Soldaten: Protokolle vom Kämpfen, Töten und
Sterben', sehepunkte. Rezensionsjournal für die Geschichtswissenschaften, 12.3 (2012) <http://www.
sehepunkte.de/2012/03/19936.html> [accessed 8 May 2017].
99 See Römer, Kameraden, pp. 81–82.
100 On this and the following see Walter Manoschek, ‘“Wo der Partisan ist, ist der Jude, und wo
der Jude ist, ist der Partisan:” Die Wehrmacht und die Shoah’, in Täter der Shoah: Fanatische
Nationalsozialisten oder ganz normale Deutsche?, ed. by Gerhard Paul (Göttingen: Wallstein, 2002),
pp. 167–185 (pp. 177–178). The results of the survey can be found in Josef Schwarz, Christian W.
Haerpfer, Peter Malina and Gustav Spann, ‘Österreicher im Zweiten Weltkrieg: Bewußtseinsstand
von österreichischen Soldaten in der deutschen Wehrmacht 1938–1945’ (unpublished final report
for the Austrian Federal Ministry of Science and Research, Vienna, 1993).
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percentage might have been considerably higher at the time when
those surveyed were still members of the Wehrmacht.101
***
The fact that it was possible even for soldiers who were critical
of National Socialism to commit war crimes and other atrocities is
demonstrated by the example of the aforementioned Willy Peter Reese.
The following excerpt is from a poem he composed in 1942:
Murdered the Jews,
marched to Russia
as a roaring horde,
oppressed the people,
fought in blood,
led by a clown,
we are the envoys
of what’s known everywhere
and wade in blood.
We carry the flags
of the Aryan ancestors:
they suit us.102

At the same time, however, he describes how his unit shot Soviet
prisoners of war, murdered civilians, burned down villages, looted
homes and forced captive Russian women to dance naked. In
September 1943, after his unit had laid waste to villages and killed people on the retreat, he wrote: ‘I crack under this guilt – and hit the sauce!’103
In seeking to achieve a fuller understanding of the nature of the
war Nazi Germany waged against the Soviet Union and its peoples, we
would be better served by not confining our conception of criminal
conduct to a small selection of the most heinous crimes. Widening our
gaze should not lead us to draw the conclusion, however, that the
101 Manoschek, ‘“Wo der Partisan ist, ist der Jude”’, p. 178. On the knowledge of German soldiers about
mass executions of Jews, as documented in the letters they sent home from the eastern front, see
also Kipp, ‘The Holocaust’.
102 Reese, Mir selber seltsam fremd, pp. 242–243: ‘Die Juden ermordet, / als brüllende Horde / nach
Rußland marschiert, / die Menschen geknebelt, / im Blute gesäbelt, / vom Clowne geführt, / sind wir
die Gesandten / des allwärts Bekannten / und waten in Blut. / Wir tragen die Fahnen / der arischen
Ahnen: / sie stehen uns gut.’
103 Ibid., p. 9: ‘Ich breche unter dieser Schuld zusammen – und saufe!’
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majority of regular soldiers fighting on the eastern front were die-hard
Nazis. Nor should we conclude that the majority of these men committed
criminal acts eagerly, or even willingly. What a broader gaze will
reveal, however, is that the ‘war of annihilation’ in the East was not just
Hitler’s war or that of the Wehrmacht High Command, but also of the
ordinary German and Austrian soldiers.
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Biljana Plavšić at the ICTY: A Feminist Analysis of
Representations of the Self
Kateřina Krulišová
Abstract: This paper focuses on the legal defence of Biljana Plavšić before the United
Nations International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia. It analyses the discursive
strategies chosen by Plavšić in her plea of guilt. Utilising the theoretical concepts of
motherhood, ‘Beautiful Soul’, double and triple transgressions, and Othering, together
with legal and criminological debates on chivalry, Plavšić’s representations of herself
and her actions during the war are critically analysed. Studying the case of Plavšić, this
article aims to enrich the existing feminist debates on the representation of violent
women in the media and in justice tribunals.
Keywords: gender, women’s violence, crimes against humanity, self-representation,
ICTY, feminism

Introduction

W

hen Biljana Plavšić1 pleaded guilty to one count of crimes
against humanity in front of the ICTY in 2002, her
repentance was taken seriously by the judges and
welcomed by most segments of civil society.2 The gesture,
labelled as ‘moral and brave’ by the prominent writer Slavenka Drakulić,
was later countermanded by Plavšić herself; Karstedt notes that this
was for ‘purely instrumental reasons’ and can be seen as ‘political
opportunism’.3 During her interview for Vi magazine in 2009, Plavšić
retracted her confession. She claimed that she only entered the plea of
I would like to thank Roy Smith, Chris Farrands, Loretta Trickett, Chris Baker-Beall and Nathan Jones
for their kind advice and comments on this work. I would also like to thank the editors of the Journal
of Perpetrator Research and two anonymous reviewers for their valuable comments and help.

1 Throughout this article, I spell Plavšić with accents above her surname. Some of the ICTY documentation
refers to her as ‘Plavsic’ without any accents. Plavšić and Plavsic are the same person.
2 Olivera Simić, ‘“I Would Do the Same Again”: In Conversation with Biljana Plavšić’, International
Criminal Justice Review, 28 (2008), 317–332 (p. 322).
3 Slavenka Drakulić, ‘The False Repentance of Biljana Plavšić’, Eurozine, 23 October 2009, <http://www.
eurozine.com/articles/2009-10-23-drakulic-en.html> [accessed 19 September 2016]; Susanne Karstedt,
‘“I Would Prefer to Be Famous:” Comparative Perspectives on the Reentry of War Criminals Sentenced at
Nuremberg and The Hague’, International Criminal Justice Review, 28 (2018), 372–390 (p. 378).
Journal of Perpetrator Research 3.1 (2020), 128–155
doi: 10.21039/jpr.3.1.58
© 2020 by the Author
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guilt to avoid a lengthy trial and have the other charges dropped.4 She
argued that she had done nothing wrong and had ‘sacrificed herself’.5
In her 2016 interview for Sputnik News, Plavšić claimed that her treatment by ICTY had been unfair.6 This is in line with her memoirs, and
her discussions with Simić.7 The latter concludes that Plavšić’s decision to plead guilty appears to be a combination of a number of factors:
‘age and health concerns, the longevity of the potential trial before the
ICTY, and inability to defend herself and confront the witnesses.’8
Discussing the case of Plavšić, who was one of the key political
figures of the Serbian government during the Bosnian war, this article
examines the strategies that politically violent women utilize to defend
themselves in front of international legal institutions.
Born in 1930, Plavšić, originally a Professor of Natural Sciences and
later Dean of the Faculty of Natural Sciences and Mathematics at the
University of Sarajevo, was a respectable academic with a publication
list of over 100 scholarly papers. Plavšić is a Fulbright scholar and has
often used her academic background in biology and her research to
justify and rationalize the crimes committed under her rule; for instance,
she regarded ethnic cleansing to be a form of Darwinian natural
selection and therefore a biological rather than a political matter.9 She
entered politics in 1990, co-founding the Serbian Democratic Party,
4 Plavšić offered Simić the following explanation as to why she had accepted responsibility for the
crimes she was accused of: ‘When I saw that they were carrying out one of defendants from the
courtroom because he had high blood pressure and was sick, I remember I told myself “they
will carry me out dead if this young and strong man ended up like this.” There were lots of fake
witnesses there. If I did not admit guilt I would need to listen to all of them. One of them said that
every week I visited Bilecca by helicopter with [Ratko] Mladic. Nonsense. I was there only once.
When I saw all this, I decided to do something for myself. I did not want to spend the next three, four
years listening to fake witnesses.’ Simić, 321.
5 The website cites the following except from the interview: ‘I sacrificed myself. I have done nothing
wrong. I pleaded guilty to crimes against humanity so I could bargain for the other charges. If I
hadn’t, the trial would have lasted three, three and-a-half years. Considering my age that wasn’t
an option.’ ‘Bosnian war criminal: “I did nothing wrong’’ , The Local, 26 January 2009, <http://www.
thelocal.se/20090126/17162> [accessed 19 September 2016].
6 Ibid.
7 For a detailed discussion on memoirs and war criminals see, e.g., Karstedt. Ristić claims that
war criminals produce ‘ego-documents’ as an ‘attempt to reframe their public image.’ Katarina
Ristić, ‘The Media Negotiations of War Criminals and Their Memoirs: The Emergence of the “ICTY
Celebrity”’, International Criminal Justice Review, 28.4 (2018), 391–405 (p. 392). For translated excepts
from Plavsic’s memoirs, see Jelena Subotić, ‘The Cruelty of False Remorse: Biljana Plavšić at The
Hague’, Southeastern Europe, 36.1 (2012), 39–59.
8 Simić, 321.
9 Alette Smeulers, ‘Female Perpetrators: Ordinary or Extra-ordinary Women?’, International Criminal
Law Review, 15.2 (2015), 207-253 (p. 236).
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later becoming Vice-President to Radovan Karadžić. She was part of
the so-called troika together with Momcilo Krajišnik, controlling the
Bosnian Serb armed forces led by Radko Mladic. She later distanced
herself from all the top politicians, but mainly Karadžić, whom she has
called a ‘coward’.10 The nature and severity of Plavšić ’s involvement in
the genocide is still debated.
A number of questions regarding Plavšić’s political career, actual
power, trial dynamics, and post-trial life need to be addressed before
proceeding with the analysis. Plavšić was one of the very few female
politicians in Yugoslavia, and the only woman to become part of the
Presidency. In this highly ‘macho’ environment, Plavšić became soon
known as the ‘Iron Lady’, a nickname used in nearly every media
article written on her.11 Plavšić is often described as tough, cold, and
uncompromising. Sylvester notes that Plavšić ‘reveled in her bad-girl
reputation, enjoying comparisons with Margaret Thatcher’s toughness:
she was the iron lady of Serbia’.12 Drakulić notes that ‘foreign diplomats
have described Plavšić as cold and unpleasant, noting that […] she would
not even shake hands with them’.13
Indicted originally in 2000, Plavšić was accused of creating, along
with others,14 ‘impossible conditions of life, involving persecution and
terror tactics, that would have the effect of encouraging non-Serbs to
leave those areas; the deportation of those who were reluctant to leave;
and the liquidation of others’.15 Plavšić was accused of genocide, crimes
against humanity, violations of the laws and customs of war, and grave
breaches of the Geneva Conventions. The original indictment was
amended in 2002, charging her with genocide, complicity in genocide,
persecutions, extermination and killing, deportation, and inhumane

10 Smeulers, 237.
11 Vesna Nikolić-Ristanović, ‘War, Nationalism, and Mothers in the Former Yugoslavia’, in The Women and
War Reader, ed. by Lois Ann Lorentzen and Jennifer E. Turpin (New York: NYU Press, 1998), pp. 234–239.
12 Christine Sylvester, ‘War, Sense, and Security’, in Gender and International Security: Feminist
Perspectives, ed. by Laura Sjoberg (Abingdon: Routledge, 2010), pp. 24 – 37 (p. 31).
13 Slavenka Drakulić, They Would Never Hurt a Fly (London: Abacus Books, 2004), p.178.
14 In the initial Indictment, Plavšić is seen as a key part of Serb leadership together with Radovan
Karadzic and Momcilo Krajisnik. ICTY Prosecutor vs. Plavšić, Indictment, IT-00-40-I, 3.04.2000.
In the Amended Consolidated Indictment against both Plavšić and Krajisnik, the joint criminal
enterprise includes both Biljana Plavšić and Momcilo Krajisnik, alongside with Radovan Karadzic,
Nikola Koljevic, Slobodan Milosevic, Zeljko Raznatovic, Ratko Mladic, Momir Talic, and Radoslav
Brdanin. ICTY Prosecutor vs. Krajisnik and Plavsic, Indictment, IT-00-39 & 40-PT, 7.03.2002.
15 ICTY Prosecutor vs. Plavšić, Indictment, IT-00-40-I, 3.04.2000, para. 7.
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acts.16 Plavšić was alleged to have both de jure and de facto control over
Bosnian Serb forces that perpetrated the crimes and to have known
that these crimes were taking place without preventing them or
punishing the perpetrators.17 The original indictment states that Plavšić
‘condoned and publicly congratulated the forces that had taken part in
their perpetration’.18 These crimes include widespread killing, causing
of serious bodily or mental harm, and detention. The detainees ‘were
subjected to cruel or inhuman treatment, including torture, physical
and psychological abuse, sexual violence and beatings’.19 Voluntarily
surrendering to the ICTY in 2001, Plavšić originally pleaded not guilty,
changing her mind in 2002 in exchange for seven charges, including
genocide, being dropped. Plavšić was released from Swedish prison
in October 2009, after serving two-thirds of her eleven-year sentence
for persecution.20
Placing the phenomenon of women’s violence within the interdisciplinary debates on gendered roles in armed conflicts, 21 I aim to
deconstruct the ways in which Plavšić attempted to resist the discursive
processes of defeminisation, monsterisation and Othering. I argue
that in order to successfully defend themselves, violent women must
somehow ‘fit back’ into ideal-typical feminine archetypes.22 I analyze
16 ICTY Prosecutor vs. Krajisnik and Plavsic, Indictment, IT-00-39 & 40-PT, 7.03.2002. Both indictments
detail the gravity of the crimes Plavšić was accused of: the killings and executions of Bosnian
Muslims and Bosnian Croats (ICTY Prosecutor vs. Plavšić, Indictment, IT-00-40-I, 3.04.2000, para. 12;
ICTY Prosecutor vs. Plavšić, Indictment, IT-00-40-I, 3.04.2000, para. 16; ICTY Prosecutor vs. Krajisnik
and Plavsic, Indictment, IT-00-39 & 40-PT, 7.03.2002, para. 24); deportation and detention (ICTY
Prosecutor vs. Plavšić, Indictment, IT-00-40-I, 3.04.2000, para. 14; ICTY Prosecutor vs. Krajisnik and
Plavsic, Indictment, IT-00-39 & 40-PT, 7.03.2002, para. 27).
17 ICTY Prosecutor vs. Krajisnik and Plavsic, Indictment, IT-00-39 & 40-PT, 7.03.2002, paras. 11–14.
18 ICTY Prosecutor vs. Plavšić, Indictment, IT-00-40-I, 3.04.2000, para. 28e.
19 ICTY Prosecutor vs. Krajisnik and Plavsic, Indictment, IT-00-39 & 40-PT, 7.03.2002, para. 17b.
20 Jonathan Choi comment that such a decision ‘suggests something particularly inflammatory about
releasing her early [original emphasis], absent [of] any real remorse or changed circumstances and
based on the attitudes of a single judge.’ Choi, 1789.
21 See, e.g., Laura Sjoberg, Women as Wartime Rapists: Beyond Sensation and Stereotyping (New York:
NYU Press, 2016); Maria Eriksson Baaz and Maria Stern, ‘Why Do Soldiers Rape? Masculinity, Violence,
and Sexuality in the Armed Forces in the Congo (DRC)’, International Studies Quarterly, 53.2 (2009),
495–518; Dara Kay Cohen, ‘Female Combatants and the Perpetration of Violence: Wartime Rape in the
Sierra Leone Civil War’, World Politics, 65.3 (2013), 383–415; Laura J. Shepherd, ‘“Victims, Perpetrators
and Actors” Revisited: Exploring the Potential for a Feminist Reconceptualisation of (International)
Security and (Gender) Violence’, The British Journal of Politics & International Relations, 9.2 (2007),
239–256; Elissa Mailänder, Female SS Guards and Workaday Violence: The Majdanek Concentration
Camp: 1942–1944 (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2015); Claudia Koonz, Mothers in The
Fatherland: Women, The Family and Nazi Politics (London: Routledge, 2013).
22 Laura Duhan Kaplan, ‘Woman as Caretaker: An Archetype that Supports Patriarchal Militarism’,
Hypatia, 9.2 (1994), 123–133.
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Plavšić’s Guilty Plea Statement as presented to the ICTY and determine the gendered frames of representation that she utilized. Plavšić’s
case can be considered extraordinary because she is one of the very
few women to have been tried by international tribunals for crimes
against humanity and genocide.23 In addition, she remains the only one to
have pleaded guilty thus far. Nevertheless, this unique case enables me to
uncover discursive strategies that women accused of political violence
may adopt more generally.
In the current political climate, women participate in both legitimate and illegitimate violence, arguably in increasing numbers.24 Thus,
the international community is likely to see more women indicted and
tried for war crimes, genocide and other human rights violations. At
the same time, very little is known about these women. Linton notes
that there is a lack of research into the specific roles that they play in
the perpetration of violence, the intersectional pressures they face,
their coping strategies, and, significantly, their legal defence and
justifications for their actions.25 I thus argue that a critical engagement
with the self-representation of violent women is essential in contributing
to the wider interdisciplinary literature analysing women’s perpetration of political violence.26
This article builds on Ehrenreich’s argument that the ‘uterus is not a
substitute for conscience’,27 and on Sjoberg and Gentry’s hypothesis that
23 Hodgson identifies six women that have appeared in front on international criminal tribunals,
representing just 1% of defendants. These are: Im Chaem (Extraordinary Chambers of the Courts
of Cambodia [ECCC]), Simone Gbagbo (ICC), Rasema Handanović (War Crimes Chamber in Bosnia
and Herzegovina), Pauline Nyiramasuhuko (ICTR), Biljana Plavšić (ICTY), and Ieng Thirith (ECCC).
Natalie Hodgson, ‘Gender Justice or Gendered Justice? Female Defendants in International Criminal
Tribunals’, Feminist Legal Studies, 25.3 (2017), 337–357 (pp. 339-341). Delpla notes that ‘although women
participated in Nazi persecution, very few were tried.’ Isabelle Delpla, ‘Women and International
Criminal Law’, Clio, 39 (2014), <http://journals.openedition.org/cliowgh/546> [accessed 19 March
2020]. Irma Grese and Ilse Koch are perhaps the two most well-known female Nazi criminals.
24 Sara E. Brown, ‘Female Perpetrators of the Rwandan Genocide’, International Feminist Journal of
Politics, 16 (2014), 448–469; Laura Sjoberg and Caron Gentry, Mothers, Monsters, Whores: Women’s
Violence in Global Politics (London: Zed Books, 2007).
25 Suzannah Linton, ‘Women Accused of International Crimes: A Trans-Disciplinary Inquiry and Methodology’, Criminal Law Forum, 27.2 (2016), 159–226 (p. 162).
26 In this case, Plavšic is not a perpetrator of direct physical or psychological violence. Instead, the
Indictment notes that she ‘initiated and implemented a course of conduct which included the
creation of impossible conditions of life, involving persecution and terror tactics, that would have
the effect of encouraging non-Serbs to leave those areas; the deportation of those who were
reluctant to leave; and the liquidation of others’. ICTY Prosecutor vs Plavšić, Indictment, IT-00-40-I,
3.04.2000, para. 7, emphasis mine).
27 Barbara Ehrenreich, ‘What Abu Ghraib Taught Me’, Altnet.org, May 2004, <http://www.alternet.org/
story/18740/what_abu_ghraib_taught_me> [accessed 23 August 2016].
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some women ‘commit senseless violence because some people commit
senseless violence’.28 I do not attempt to excuse violence committed by
women, rather I critically analyze its gendered framing. This work thus
aims to provide a critical analysis that does not trivialize the agency
and rationality of the perpetrators of genocidal violence and crimes
against humanity by critically questioning the frames and possibilities
of their own representation.29 Paying attention to the specific framing
of herself as a good, moral, and respectable woman, I demonstrate how,
within the limits of intelligibility, Plavšić performs her femininity for
both the court and the public.
My discussion on Plavšić’s self-representation firstly addresses
feminist concepts related to ideal-typical femininities and political
violence as debated in the contemporary literature. I mainly focus on
the conceptualisation of agency, motherhood, ‘Beautiful Soul’, double and
triple transgressions, and the legal/criminological debate on leniency
and chivalry. Following the theoretical conceptualisation, I discuss
the methodological framework of this research. After my deliberation
on the deconstruction and double reading of the transcript in relation
to the processes of monsterisation, defeminisation, and Othering,
I discuss the limitations of studying a transcript of Plea of Guilt; a
document that is undeniably a result of a bargaining process between
the prosecution and defence, and must conform to certain legal
requirements to be accepted as adequate. My own analysis of the key
document, Plavšić’s Plea of Guilt, groups the narratives that she
employed according to theoretical concepts stemming from existing
feminist literature: mother of the nation; naïve ‘Beautiful Soul’; and
feminine morality. I conclude the article by addressing the general
trends of the portrayal of the self as discussed in Plavšić’s case.

Women’s Violence in Global Politics
The study of female violence in feminist scholarship is not unproblematic.
For some, female violence is a threat to the wider feminist emancipatory
project, while for others it is an underexplored and taboo area that

28 Sjoberg and Gentry, Mothers, Monsters, Whores, p. 4.
29 Caron Gentry, ‘Thinking about Women, Violence, and Agency’, International Feminist Journal of Politics,
14.1 (2012), 79–82 (p. 79).
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warrants further research.30 In accordance with the latter, I call for a
more nuanced analysis of the ways in which violent women represent
themselves. To this end, I discuss the existing feminist conceptualisations of motherhood and their connection to political agency and
female violence, as well as the problem of double and triple transgressions
applied to the case of female perpetrators of violence and the theories
of punishment and leniency.
Working with the feminist reading of relational autonomy, where
‘interdependence of all choice is a starting point’, this article examines
Plavšić’s agency within the discursive context.31 Here, agency can never
be separated from context. Butler notes that ‘politics and power exist
already at the level at which the subject and its agency are articulated and
made possible’.32 Åhäll analyses the discursive construction of agency
by discussing the ‘ways in which subjects are positioned with agency in
various discursive practices, and, more importantly, the meanings
attached to such representation of agency’.33 The feminist conception
sees behaviour as an often involuntary and complex response to a
mixture of events, one that is frequently not freely chosen by the agent/
subject.34 Hirschmann further argues that ‘choices and the selves that
made them are constructed by context, discourse and language;
such context makes meaning, self-hood, and choices possible’.35 Thus,
Plavšić’s self-representation is inevitably shaped and limited by the
dominant discourse on ideal political femininities, the choices made by
her defence team, other actors present at her trial, the overall genre of
the proceedings, and other discursive power entanglements.
Perpetration of proscribed violence is, in most societies, seen as a
transgression of social norms.36 In some cases, state-sponsored violence,
torture, and acts of self-defence are seen as legitimate, therefore, they
30 Morissey claims that through legal strategies and media portrayals, feminism tends to portray
violent women as irrational or pathological, thus excusing their violence as a product of the political
structure; accusing feminists of ignoring violent women who do not fit the feminist constructions of
feminine violence. Belinda Morrissey, When Women Kill: Questions of Agency and Subjectivity (London:
Routledge, 2003).
31 Sjoberg and Gentry, p. 17; Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity
(New York: Routledge, 1999).
32 Judith Butler, Undoing Gender (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 160.
33 Linda Åhäll, ‘The Writing of Heroines: Motherhood and Female Agency in Political Violence’, Security
Dialogue, 43.4 (2012), 287–303 (p. 290).
34 Sjoberg and Gentry, p. 16.
35 Nancy J. Hirschmann, ‘Freedom, Recognition, and Obligation: A Feminist Approach to Political
Theory’, American Political Science Review, 83.4 (1989), 1227–1244 (p. 1240).
36 Janie Leatherman, Sexual Violence and Armed Conflict (Malden: Polity Press, 2011).

Journal of Perpetrator Research 3.1 (2020)

K. Krulišová
do not challenge social and legal norms. This appears to be valid for
violence perpetrated by men only.37 Meyers argues that as soon as ‘a
woman commits an act of criminal violence, her sex is the lens through
which all her actions are seen and understood’.38 The feminist reading
of violent women largely focuses on questions of agency and gendered
archetypes.39 Here, archetype refers to ‘a symbol which transcends
particular situations and constructs similarities in meaning which
both reflect and capture assumptions and thus is persuasive’.40 Critical
feminist studies often pose the question whether violent women are
represented as rational human beings using their intellectual capacity
to make informed decisions, or rather as manipulated, naïve, desperate,
and emotional creatures.
As discussed throughout this work, women are supposed not to be
violent. When applied to conflict situations, Kaplan follows Reardon’s
argumentation that ‘the archetype of the caretaking woman is
exploited, if not created, for making war’. 41 In this way, women are
excluded from the public realm by being constantly reminded that
their first responsibility is family. Thus, when women become violent,
not only do they violate the law of society/war they are part of, they
also transgress their assumed caretaking femininity. Keitner therefore
defines violent women as committing a double transgression: ‘a crime
for which she is being tried and her disregard of a gender stereotype
which denies her mental capacity to commit such a crime.’42 Here, the
collective understanding of purity, innocence and non-violence, which
Elshtain conceptualises as ‘Beautiful Soul’, forms an imperative that
any and every woman should to aspire to. Elshtain argues that women
have been historically cast as society’s beautiful souls and thus ‘served
37 Cynthia Enloe, The Morning after: Sexual Politics at the End of the Cold War (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1993).
38 Marian Meyers, News Coverage of Violence against Women: Engendering Blame (London: SAGE, 1996), p. xii.
39 Caron Gentry and Laura Sjoberg, Beyond Mothers, Monsters, Whores: Thinking about Women’s Violence
in Global Politics (London: Zed Books, 2015).
40 Lynn M. Stearney, ‘Feminism, Ecofeminism, and the Maternal Archetype: Motherhood as a Feminine
Universal’, Communication Quarterly, 42.2 (1994), 145–159 (p. 146).
41 Kaplan, p. 130.
42 Chimene I. Keitner. ‘Victim or Vamp? Images of Violent Women in the Criminal Justice System’,
Columbia Journal of Law and Gender, 2 (2002), 38–86 (p. 40). In their investigation into torture
committed by female guards in Abu Ghraib prison, Sjoberg and Gentry refer to the phenomenon of a
triple transgression. Here, female soldiers are paradoxically supposed to be innocent and nonviolent
while serving as soldiers: ‘a soldier can engage in torture, but a ‘woman soldier’ cannot be a torturer’.
Sjoberg and Gentry, p. 58. The militarised femininity still falls under category of idealised femininity:
carrying a weapon, being expected not to use it.
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as the collective projection of pure, self-sacrificing, otherworldly and
pacific Other’. 43 The femininity represented in the Beautiful Soul
narrative is frugal and delicate, naïve about the reality of war-fighting
and state conduct. In matters of war and peace, the female Beautiful
Soul is strictly bound to her private non-violent sphere, and ‘cannot
put an end to suffering, cannot effectively fight the mortal wounding
of sons, brothers, husbands, fathers’.44 This construction of women as
‘devalued Others’ in patriarchal militarist society is inseparable from
their actual or imagined motherhood.45
The concept of motherhood is closely related to questions of (non)
violence, agency, and the limits of representations of the self. The
evolution of the feminist debate on the concept of motherhood and
its applicability to international politics and female violence further
reveals how differentiated and conceptually rich the feminist security
studies arena can be. While in earlier discussions motherhood and
maternal thinking were considered to be key for peaceful politics,46
more contemporary writing discusses the ‘myth of Motherhood’.47
Mothering/motherhood becomes what Weber calls an unconscious
ideology; one that is not formally named and remains difficult to
identify, as it is considered to be common sense.48 Thus, motherhood
appears to be a universal, natural, and purely empirical fact of life,
that precludes women from becoming violent. Maternalism can thus
be considered as central to the possibility of writing a heroine-centred
story.49 The idealised role of a mother, automatically ascribed to all
women, contrasts starkly with the capacity of some women to kill.
Gentry further argues that ‘whether or not politically active women
are mothers or claim their motherhood, a motherhood ideal is applied
to them anyway’.50 Female domesticity, maternal instinct, and the belief
that women will only fulfil their lives through successful motherhood
binds women to think and act differently to men. Consequently, violent
political action is often explained through the unsuccessful realisation of
43 Elshtain, On Beautiful Souls, p. 342.
44 Jean Bethke Elshtain, ‘Reflections on War and Political Discourse: Realism, Just War, and Feminism
in a Nuclear Age’, Political Theory, 13 (1985), 39–57 (p. 45).
45 Kaplan, p. 124.
46 Sara Ruddick, ‘On “Maternal Thinking”’, Women’s Studies Quarterly, 37.3-4 (2009), 305–308.
47 Linda Åhäll, Sexing War/Policing Gender: Motherhood, Myth and Women’s Political Violence
(London: Routledge, 2015).
48 Cynthia Weber, International Relations Theory: A Critical Introduction (London: Routledge, 2005), p. 7.
49 Åhäll, Sexing War/Policing Gender, p. 87.
50 Caron Gentry, ‘Twisted Maternalism’, International Feminist Journal of Politics, 11.1 (2009), 235–252 (p. 236).
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motherhood, whatever the reasons for such failure might be. In the case
of Plavšić, a rather isolated narrative of her being frustrated because
she was childless and divorced is offered in the media.51
This failure in the selected case study is to be punished by international
criminal law. Carlen notes that, in theory, punishment is gender neutral:
‘the state punishes, the citizen submits and the legitimacy of the
punishment is debated according to the jurisprudential principles of
the time.’52 Despite the normative aspiration towards gender blindness
of justice systems, the argument is often that the judgement of female
violence is based on what ‘kind’ of woman the accused is perceived to
be. A violent woman has already broken the law of the land and
behaved in highly non-feminine way. However, if she appears to be
conforming to the notions and ideals of proper womanhood, her punishment may be positively influenced. Kennedy concludes that ‘sympathy
is not a commodity often granted to women who break the rules’.53
The overall notion of ‘respectability’ is also taken into consideration.
Farrington and Morris continue to argue that ‘there may be the kind of
women whom magistrates […] disapprove of: they are women who do
not conform to notions of a “respectable” women’.54 Kruttschnitt found
that the more ‘respectable’ a woman was, the lighter her sentencing has
proven to be.55 This respectability is based on referrals, such as good
employment, no alcohol or drug use and, importantly, no psychiatric history. The question of appearance still remains crucial. Kennedy
describes how a woman’s appearance has substantial influence on
her sentencing. She argues that the looks of the accused woman are
in many cases more important than her personality or behaviour: ‘she
is being seen first and foremost as a woman and women are judged
to a large extent by their appearance.’56 In this way, the staged legal
51 The Guardian questions Plavšić’s failed marriage and childlessness: ‘[h]er many enemies often
employed psychology to explain her behaviour: divorced and childless, she was said to channel
her personal frustrations into political extremism. Her aloofness was legendary. ‘“The others are
always cordial,” complained one diplomat, “but she won’t even shake your hand if she doesn’t like
something you said that day.”’ Ian Black, ‘The Iron Lady of the Balkans’, The Guardian, 10 September
2001, <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2001/sep/10/gender.uk1> [accessed 19 March 2020].
52 Pat Carlen, Women, Crime, and Poverty (Devon: Willian Publishing, 2013), p. 3.
53 Helena Kennedy, Eve Was Framed: Women and British Justice (New York: Vintage Books, 1993), p. 68.
54 David P. Farrington and Allison M. Morris, ‘Sex, Sentencing and Reconviction’, The British Journal of
Criminology, 23.3 (1983), 229–248 (p. 247).
55 Candace Kruttschnitt, ‘Respectable Women and the Law’, The Sociological Quarterly, 23.2 (1982), 221–234.
56 Ann Lloyd, Doubly Deviant, Doubly Damned: Society’s Treatment of Violent Women (New York: Penguin
Books, 1995), p. 61.
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representation of a self is inevitably linked to the above discussed
archetypes of good womanhood and motherhood.
The case of Biljana Plavšić has been analysed by scholars from a
range of disciplines. Legal scholars discuss the mechanisms of international
justice in her case.57 From a criminology perspective, the 2018 International Criminal Justice Review issue focusing on ICTY celebrities offers a
number of articles that comment on Plavšić.58 Simić’s article provides
an important insight into Plavšić’s more recent accounts of her role
during the war; so does Subotić’s article focusing on Plavšić’s
memoirs.59 From a critical feminist perspective, Sjoberg and Gentry
discuss Plavšić’s through a discursive lens.60 Grouping the narratives
about Plavšić into their monster, mother, and whore conceptualisation,
they show how media stories about her trial are gendered. Sjoberg
further discusses Plavšić’s role in the perpetration of sexualised
violence during the war.61 I believe that the missing link between these
various approaches is the question of self-representation in front of the
ICTY as related to feminine archetypes.

Methodology and the Limits of Self-representation
Methodologically, I approach this research based on the broader body
of interpretative work and discourse analysis in social sciences, applying
a gender lens to my inquiry. Therefore, following the work of Judith
Butler, I treat gender as performative.62 Based on Doty’s argument, this
57 Nancy Amoury Combs, Guilty Pleas in International Criminal Law: Constructing a Restorative Justice
Approach (Stanford University Press, 2007); Pascale Chifflet and Gideon Boas, ‘Sentencing Coherence
in International Criminal Law: The cases of Biljana Plavšić and Miroslav Bralo’, Criminal Law Forum,
23.1-3 (2012), 135–159; Jessica M. Kelder, Barbora Holá, and Joris van Wijk, ‘Rehabilitation and Early
Release of Perpetrators of International Crimes: A Case Study of the ICTY and ICTR’, International
Criminal Law Review, 14.6 (2014), 1177–1203; Lilian A. Barria and Steven D. Roper, ‘How Effective are
International Criminal Tribunals? An Analysis of the ICTY and the ICTR’, The International Journal of
Human Rights, 9.3 (2005), 349–368; Janine Natalya Clark, ‘Plea Bargaining at the ICTY: Guilty Pleas and
Reconciliation’, European Journal of International Law, 20.2 (2009), 415–436.
58 Jovana Mihajlović Trbovc, ‘Homecomings from “The Hague:” Media Coverage of ICTY Defendants
after Trial and Punishment’, International Criminal Justice Review, 28.4 (2018), 406–422; Vladimir
Petrović, ‘The ICTY Library: War Criminals as Authors, Their Works as Sources’, International Criminal
Justice Review, 28.4 (2018), 333–348; Ristić.
59 Simić; Subotić.
60 Sjoberg and Gentry; Gentry and Sjoberg.
61 Sjoberg.
62 Butler argues that ‘the substantive effect of gender is performatively produced and compelled by the
regulatory practices of gender coherence. Hence, within the inherited discourse of the metaphysics
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work is also built on ‘the premise that representation is an inherent
and important aspect of global political life and therefore a critical
and legitimate area of inquiry’.63 In Shepherd’s view, representation is
a source of reproduction of knowledge.64 Butler further argues that
representations ‘are never merely descriptive, but always normative,
and as such, exclusionary’.65 The representations of violent female agency
and identity become produced by power – in the Foucauldian meaning of
the term – and are always governed by the dominant discourse. This
normative exclusion is also highly visible in most of the media reporting
on Plavšić’s case.66 Here, she becomes a story told by others, rather than
being effectively able to control and ‘spin’ her version of the events.
The productive power of discourse is central to this research. Gender
is performed within a given discourse only within the boundaries of
the matrices of intelligibility. The narration of oneself and one’s agency
is limited by what the discourse allows it to be within the boundaries
of legal and media procedures and decisions. As Butler notes, giving an
account of oneself requires one to ‘become a social theorist’ as ‘the ‘‘I’’
has no story of its own that is not also the story of a relation – or set of
relations – to a set of norms’.67 Butler subsequently argues that we ‘start
to give an account only because we are interpellated as beings who are
rendered accountable by a system of justice and punishment’.68 An
account of oneself is then given because one has been asked to, usually
under threat of punishment. Thus, one narrates oneself, either owing
to an action that one is accused of, or defending oneself against the
allegations made. Fear of punishment becomes the driving force of
such narration that is only intelligible within current ethical and
legal structures.
In the existing legal and popular discourses, female protagonists
of genocide are presented in stark contrast to the victims of such

63
64
65
66
67
68

of substance, gender proves to be performative – that is, constituting the identity it is purported to
be. In this sense, gender is always a doing, though not a doing by a subject who might be said to
preexist the deed.’ Butler, Gender Trouble, p. 33.
Roxanne Lynn Doty, Imperial Encounters: The Politics of Representation in North South
Relations (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), p. 5.
Laura J. Shepherd, Gender, Violence and Security: Discourse as Practice (London: Zed Books, 2008).
Butler, Undoing Gender, p. 166.
See, e.g., Stephen Castle, ‘War crimes: Bosnia's 'Iron Lady' Accused of Massacres and Torture’, The
Independent, 12 January 2003, p. 14; ‘Bosnia's Plavšić "Refused to Shake Hands with Milošević"’, The
BBC, 17 December 2002, pp. A1-A2.
Butler, Judith, Giving an Account of Oneself (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 7–8.
Ibid., 11.
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violence (usually female).69 Plavšić is, from the moment of the Plea
of Guilt, inevitably considered abnormal, immoral, deviant and/or
evil within the existing boundaries of moral and just actions, and
therefore unintelligible in relation to the discourse of archetypal
peaceful womanhood. Butler argues that ‘even if morality supplies a
set of norms that produce a subject in his or her intelligibility, it also
remains a set of norms and rules that a subject must negotiate in a
living and reflective way’.70 To somehow ‘fit back’ into the discourses
on ideal femininity, an additional motivation or excuse is looked for,
and usually found, that provides a more or less satisfactory explanation
for a woman’s ethical and moral failures.
To uncover those discursive steps, I employ the methods of deconstruction and double reading to analyse the most important document
– Plavšić’s Statement of Guilt.71 This statement is treated as an intertext
and analysed in relation to other narratives told about Plavšić during
the trial proceedings – both in the courtroom and in the media.72
The deconstructive method addresses what Milliken calls the play
of practice or orderliness of reproduction of a given discourse. She
argues that the deconstructive method aims to uncover – through textual analysis – ‘how internally to a text, the poles of oppositions which
it privileges and the “realities” it thereby makes basic or original can be
reversed and displaced, thereby producing other “truths.”’73 The
intellectual legacy of Derrida and his assertion that ‘[t]here is nothing
outside of the text’ is thus central to this research.74 The primacy of textual (re)production, (re)presentation, and (re)legitimization of meaning
as translated through the text makes it possible to challenge the fixity
of the given ‘truths’ about female perpetrators of political violence.
This is reconstructed during the court proceedings as well as media
representations. The method of deconstruction inherently aims at
destabilizing the foundations of a given hegemonic discourse by offering
other readings of texts. Deconstruction uncovers the strategies ‘in which
69 Sjoberg, Women as Wartime Rapists, pp. 53 – 94.
70 Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself, p. 10.
71 Plavšić’s Statement of Guilt is transcribed into 1070 words. ICTY Prosecutor vs. Plavšić, Plea of Guilt,
ICTY IT-00-39 & 40/1, 17. 12. 2002.
72 This analysis is based on my doctoral dissertation.
73 Jennifer Milliken, ‘The Study of Discourse in International Relations: A Critique of Research
and Method’, European Journal of International Relations, 5.2 (1999), 225–254 (p. 242)
74 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974), p. 158
(emphasis in original).
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the master signifiers, or nodal points, work to (re)produce, (re)legitimize
and (re)present the concepts’.75
In my analysis of the document, I focus on the discursive strategies
that Plavšić employed in order to justify her actions and deny the
allegations made against her. Importantly, understanding gender as
performative, I trace those narratives back to the concepts of ideal-typical
femininity, respectability, motherhood and Elshtain’s conceptualisation
of ‘Beautiful Soul’. I argue that Plavšić made use of these figures to
re-feminise herself after having been portrayed as cold and unemotional
in the media. Through them, Plavšić attempts to project her womanly
compassion on her audience. Portraying herself as both naïve and brave,
Plavšić represents herself not as a monster, but as someone temporarily
losing her moral compass while being in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Before analysing the text itself, the methodological question of the
possibility of representing oneself in a rigid process of drafting and
presenting guilty pleas needs to be addressed. Undeniably, pleas of
guilt are a result of the negotiations between prosecution and defence
counsels that benefit both parties while adhering to procedural necessities.
Combs states that ‘plea bargaining can take many forms, but the term
most typically refers to the prosecutor’s offer of some form of sentencing
concessions in exchange for the defendant’s guilty plea’.76 The ICTY
claims that ‘guilty pleas aid reconciliation by helping to establish the
truth’ within the context of retributive justice’s goal of establishing
peace and reconciliation. Clark highlights that with the rising pressure on the ICTY to complete its work, pleas are also practical.77 Combs
then argues that although the ICTY initially dismissed plea bargaining
as ‘an unseemly device inconsistent with the tribunals’ mandate to
impose appropriately severe punishment for the grave crimes within
its jurisdiction’, it was later forced to embrace the practice given its
tight completion schedules and desire to gain much-needed evidence
against high-level offenders.78 Combs highlights that since 2003, the
ICTY ‘disposed of the majority of its cases via an abbreviated proceeding
that followed a series of backroom negotiations’ rather than conducting public ‘moral drama’ human-rights trials. Logically, as Clark
highlights, the desire to present ‘truth’ is highly problematic, as both
the plea and charge bargaining during the process will result, at best,
75
76
77
78

Shepherd, Gender, Violence and Security, p. 28.
Combs, p. 4.
Clark, p. 416.
Combs, p. 4.

141

142

Biljana Plavšić at the ICTY
in an incomplete truth. She then notes that these two aims of the ICTY,
establishing ‘truth’ and reconciliation, and reaching a sense of closure
for the victims, may be undermined by guilty pleas. These are results
‘of plea bargains, in which the Prosecution agrees either to drop certain
charges and/or to recommend a prison sentence with a particular
range’. 79 This is a process of trading leniency for time or financial savings
on the part of the ICTY. The decision to drop the genocide charges
against Plavšić has been extensively criticised by scholars.80 Given her
later statements denying her guilt and excusing her actions, the truth
was never established.81
I agree with Clark that ‘truth telling is one thing, deal cutting is
another’.82 At the same time, I argue that despite both the restricted
nature of her statement and the preceding plea bargaining, as well as
its apparent instrumentality to achieve a lenient sentence, the document
in question is still worth analysing. I follow Tieger and Shin’s argument
that ‘plea agreements can generate a contribution to the historical
record of inestimable value – the indispensable perspective of the
perpetrator’.83 The perspective of Biljana Plavšić, the only female politician tried in front of the ICTY, is thus key for a better understanding of the discursive possibilities of self-representation.
This unique perspective needs to be understood in the context of
international justice.84 As Skjelsbæk notes, the legal dialogue produces
79 Clark, p. 423.
80 See Subotić, p. 40. In her discussions with Simić, Plavšić agrees that the genocide charge should
not have been dropped: ‘“[t]hey should never drop that count, of course, they shouldn’t. Genocide
is a serious crime. The most serious,” Plavšić told me; explaining that ICTY “did not have any proof
with which to prosecute me for genocide. I – and my indictment – have nothing to do with it. My
indictment refers to events up to the end of 1992 and the crime happened in 1995. You see, the
ICTY just does not know what they are doing. It is embarrassing and outrageous that they allowed
themselves to “drop” the most serious charge – the charge of genocide – but they did so because of
course, they had no evidence to prove anything. That is why it was easy for them to do so. I said to
them that all I can admit to from their indictment is persecution, and that everything else should be
dropped if I am to plea bargain.”’ Simić, 320.
81 In her interview with Simić, Plavšić denies having expressed remorse in her ICTY speech. Plavšić
notes: ‘Please, tell me where you can find in my speech, remorse? I have never expressed remorse. I
was just telling the facts. I admitted I was irresponsible regarding ethnic cleansing.’ Simić, 322. When
asked why she revoked her remorse, Plavšić ‘giggled and said, “I found it very funny […] the term
remorse. That was not remorse, please, not at all. I was never remorseful. I admitted guilt for ethnic
cleansing. They [the prosecutors] succeeded in extracting that [admission] from me.”’ Simić, 323.
82 Ibid., 431.
83 Alan Tieger and Milbert Shin, ‘Plea Agreements in the ICTY: Purpose, Effects and Propriety’, Journal
of International Criminal Justice, 3.3 (2005), 666–679 (p. 671).
84 It is both the international and the national level that plays an important role in Plavšić’s negotiations
of the plea bargain. This article is limited in its focus to the international level. However, the way

Journal of Perpetrator Research 3.1 (2020)

K. Krulišová
‘a picture of the accused […] based on a bifocal view of the person and
the crimes, and discussions of normality and abnormality linked to
the person and the situation underpin the court transcripts’.85 The
philosophical discussion on ordinary and extraordinary individuals,
reactions, and situations is beyond the scope of this article; yet
Dauphinee’s argument that war crimes trials function as ‘a reassuring reminder that, in a world increasingly marked by blurred ethical
boundaries, the ‘good’ can still be differentiated from the ‘bad’ and
evildoers can be identified, apprehended, prosecuted, and punished for
their crimes’ is crucial for further analysis.86 Critiquing the ways in
which the war crimes trials protect the institution of war itself as a
legitimate enterprise, Dauphinee notes that a war crimes trial ‘marks
the state of exception – a supposed deviation from ‘normal’ war – and
employs a set of procedural logistics that have as their main goal the
conceptual and material excision of the war criminal from the
landscape of legitimate war-related killing.’87 This aim of conceptual
and material excision within the state of exception is then coupled with
the transgression of one’s own acceptable/normal gendered identity as
will be discussed in the following section of the work.

Biljana Plavšić : The Naïve Mother of The Nation
While formally second only to the President, Plavšić ’s actual power is
debated. In the Factual Basis to Plavšić ’s plea, it is clearly stated that it
was Karadžić and Krajišnik who exercised primary control over the
highest power structure and directed the persecutory campaign.88 Carl
Bildt testified during the trial that Plavšić had never been involved in
‘any of the discussions and any of the decisions and any of the meetings
that had been asked to deal with critical issues of war, peace, and
power’.89 Plavšić’s role might have not been as prominent as that of
other members’ of the Presidency. This, together with the fact that she
that Plavšić is represented and defended on the national level is no less important.
85 Inger Skjelsbæk, ‘The Military Perpetrator: A Narrative Analysis of Sentencing Judgments on
Sexual Violence Offenders at the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY)’,
Journal of Social and Political Psychology, 3.1 (2015), 46–70 (p. 47).
86 Elizabeth Dauphinee, ‘War Crimes and the Ruin of Law’, Millenium, 37.1 (2008), 49-67 (p. 50).
87 Ibid., 51.
88 Combs, pp. 73–74
89 ICTY Prosecutor vs. Plavšić, Transcript of Proceedings, IT-00-39 & 40/1, 17.12.2002, p. 534.
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was not directly involved in Srebrenica massacre, possibly led to the
genocide charges being dropped by the Prosecutor.
The general and gendered dynamics of the trial must be noted too.
Plavšić has seen a number of high-profile figures testifying on both
sides, including Elie Wiesel or Madeleine Albright. The lead Prosecutor
was Carla del Ponte, who describes how Plavšić tried to talk to her
‘woman to woman’.90 Albright serves as a witness for the defence, speaking
at length about Plavšić’s efforts to push for Dayton, which she saw as
the only way to preserve dignity for the Serbs in a ‘peaceful way’.91 Here,
Plavšić is said to be rather determined, ‘tough’ and ‘straightforward’,
as Dayton was the best possible solution to the situation in which her
nation found itself.92
This complex mix of institutional constraints, historical context
and existing discourses produces a unique Statement of Guilt, which
was presented by Biljana Plavšić on December 17, 2002. Applying the
gender lens to this text within the limits of intelligibility, I identify the
following narrative frames Plavšić employs: mother of the nation,
naivety, and moral superiority to the ‘bad men’.

Mother of the Nation
Plavšić’s reasoning as to why she engaged in the crimes alleged is
closely connected to her version of the story about the struggle for
survival of a once victimised nation against its usurpers.93 Naturally,
she does not mention sexualised violence as a crime she was aware of,
as that would lead to her further moral condemnation and ‘Othering’
90 Carla Del Ponte and Chuck Sudetic, Madame Prosecutor: Confrontations with Humanity’s Worst
Criminals and the Culture of Impunity (New York: Other Press, 2011), p. 161. Simić discusses Plavšić’s
reflections on del Ponte’s hopes for her testimony as follows: ‘Del Ponte did not want to accept
that I did not want to act as a witness. One day she flew me in chains from Sweden to The Hague
and interrogated me for eight hours. She was trying to convince me to testify against Milosevic
although I told her I wouldn’t testify against him. I never met Milosevic during the war except once in
Jahorina when I turned my back on him and did not want to shake his hand. I was supposed to lie
and humiliate myself. I don’t have the imagination to tell lies.’ Simić, 320.
91 ICTY Prosecutor vs. Plavšić, Transcipt of Proceedings, IT-00-39 & 40/1, 17.12.2002, p. 515.
92 Ibid., 516.
93 This narrative is also identified by Simić who interrogates Plavšić about her decision to leave her
academic career and enter politics in the early 1990s: ‘Serb people were in danger. My aim, and all the
work I did, was to prevent what happened in 1941 – namely to avoid Serb victimhood at the beginning
of World War Two. I wanted to do everything to prevent victimisation of Serbs and that is why I
jumped from my professorship into politics. Serbs wanted me to represent them. I got the largest
number of votes from Serb people as a candidate for the presidency’. Simić, 319.
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and consequent ‘monsterisation’.94 The crimes that Plavšić is accused
of are explained by her through the logic of survival and self-defence.
Plavšić opens her guilty plea by stating that she came before the
court ‘to confront the charges and to spare [her] people, for it was clear
that they would pay the price of any refusal to come’.95 She continues by
stating that after two years of court proceedings, she has now come ‘to
the belief and accepts the fact that many thousands of innocent people
were the victims of an organised, systematic effort to remove Muslims
and Croats from the territory claimed by Serbs’.96
Plavšić’s reasoning is based on her apparent belief that the war was
a matter of survival and self-defence. She positions herself as a victim
of her perception that the life of all Serbs was endangered and needed
to be defended by the state. Claiming that this reasoning has led to a
loss of the ‘nobility of characters’ in leadership, Plavšić explains how
she and others have failed to see the truth of being guilty of perpetration
of crimes against humanity, a narrative that highlights her momentary
moral failure:
I believe, fear, a blinding fear that led to an obsession, especially for
those of us for whom the Second World War was a living memory, that
Serbs would never again allow themselves to become victims. In this, we
in the leadership violated the most basic duty of every human being, the
duty to restrain oneself and to respect the human dignity of others. We
were committed to do whatever was necessary to prevail.97

After this proclamation of collective guilt of the Serbian leadership,
Plavšić switches to the first person to justify her role in the conflict, and
once again makes a case for the collective ‘survival’ reasoning being
the motivation behind her neglect of reports of human rights violations.
Plavšić thus clearly aims at changing the perspective of her nationalism
from an extremist/genocidal mindset to a heroic defence of her beloved
nation and its inhabitants – a ‘mother of the nation’ narrative thus
becomes clearly visible. By stating that she had a living memory of the
injustice done to Serbs during WW2, Plavšić explains that she was
simply worried that history would repeat itself. Here, the binary between the victimised and the victimiser is blurred, as Plavšić represents
94
95
96
97

Linda Åhäll, ‘The Writing of Heroines’.
ICTY Prosecutor vs. Plavšić IT-00-39 & 40/1, Statement of Guilt. 17.12. 2002.
Ibid.
Ibid.
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herself simultaneously as both, regretting her blindness and neglect of
her being part of the victimising group of leaders.
In her defense narrative, Plavšić places herself in a position of the
‘mother of the nation’ who sacrifices herself on behalf of all the Serbians.98
Linking the representation of motherhood to the respective feminist
literature reveals a complex construction of motherhood narratives in
both of the cases.99 In this case, Plavšić represents herself as a deluded
mother, who was certain of the imminent death of her beloved nation
had she not intervened. Following the hypothesis that motherly violence
is acceptable in defence of her family, Plavšić aims at demonstrating
a positive emotion coupled with naivety and misinformation as her
excuse.100 Thus, the violence perpetrated under her watch appears to be
considered just and right at the time by her and her witnesses.
This can be linked back to her naivety and refusal to believe that
Serbs would be able to perpetrate the crimes that were reported back
to her. Loving her nation rather blindly, she decided to surrender
voluntarily to the ICTY and subsequently plead guilty in order to save
it from further persecution. Her maternal love for Serbia is also
highlighted in her understanding of Dayton being the only possible way
to achieve ‘dignity’ for and preservation of her nation, again risking her
security. This selflessness is thus understood as a supreme mothering
quality which is not present with the other high-profile accused – here,
Plavšić invites them to examine their own consciousness, clearly
portraying them as cowards for evading justice.101 The supreme morality
of the mother of the nation is thus completed, making her, in the eyes
of some Serbs, a heroine that deserves respect.
This heroine narrative invokes the ideal of a Just Warrior –‘a human
being engaged in the regrettable but sometimes necessary task of
collective violence in order to prevent some greater wrong.’102 Plavšić
indeed presents her past crimes as regrettable in her guilty plea. She
98 Another female perpetrator of political violence, Pauline Nyiramasuhuko, who was tried by ICTR,
used the fact that she was a mother and a grandmother in her defense multiple times. Katerina
Krulisova, ‘Mother’s Violence in Global Politics’, in Troubling Motherhood: Maternality in Global Politics, ed.
by Lucy B. Hall, Anna L. Weissman, and Laura J. Shepherd (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019),
pp. 17–35. As noted earlier in this article, Plavšić does not have any children, and therefore cannot use
a similar line of defense.
99 Åhäll, Sexing War/Policing Gender.
100 Joanna Bourke, An Intimate History of Killing: Face to Face Killing in 20th-Century Warfare (London:
Granta Books, 2000), p. 318.
101 Subotić, p. 47.
102 Elshtain, ‘On beautiful souls’, p. 343.
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argues that only after examining the evidence, she has ‘come to the
belief and accepts the fact that many thousands of innocent people were
the victims of an organised, systematic effort to remove Muslims and
Croats from the territory claimed by Serbs’.103 In this portrayal, Plavšić
allowed atrocities to take place, believing she – a heroic mother –
had prevented much greater wrongs. Only later realising that she was
mistaken in such actions, Plavšić pleads guilty to spare her nation further victimisation and enable reconciliation for everybody affected by
the war. Thus, from a feminist perspective, Plavšić represents herself
as possessing maternal thinking. In Ruddick’s perspective, maternal
thinking is a way of knowing, not a way of being. Therefore, the fact
that Plavšić is not a mother herself does not limit her ability to think
like a mother. Elshtain notes that the maternal thinker is not a Beautiful
Soul, given that she is ‘very much in and of the world’; still, maternal
practices are distinguishable ‘by the interests’ mothers have in the
preservation, the growth, and the acceptability of their children’.104 Here again,
the maternal thinking comes into place, together with selflessness and
courage to give up one’s own life for the benefit of the family/nation.

Naivety: A Beautiful Soul
Plavšić’s naivety is clearly presented in her Statement of Guilt, where
she provides the court with her reasoning behind her failure to see the
crimes against humanity that she accepts (partial) responsibility for. As
a purely Beautiful Soul, Plavšić refuses to believe that Serbs would be
able to commit crimes against humanity and thus neglects the reports
that she was provided with. Instead, she ‘immersed herself in addressing
the suffering of war’s innocent Serb victims’.105 Here the qualities of an
ideal Beautiful Soul are clearly recounted, as Plavšić is rather removed
from the reality of war-fighting: frugal and naïve, concentrating on
caring for the victims of war on her side, seeing no injustice done to the
other side, as she claims:

103 Crucially, she adds that: ‘[a]t the time, I easily convinced myself that this was a matter of survival
and self-defence. In fact, it was more. Our leadership, of which I was a necessary part, led an
effort which victimised countless innocent people. Explanations of self-defence and survival
offer no justification’. ICTY Prosecutor vs. Plavšić IT-00-39 & 40/1, Statement of Guilt. 17.12. 2002.
104 Elshtain, ‘On beautiful souls’, p. 346 (emphasis added).
105 ICTY Prosecutor vs. Plavšić IT-00-39 & 40/1, Statement of Guilt. 17.12. 2002.
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Although I was repeatedly informed of allegations of cruel and inhuman
conduct against non-Serbs, I refused to accept them or even to
investigate. In fact, I immersed myself in addressing the suffering of the
war’s innocent Serb victims… I remained secure in my belief that Serbs
were not capable of such acts. In this obsession of ours to never again
become victims, we had allowed ourselves to become victimisers.106

The notion of ‘blinding fear’ serves to point to her momentary
irrationality, and perform a typically female emotionality she aims to
atone for.107 This is combined with the naivety of the Beautiful Soul, too
frugal for the real world.
Later, the accused attempts to reclaim her positive agency through
demonstrating their peace efforts throughout and after the conflicts –
a strategy that is successful in her case. This peacefulness is explored
heavily by feminist literature, arguing that within situation of armed
conflicts, women are allowed agency only as agents of peace.108 In this
understanding, Plavšić embraces such stereotype, aiming at highlighting her peacefulness via a gendered narrative of naivety, emotionality,
and motherhood. In Plavšić’s case, the narrative on her courage further
strengthens her position as the ‘mother of the nation’.

Moral Superiority: Separation from the ‘Bad Men’
Since one of the key discursive strategies is subject positioning,109 and
as Plavšić is positioned on the opposite spectrum to her victims
throughout the trial, in the later part of her Statement of Guilt she
attempts to separate herself from the rest of the leadership: the ‘bad
men’ of Serbia. This paradoxical representation of oneself – at the same
time naïve, out of place, but powerful and rational – is in line with
the local narratives. Helms notes that women’s peace activists chose to
ascertain their moral authority by representing themselves in an essen106 Ibid. (emphasis added).
107 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (London: Routledge, 2013). In the case of naivety, Plavšić’s
case is represented as a proof that an intelligent and successful woman was not able to fully grasp
the ugliness of war fighting in her frugal state, and instead of acting in her position to halt it, she
decided to focus her caring duty to her nation’s innocent victims.
108 Mary Caprioli, ‘Primed for Violence: The Role of Gender Inequality in Predicting Internal Conflict’,
International Studies Quarterly, 49.2 (2005), 161–78.
109 Doty notes that the positioning of subjects vis-à-vis one another is often done through logics ‘that work
together to simultaneously fix and subvert identities’; these being the logic of difference and the logic of
equivalence. In her understanding, the ‘logic of difference attempts to fix the positions of social agents
as stable, positive differences’ where ‘identities are presumed to be based upon foundational essences
and are portrayed as being merely different from other identities’. Doty, Imperial Encounters, p. 11.
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tialising way as ‘natural’ agents of reconciliation.110 This was, similarly
to Plavšić’s portrayal, the most effective way, as politics is perceived as
a corrupt, male sphere.111 Thus, re-feminising oneself is best achieved by
highlighting one’s contempt and superiority over men and their politics.
In her guilty plea, Plavšić claims she is only guilty of neglect,
specifically her ‘refusal to accept’ that Serb forces could commit such
crimes that led to the suffering of civilians.112 She then states that she
has ‘accepted responsibility on [her] side’ and that such responsibility
is ‘[hers] and [hers] alone’, not extending to ‘other leaders who have a
right to defend themselves’.113 Here, Plavšić clearly shames other men
into action, presenting herself as brave enough – and therefore morally
superior – to the others who continue escaping or hiding from the
justice she bravely faces.
After this, Plavšić positions herself even further from the leaders,
who abandoned the historical path of ‘noble endurance and dignity’
during the war: ‘I think it is clear that I have separated myself from
those leaders, but too late.’114 Thus, Plavšić yet again aims to reaffirm that
she is not as bad as the rest of the leadership, in fact not bad at all.
Being the first leader to admit her guilt, Plavšić shames other men
as cowards. In the same line as women fighters and terrorists tend to
shame men into action, Plavšić’s call to other leaders to ‘examine
themselves and their conduct’ in front of the tribunal suggests that she
is morally superior to the men.115 While they are evading and hiding
from the justice, therefore disabling the reconciliation that she wishes
to help with, she is the only one to face the consequences of the
government’s action.
Plavšić indeed highlights her moral superiority and courage in the
conclusion of her speech, claiming that:
110 Elissa Helms, ‘Women as Agents of Ethnic Reconciliation? Women’s NGOs and International
Intervention in Postwar Bosnia-Herzegovina’, Women’s Studies International Forum, 26.1 (2003), 15–33.
111 Elissa Helms, Innocence and Victimhood: Gender, Nation, and Women’s Activism in Postwar BosniaHerzegovina (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 2013).
112 ICTY Prosecutor vs. Plavšić IT-00-39 & 40/1, Statement of Guilt. 17.12. 2002.
113 Ibid.
114 Positioning herself on the level of Serbian people affected by the war – thus on the opposite
spectrum from political leaders, she argues that the campaign of fear and hate is still very much
alive ‘[y]et, this leadership, without shame, continues to seek the loyalty and support of our people. It
is done by provoking fear and speaking half-truths in order to convince our people that the world is
against us. But by now the fruits of this leadership are clear. They are graves, refugees, isolation, and
bitterness against the whole world, which spurns us because of these very leaders’. ICTY Prosecutor
vs. Plavšić IT-00-39 & 40/1, Statement of Guilt. 17.12.2002.
115 Ibid.
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I have been urged that this is not the time nor the place to speak this truth.
We must wait, they say, until others also accept responsibility for their
deeds. But I believe that there is no place and that there is no time where it is
not appropriate to speak the truth… Others will have to examine themselves
and their own conduct. We must live in the world and not in a cave. The
world is always imperfect and often unjust, but as long as we persevere and
preserve our identity and our character, we have nothing to fear.116

Urging others to follow her example, she presents herself as a brave
hero committed to the peaceful future of her nation by sacrificing her
freedom. The moral superiority can also be seen as a legacy of feminist
movements that proclaimed that women should indeed be political
leaders based on this argument. Plavšić, after realising the grave evil
committed under her watch, uses her second chance to help, protect
and bring peace despite the will of the rest of the leadership, facing
great threats to her political career and even her life. Such portrayal stands
in stark contrast to the depiction of the crimes that Plavšić stands
accused of and signal towards her inhumanity and evil actions.

Conclusion
This article aimed to address a gap in feminist analyses of women’s
violence. I argued that self-representations remain understudied in the
existing literature on female perpetrators of political violence. Utilizing the
feminist conceptual reading of motherhood, the figure of the Beautiful
Soul, transgressions, and theories on punishment of violent women,
this paper sought to critically analyse the gendered representation of
a female politician accused of genocide and crimes against humanity.
In the case of Biljana Plavšić, her Statement of Guilt was the primary
source of my critical reading of how violent women narrate themselves
when given a chance. Acknowledging the limitation of such narratives,
particularly the limited agency of a subject combined with the
genre and influence of other actors, this discussion arrived to three
main conclusions.
First, the motherhood ideal is not only applied to all women
independently of whether they are actual mothers, but violent women
tend to construct themselves as ideal mothers even when childless. In
Plavšić’s case, she stylised herself into a position of sole mother of the
116 ICTY Prosecutor vs. Plavšić IT-00-39 & 40/1, Statement of Guilt. 17.12.2002.
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nation. This enabled her to justify the crimes she plead guilty to on
the basis of an acute need to protect her child – the previously victimised
Serbian nation. Second, Plavšić does not only explain her failure to
stop the genocidal violence through her motherly devotion, but also
through her naivety and refusal to believe that such violence could
have been perpetrated by Serb soldiers. Here, a combination of female
irrationality, emotionality, and naivety, together with the blinding maternal love is used to justify her actions. Finally, the subject positioning
against other perpetrators is crucial in the case of Plavšić. Being part
of the wartime government, Plavšić admits her partial guilt, but makes
sure to position herself as morally superior to the ‘bad men’ of Serbia
– Milošević and Karadžić in particular. Highlighting her bravery by
surrendering voluntarily and pleading guilty to save her nation from
further harm, she encourages those still in hiding to follow her.
Although Plavšić represents a rather unique case in the history
of female violence, the analysis of her self-representation enriches
feminist post-structural studies, demonstrating that discourse
on ideal-typical femininities remains very strong and forces violent
women to stylise themselves accordingly.
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‘They Forgot Their Role’: Women Perpetrators of
the Holocaust and the Genocide Against the Tutsi
in Rwanda
Sara E. Brown
Abstract: This article is a comparative study of women’s actions and agency during
genocide, examining women perpetrators of the Holocaust and the genocide in Rwanda.
It foregrounds women’s experiences of genocide and examines why and how women
perpetrators played central roles during genocide and the impact of deeply entrenched
patriarchal systems in Nazi Germany and 1994 Rwanda. Despite significant differences
in time, place, context, and culture, similarities between these case studies provide
unique insights into the gendered nature of women’s participation in mass violence.
Comparing existing research about Nazi women during the Holocaust with oral histories
about the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda, this article examines how women
were mobilized and self-mobilized to participate in each genocide, how a ‘relaxing’ of
the patriarchal order facilitated their participation, and how gendered understandings
of women perpetrators impacted their post-genocide silence and invisibility in
the meta-narrative. Going beyond stereotypes that normalize men perpetrators
and sensationalize women perpetrators as anomalous and monstrous, this article
articulates the need for further engagement and analysis of women perpetrators in
mainstream narratives and in genocide studies and prevention scholarship.
Keywords: Rwanda, Holocaust, gender, women perpetrators, comparative genocide

Introduction

L

iselotte Meier was the personal secretary and mistress of the
Nazi District Commissar of Lida in Belarus. During the work
week, she took notes at meetings, typed up orders, managed
logistics, and accompanied her boss on trips to the Jewish
ghetto. All of this was done with one explicit purpose: to make the
region judenfrei, free of Jews. She exercised considerable control; the
District Commissar’s stamp sat in her office drawer, enabling her to
sign for massacres and deportations on his behalf. On the weekends,
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she lounged in their villa, served by Jewish slave laborers, and accompanied
her boss and lover on ‘hunting’ trips where animals and Jews were shot
with equal fervor and enthusiasm.1
On another continent and decades later, Suzanne was 83 years old
when I interviewed her at a camp for genocide perpetrators in western
Rwanda.2 A farmer by trade with limited education, she lived with her
husband, daughter, and two grandchildren when the genocide reached
her home in west central Rwanda. When I asked her how she came
to be incarcerated, she clutched her white plastic rosary beads in both
hands and her tone was matter-of-fact, even sweet: ‘The reason why I’m
here is because I’m accused, I actually killed my grandson, one of my
grandkids during the war. That’s why I came here.’3
This article is a comparative study of women’s actions and agency
during genocide, examining women perpetrators of the Holocaust and
the genocide in Rwanda. It foregrounds women’s experiences of genocide
and examines the impact of deeply entrenched patriarchal systems on
women who became perpetrators in Nazi Germany and 1994 Rwanda.
The various and interlocking contexts that defined their day-to-day
lives shaped the choices they made and their participation in genocide.
Despite notable differences in time, place, context, and culture, as ‘no
two events, even though they commonly may be acknowledged to fall
within a single large classification, are ever precisely alike,’4 similarities
persist that offer unique insights into the gendered nature of women’s
participation in mass violence. These include how, in both instances,
many of the socially prescribed and perpetuated norms of gendered
behavior were suspended, modified, or dissolved. Comparing existing
research about Nazi women during the Holocaust with oral histories
I collected and analyzed on the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi in
Rwanda, this article asks how this ‘relaxing’ of the patriarchal order
facilitated women’s participation in both genocides. This study considers the impact of gendered understandings of women perpetrators
on women’s post-genocide trajectories, narratives, and invisibility
and exposes trends that impact our understanding of genocide and its
1 Wendy Lower, Hitler’s Furies: German Women in the Nazi Killing Fields (New York: Houghton Mifflin
Harcourt, 2013), pp. 100–7.
2 All the names of the interviewees I spoke to have been changed.
3 Sarah E. Brown, Interview G2 with ‘Suzanne’ (Muhanga, Rwanda, 30 June 2011).
4 David E. Stannard, ‘Uniqueness as Denial: The Political of Genocide Scholarship’, in Is the Holocaust
Unique? Perspectives on Comparative Genocide, ed. by Alan S. Rosenbaum (Boulder: Westview
Press, 1996), pp. 163–208 (p. 191).
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prevention, for example the normalization of men perpetrators and sensationalization of women perpetrators as anomalous and monstrous.
And it argues for further mainstreaming and analysis of women perpetrators in contemporary society and in scholarship.

Literature and Theoretical Framing
Genocide opens up new avenues of action and agency for women.
Cynthia Enloe notes that war, often a pretext or cover for genocide, can
create opportunities for women’s participation in previously closed
spheres of society, and in the case of the Holocaust and the genocide in
Rwanda, many of the ‘given’ gender roles that dominated pre-genocide
society broke down.5 In each example, the breakdown was unique and
specific to that time and place in history but in each, women navigated
new spaces previously closed to them. Similarities exist in the processes,
outcomes, and constrained spaces afforded to women who decided to
participate. Applying Deniz Kandiyoti’s concept of ‘patriarchal bargains,’
which are specific to any given society and subject to variations but
consistently shape women’s capacity for agency and its constraints, we
can say that the context of violent upheaval created a new space for
‘renegotiation of the relations between genders’.6 While Kandiyoti
focuses on women’s resistance to patriarchal forms of oppression, in
the instance of the Holocaust and the genocide in Rwanda, the concept
of the patriarchal bargain is useful to examine how women negotiated
their gendered space and place in society and became perpetrators.
Mass violence tears at the social fabric of the community and its
perpetration requires accepted norms of behavior to be suspended. It
is within these conflict-induced breaches that German and Rwandan
women accessed previously restricted public spheres and capacities,
often to the eventual detriment of society.
While this comparative study focuses on similarities in women’s
agency and perpetration during the Holocaust and the Genocide
against the Tutsi in Rwanda, notable differences are evident and impact analysis. For example, in the German case, 12 years of Nazi rule
afford an opportunity for more nuanced examination of the shifts in
gendered access and dogma over time. In contrast, the genocide in
5 Cynthia Enloe, Globalization and Militarism: Feminists Make the Link (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield,
2007), p. 81.
6 Deniz Kandiyoti, ‘Bargaining with Patriarchy’, Gender and Society, 2.3 (1988), 274–290.

Journal of Perpetrator Research 3.1 (2020)

S. E. Brown
Rwanda took place over a brief period of 100 days, although violence
occurred before and after the genocide in some parts of the country.
This temporal difference makes a balanced comparison of mid-violence
shifts in access and ideology difficult. Another key difference pertains
to distance and intimacy; in Rwanda, as LeAnn Fujji points out in her
micro-history study of two villages in Rwanda, the cultural, social, and
physical intimacy of the violence had an impact not just on its perpetration, but also on the decision-making processes of its perpetrators
and their subsequent actions.7 That same intimacy does not exist during
the Holocaust, where the Nazi regime consciously worked to create
distance from the Jewish people through laws, social, political, and
economic ostracization, and even the bureaucratization of mass murder.
Another key difference that impacted intimacy and perpetration is
the geographic footprint of each genocide. Rwanda is a small country,
slightly smaller than the state of Maryland in the United States, and the
genocide was mostly contained by its national borders. In contrast, the
Holocaust extended well beyond Germany, a state over ten times the
size of Rwanda.8 This, too, impacted how each genocide was perpetrated
and the actions its perpetrators, women included, undertook. Additional
differences persist that require further study, in particular when
examining post-genocide trajectories and impacts. For the purposes
of this piece, however, similarities in pre-genocide mobilization,
perpetration and participation, and post-genocide silence and invisibility
will be the center of analytical focus.
This study also employs a feminist lens to examine a more complicated
narrative of women’s participation in the Holocaust and the Genocide
in Rwanda. In my study of gender and agency in Rwanda I note that ‘[t]
he complicated story is necessary. It is needed to document, learn from,
and prevent mass violence.’9 The need for a more complicated narrative
that overlooks generalized tropes is also affirmed by Georgina Holmes’
study and critique of simplified and inaccurate media depictions of
Rwandan and Congolese women as passive, agency-less victims during
conflict and their experiences and reality as uniform.10 This narrative is
incomplete and negatively impacts scholarship and popular narratives
7 See Lee Ann Fujji, Killing Neighbors: Webs of Violence in Rwanda (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2009).
8 Special thanks to Susanne C. Knittel for pointing out this key difference.
9 Brown, Gender and the Genocide in Rwanda: Women as Perpetrators and Rescuers (London:
Routledge, 2018), p. 9.
10 Georgina Holmes, Women and War in Rwanda: Gender, Media and the Representation of Genocide
(New York: I.B. Tauris, 2014)
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about the genocide and the women who experienced it. Women played
a central role, social constraints based on gender shaped their participation in genocide, and their inclusion and analysis is key to understanding international politics and history. Adding a feminist lens
only enhances our understanding of these events. Dalia Ofer and Lenore
Weitzman assert in their volume on women during the Holocaust that
a feminist analysis contributes to more nuanced scholarship and does
not ‘make the Holocaust secondary to feminism’.11 Such analysis must
be thoughtfully and carefully applied. Marion Kaplan recently asserted
the ‘need to integrate a gender approach to mainstream Holocaust
studies’ but warned against an ‘add women and stir’ methodology.12
Clare Bielby similarly unpacks the necessity of systematic gender analysis as
we research perpetrators, even noting the gendered etymology of the
word ‘perpetrator’. From analyzing the category ‘perpetrator’ to how
we define violence (and what we omit from that definition) to the fluidity
of understandings of the self, Bielby argues for a critical approach to
the question of gender and perpetration.13 A careful feminist analysis
challenges masculinized interpretations of genocide, moves beyond
narratives that simplify or obfuscate women’s agency during genocide,
and provides nuance and necessary space for the complicated story.
There exists a small (compared to work dedicated to men perpetrators)
but growing body of scholarship dedicated to the study of women who
employ violence or facilitate the conditions for the perpetration of
violence, their crimes, and their reception by society. This scholarship
begins to address J. Ann Tickner’s critique that ‘too often women’s
experiences have been deemed trivial, or important only in so far as
they relate to the experiences of men’.14 This trivialization of women’s
experiences and, in this case, agency, is evident when examining literature on women perpetrators during the Holocaust and the genocide
in Rwanda. Excellent studies exist that focus solely on men who

11 Women in the Holocaust, ed. by Dalia Ofer and Lenore J. Weitzman (Binghamton: Vail Ballou
Press, 1999), p. 1.
12 Marion Kaplan, ‘Did Gender Matter During the Holocaust?’, Sara and Asa Shapiro Lecture (USC
Shoah Foundation, April 11 2019).
13 Clare Bielby, ‘Gendering Perpetrator Studies’, Discover Society, 42 (2017), <https://discoversociety.
org/2017/03/01/gendering-perpetrator-studies> [accessed 2 May 2020].
14 J. Ann Tickner, ‘Feminism Meets International Relations: Some Methodological Issues’, in True
Feminist Methodologies for International Relations, ed. by Brooke Ackerly, Maria Stern, and Jacqui
True (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 19–41 (p. 25).
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perpetrate, rendering women perpetrators invisible.15 Political scientist
Jonathan Wadley notes that
[t]he silencing of agency, the restriction of movement, the claiming
of knowledge about threats that the protected do not possess – when
viewed in relation to dominant forms of masculinity, it is apparent that
such performances establish not only asymmetric relations, but relations
that are asymmetric because of their relations to gender norms.16

This connection between gender- and sex-based discrimination and
women’s participation in acts of violence is examined by Laura Sjoberg and
Caron Gentry in their groundbreaking study Mothers, Monsters, Whores.
They note that ‘women have been subordinated in global politics, which
impacts their social and political options and frames of reference. Still,
women, like men, are capable of violence. As women’s freedoms increase,
so will their violence.’17 This is particularly relevant when examining
women’s participation in the Holocaust and the genocide in Rwanda,
two instances of strictly patriarchal societies that relaxed gendered
restrictions and subsequently created spaces for women’s participation in
genocide. Sjoberg and Gentry use case studies from both the Holocaust
and the genocide in Rwanda to further illustrate the ‘ordinariness’ of
women’s participation, an assertion which also underpins this study
and is further examined in the literature discussed below.
This study leans heavily on existing scholarship that examines
women perpetrators during the Holocaust – this literature forms the
basis of my comparison with women perpetrators in Rwanda. Scholarship
on women perpetrators during the Holocaust, much of it in German,
informs the field of genocide studies more broadly. In English, Susannah
Heschel’s chapter on feminist interpretations of women in the SS
critiques the trivialization of women’s agency and actions, illuminating
how women perpetrators of the Holocaust are rendered invisible.18 This
15 See, e.g., Christopher Browning, Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in
Poland (New York: HarperCollins, 1993); Scott Straus, The Order of Genocide: Race, Power, and War in
Rwanda (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006); Jean Hatzfeld, Machete Season: The Killers in Rwanda
Speak (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2005); Mahmood Mamdani, When Victims Become Killers:
Colonialism, Nativism, and the Rwandan Genocide (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001).
16 Jonathan D. Wadley, ‘Gendering the State: Performativity and Protection in International Security’, in
Gender and International Security: Feminist Perspectives, ed. by Laura Sjoberg (New York: Routledge, 2010),
pp. 38–58 (p. 53).
17 Laura Sjoberg and Carol Gentry, Mothers, Monsters, Whores: Women’s Violence in Global Politics (London:
Zed Books, 2007), p. 4.
18 Susannah Heschel, ‘Does Atrocity Have a Gender? Feminist Interpretations of Women in the SS’, in
Lessons and Legacies VI: New Currents in Holocaust Research, ed. by Jeffrey M. Diefendorf (Evanston:
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prompts the question: why aren’t we speaking about the women after
all this time? Heschel also provides key corrective insights employed in
this study on how to analyze women without dismissing them. Claudia
Koonz offers a groundbreaking history of women under Nazi rule,
exploring their mobilization, integration, manipulation, and ultimately,
marginalization. Their constrained and gendered participation in the
perpetration of the Holocaust is aptly described by Koonz as an ‘unstable
combination, a passive-aggressive woman who actively facilitated the
“race war” but surrendered to men in the “war between the sexes”’.19 This
unstable combination is evident at every phase examined in this piece,
namely before, during, and after each genocide.
Sarah Cushman’s social history of the women of Auschwitz-Birkenau
offers insight into the lives and experiences of women – prisoners, guards,
functionaries – who experienced the women’s camp and network of
subcamps.20 Elissa Mailänder’s study of women SS guards at Majdanek
death camp is another innovative study that details their daily duties,
violence perpetrated, and experiences, further drilling down on the
extraordinary as ordinary.21 Wendy Lower further scrutinizes the
motivations, actions, and fate of several categories of women perpetrators
during the Holocaust, highlighting the ‘ordinariness’ of women Nazis.
Destigmatizing women perpetrators and looking at them as human
beings elemental to a social movement like genocide is absolutely
necessary to further process women’s motivations, actions, and experiences
before, during, and after genocide.22 These groundbreaking and incisive
studies provide the foundation for my comparative examination of
women perpetrators during the Holocaust.
The experiences and stories of women told in their own words offer
complicated answers and foster difficult questions. In the preface to
Frauen, an account of 29 German women’s testimonies, Alison Owings
examines her own gendered assumptions and questions about the
perpetrators of the Holocaust: ‘I dismissed the lot of German men as
murderous woeful strangers. Women were not strangers. Nor were
they destroyers or warmongers, were they? Women were nurturers
Northwestern University Press, 2004), pp. 300–321.
19 Claudia Koonz, Mothers in the Fatherland: Women, the Family and Nazi Politics (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1987), p. 392.
20 Sarah Cushman, ‘The Women of Birkenau’ (Unpublished PhD thesis, Clark University, 2010).
21 Elissa Mailänder, Female SS Guards and Workaday Violence: The Majdanek Concentration Camp, 1942–
1944 (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2015).
22 See Lower.
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and peacemakers, were they not?’23 Owings’s question reminds me of
the biases and questions I examined during the course of my interviews
with women perpetrators in Rwanda.24 The questions asked by researchers
– especially those they ask of themselves – as they navigate their role as
participant observers is important. And the foregrounding of women’s
narratives in search of that narrative nuance and complexity is at the
core of this research.
This article builds on my previous research on women’s agency
during the genocide in Rwanda, which examines the mobilization,
actions, and post-genocide trajectories of women perpetrators,
comparing it to women rescuers who chose to take action to the benefit
of their community, rather than to its detriment.25 It benefits, moreover,
from pioneering works that first introduced the role of women perpetrators during the Genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda. These include
a 1995 report Rwanda Not So Innocent: When Women Become Killers, which
was the first to document instances of women-perpetrated genocide
and notes that ‘women and girls have been described as the principal victims of the genocide in Rwanda, thus obscuring the role of women as
aggressors’.26 Lisa Sharlach examined early on women as participants
in the genocide rather than victims of the violence. She emphasizes
23 Alison Owings, Frauen: German Women Recall the Third Reich (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press,
1999), p. xi.
24 The methodology that underpinned the interviews and research I conducted in Rwanda is detailed in
Chapter 1 of my book, Gender and the Genocide in Rwanda. Briefly, I will sum up several key points: I applied
a modified grounded theory in the development of my research design, data collection, and comparative
analysis. My research was founded upon primary source materials and based on the analysis of semistructured interviews, additional primary and archival materials, and meetings. In-country research was
conducted from 2010–2014. I encountered limitations to the use of testimonies in my work including a
prevailing reluctance on the part of perpetrator participants to discuss the full scope of their actions
during the genocide. This could be due to a lapse in memory due to the passage of time, my race
(White) and nationality (American/Israeli), the perceived ethnicity of my translator (with whom I worked
over a period of six years), or an effort on the part of the participant to misrepresent herself. Whenever
possible, I endeavored to triangulate testimonies with archival materials, corroborating testimony, and
transcribed documents. Also of importance, I remain cognizant of my role as a participant observer.
Not only did I conduct my research in Rwanda, gathering information, observing Rwandan society, and
collecting interviews, I was a participant in these exchanges and events and was thus influenced.
25 See Brown, Gender and the Genocide in Rwanda; Evelyn Gertz, Hollie Nyseth Brehm, and Sara E. Brown,
‘Women Perpetrators: Theorizing Gender and Genocide’, in Perpetrators: Dynamics, Motivations, and
Concepts for Participating in Mass Violence, ed. by Susanne Buckley-Zistel and Timothy Williams (London:
Routledge, 2018), pp. 133–150; Brown, ‘Survival and Rescue: Women during the Rwandan Genocide’, in
Women and Genocide: An Anthology, ed. by Donna Gosbee and JoAnn DiGeorgio-Lutz (Toronto: Women’s
Press, 2016), pp. 189–212; Brown, ‘Rwanda’, in Women in Conflict and Peace, ed. by Jenny Hedström and
Thiyumi Senarathna (Stockholm, IDEA, 2015), pp. 123–154; Brown, ‘Female Perpetrators of the Rwandan
Genocide’, International Feminist Journal of Politics, 16.3 (2014), 448–469.
26 African Rights, Rwanda Not So Innocent: When Women Become Killers (London: African Rights, 1995), p. 4.
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that ‘few in the West realize the extent to which women participated
in the Rwandan genocide’.27 Nicole Hogg later contextualized women’s
participation in the genocide, examining the impact of hierarchical
gender relations, norms, and socialization on their actions and possible
impunity post-genocide.28 This prompted me to further examine the
prescribed and proscribed norms in Rwandan society and their impact
on women’s mobilization, participation, and post-genocide trajectories.
Marie Berry’s comparative study of women’s mobilization in Rwanda
and Bosnia examines how women navigate ever shifting gender norms
and the political sphere, even after genocide.29 And Lee Ann Fuji endeavored
to avoid a gendered narrative of genocide by attempting (and openly
discussing her inability) to achieve gender balance in her research for
Killing Neighbors.30 My study is decidedly not gender-balanced in that it
focuses on women, and this is so by design; in this, I am endeavoring
to achieve greater balance in the meta-narrative of the genocide in
Rwanda. In their examination of women-perpetrated violence and
denial of women’s agency to commit crimes, Sjoberg and Gentry discuss
Pauline Nyiramasahuko, an influential minister in the Rwandan government during the genocide in Rwanda who is the only woman found
guilty of genocide by the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda.31
And Hollie Nyseth Brehm, Cristopher Uggen, and Jean Damascene
Gasanabo examine whether genocide perpetration follows age and gender
distributions found in other forms of crime, further driving home the
point that women perpetrators are ‘ordinary,’ albeit operating within
patriarchal constraints. They confirm that women did participate, but
more often in property-related crimes rather than direct murder, an
issue I argue is related to gendered norms around women’s ‘acceptable’
participation in genocide.32
My study of the silence and invisibility of women perpetrators and
the impact of the loaded gendered norms that surrounded women’s
27 Lisa Sharlach, ‘Gender and Genocide in Rwanda: Women as Agents and Objects of Genocide’, Journal
of Genocide Research, 1.3 (1999), 387–399 (p. 392).
28 Nicole Hogg, ‘Women’s Participation in the Rwandan Genocide: Mothers or Monsters?’, International
Review of the Red Cross, 92.877 (2010), 69–102.
29 Marie E. Berry, War, Women, and Power: From Violence to Mobilization in Rwanda and BosniaHerzegovina (Cambridge University Press, 2018).
30 Lee Ann Fujii, Killing Neighbors: Webs of Violence in Rwanda (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2009).
31 See Sjoberg and Gentry, ‘Gendered Perpetrators of Genocide’, Mothers, Monsters, Whores: Women’s
Violence in Global Politics (London: Zed Books, 2007), pp. 141–173.
32 Hollie Nyseth Brehm, Cristopher Uggen, and Jean Damascene Gasanabo, ‘Age, Gender, and the Crime
of Crimes: Toward a Life-Course Theory of Genocide Participation’, Criminology, 54.4 (2016), 713–743
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behavior coincides with Rwanda scholar Erin Jessee’s work on Rwandan
women who had confessed to or been convicted of participating in the
genocide. She found that gender norms continue to impact women
perpetrators who felt they experienced gender-based discrimination
and stigma because of their (alleged or proven) participation in the
genocide.33 This also speaks to my theory that women perpetrators denied
their participation in the genocide because it violated gendered expectations
of ‘acceptable’ conduct for Rwandan women. And it confirms findings
in my chapter with Gertz and Brehm, in which we argue that men who
perpetrate genocide are considered ‘ordinary’ while women who perpetrate
genocide are deemed ‘aberrant, flawed, or inhuman’.34
Several comparative studies exist that focus on gender and genocide
during the Holocaust and in Rwanda. Reva Adler, Cyanne Loyle, and
Judith Globerman conducted interviews of ten women perpetrators
incarcerated in Rwanda and draw parallels with women perpetrators
of the Holocaust. They note that ‘the situation of Rwandan women in
1994 also resembles the circumstances of German women during the
Third Reich’.35 Four key similarities are highlighted: first, women perpetrators were far fewer than men perpetrators, due in part to constraints
placed on their participation and the primacy assigned to their place in
the home. Second, both displayed a ‘predilection for property crimes,’
including theft of goods, home, and land. Third, they acknowledge the
agency of women who seized the opportunity to enter the public sphere
and advance themselves professionally during each instance of genocide.
Finally, in recorded interviews, both groups of women expressed a
naivety about the larger machinations of each genocidal regime and
an inability to refuse when ordered to participate.36 While the fourth
similarity is not supported by recent research on women perpetrators
of the Holocaust or my own research on women perpetrators during
the genocide in Rwanda, the first three similarities inform this study’s
analysis and focus. In addition, Kimberly Allar’s comparative critique
of representations of women perpetrators during the Holocaust and
the genocide in Rwanda looks at popular and academic depictions of
33 Erin Jessee, ‘Rwandan Women No More: Female Génocidaires in the Aftermath of the 1994 Rwandan
Genocide’, Conflict and Society Advances in Research, 1 (2015), 60–80.
34 Gertz, Brehm, and Brown, ‘Women Perpetrators’, p. 146
35 Reva N. Adler, Cyanne E. Loyle, and Judith Globerman, ‘A Calamity in the Neighborhood: Women’s
Participation in the Rwandan Genocide’, Genocide Studies and Prevention, 2.3 (2007), 209–33 (p. 226).
36 Ibid.
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women perpetrators.37 Allar identified an array of essentialized narratives
of women as life-givers, peacemakers, and, in the instance of women
who perpetrated genocide, dehumanizing rhetoric that reduces them
to inhuman monsters, sadists, or she-devils. These gendered tropes
limit discourse and stymie our understanding of women perpetrators
of genocide. This article seeks to correct some of the gendered stereotypes
identified by Allar that limit academic discourse on women perpetrators
of genocide.
Despite 50 years and a continent separating them, women perpetrators
like Liselotte and Suzanne played central roles during the Holocaust
and the genocide in Rwanda, albeit within the context of a deeply
entrenched patriarchal system that constrained women. The following
sections will examine the pre-genocide historical context and gendered
mobilization, the notably relaxed though still constrictive social structures
that facilitated and shaped women’s perpetration during genocide, and
the prevailing silence and invisibility of women perpetrators post-genocide.

Pre-Genocide
Although, as Victoria Barnett argues, ‘ultimately it is the individual
who decides what is moral, and acts accordingly,’38 social and political
measures implemented and enacted by the Third Reich and the Rwandan
government facilitated and constrained women’s agency during both
genocides. Their participation was the result of deliberate and gendered
mobilization processes that specifically targeted women in Germany and
in Rwanda and encouraged them to become functionaries of genocide.
In pre-1933 Germany, despite promises of equality and gender
inclusion in the Weimar Republic, women did not enjoy the same access
to economic opportunities, political representation, and education
as did men. Even as the Nazi party preached a brand of race-based hatred,
prejudice, and discrimination that would impact entire swaths of the
population, it promised women reforms that would liberate them. Sarah
Cushman notes that ‘gender influenced how the Nazis applied their
37 Kimberly Allar, ‘Setting the Picture Straight: The Ordinary Women of Nazi Germany and Rwanda
Who Participated in Genocide’, in Aftermath: Genocide, Memory and History, ed. by Karen Auerbach
(Victoria, Australia: Monash University Press, 2015), pp. 21–47.
38 Victoria J. Barnett, Bystanders: Conscience and Complicity During the Holocaust (Westport: Praeger
Publishers, 1999), p. 19.
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racist ideology’.39 Throughout the 1920s and after they came to power
in 1933, the Nazis encouraged (and later required in certain instances)
girls and women to join in sex-specific Nazi organizations; later, membership often became compulsory. These groups offered new avenues
for women to engage in activism and provided an ‘acceptable’ space
in which they could occupy leadership positions and wield influence.40
They also provided a space for sex-specific political indoctrination and
racist propaganda. Organizations like the National Socialist Women’s
League and the League of German Girls, both founded early on in the
Nazi party, helped to realize Hitler’s belief that ‘a proper education
should burn the racial sense and racial feeling into the instinct and
intellect, the heart and brain of the youth entrusted to it’.41
Women were also recruited into the workforce. But even as German
women were afforded some real estate in public and political spheres
through organization membership, the positions they could occupy
and how far they could advance remained tightly controlled. This was
constituent with Nazi ideology and practice: ‘From the outset, the Hitler
regime strove to limit the role of women to that of wife and mother,
restricting their rise in the civil service and most professions. Women
were routinely discouraged from academic achievement.’42 The Nazi
party promoted a rigid set of gender norms that harkened back to the
‘Kinder, Küche, Kirche’ (children, kitchen, church) policies of the German
empire, enacting a series of measures that codified women’s domesticity
and motherhood, including the Law for the Encouragement of Marriage
and the Cross of Honor for the German Mother.43 Manipulation of
German history helped to further limit the role of women to homemaker, wife, and mother, and glorified their domesticity as a return
to ‘tradition’. So while there was a ‘relaxation’ of certain boundaries
that had previously restricted women’s participation in social spheres
and promises of further liberation and reform, there still existed a
repressive system that controlled women.
Not everyone was seduced by Nazi promises. Karma Raubut, a
young girl during the Third Reich recalled, ‘women under Hitler, that
was something completely dreadful. A German woman does not wear
39
40
41
42

Cushman, p. 28.
Ibid., p. 30.
Lower, p. 39.
Shareen Blair Brysac, Resisting Hitler: Mildred Harnack and the Red Orchestra (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2000), p. 376.
43 Lower, pp. 29–30.
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makeup, she may not smoke, she should have a thousand children and…
Ach, that still brings a chill to my spine.’44 But Nazi-imposed norms
were not easily rejected. By 1934, the Nazis exercised considerable
control and laid the groundwork for a totalitarian government that
punished dissent with incarceration in concentration camps. This
push/pull, at once liberating women and constraining them, was a
recurring theme of the Third Reich. Women were a key component of
the Nazi totalitarian vision of governance. Claudia Koonz noted the
extent of Nazi ambitions: ‘If Nazi leaders had had their way, nothing
would have remained private; everything, including the illusion of loving
families and apolitical women, had its use.’45 Even their ‘body positive’
approach, encouraging women to forgo cosmetics and artificial beauty
enhancement measures that seemed pro-women, were part of an effort
to control German women’s exposure to western modernity. Still, the
opportunities afforded to women to participate in the Nazi party and
the eventual genocide were revolutionary.
German women were actively recruited by the Nazi government
using myriad devices, including government-controlled propaganda.
Leni Riefenstahl’s film Triumph of the Will glorified the Nazi party in the
early years of its rule. Riefenstahl portrayed women throughout the
film as lively, active, front-and-center contributors to Nazism through
physical and reproductive labor. They were not found among the soldiers
marching in formation since their role in the film mimicked their role in
the Nazi party: highly gendered and often restricted to auxiliary functions.
Some women joined Nazi efforts because of the social and economic
opportunities it afforded. Especially after the invasion of Poland in
September 1939, the Third Reich recruited unmarried women as teachers,
secretaries, and nurses, offering them previously unthinkable opportunities for work, travel, and adventure. These positions also provided
women a socially acceptable escape from village life, early marriage,
or other gender-restrictive mores of German patriarchy, even under
the Weimar Republic.46 Also important, positions in the Nazi genocide
machine offered an opportunity to exercise power. As labor and
concentration camps became more permanent and widespread and the
number of women prisoners increased, women guards were recruited, initially through the National Socialist Women’s League and later
44 Owings, pp. 344–5.
45 Koonz, p. 389.
46 For more on the recruitment, see Lower, pp. 32–74.
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through vaguely worded newspaper advertisements and word of mouth
referrals.47 Cushman describes the experience of one woman guard:
For Käb, a camp guard in the women’s camp, Auschwitz served as
an opportunity, not a threat. She earned more in that position than in
almost any job she could have found in Germany. She achieved a degree
of power unavailable to most women in Europe at that time. Her authority
did not exist vis-a-vis men, but rather in relation to women prisoners.48

In the instance of Käb and other women guards, this newfound power
was a chance to exercise domination and control at the expense of
their prisoners.
Similarly, in pre-genocide Rwanda, women, regardless of ethnicity
or class, were heavily restricted. Paternalism, initially propagated by
the colonial powers, played a determining role in Rwanda’s unique
form of patriarchy that wove together an elaborate legal framework
with prescriptive gender norms and traditions. Men were legally
recognized as the heads of Rwandan households and women were
prohibited by law from inheriting property, opening a bank account
without the consent of their husband, and, representing just five percent
of the executive branch of the Hutu-controlled government, were not
in a political position to advocate for change.49 A popular proverb in
Kinyarwanda illustrates women’s relegation to the domestic private
sphere: umugore niwe ‘mutima urugo, the woman is the heart of the home.
Rwandan scholar Ezechial Sentama further elaborates on the primacy
of men, explaining that,
Whatever men could do, a woman should and must obey. And then there
is a saying in Rwanda that there is no mistake for men. Even beating a
woman, even wasting money, even doing whatever he wants, there is no
mistake for a man.50

Political upheaval in 1973 had resulted in some reforms, when then-general
Juvénal Habyarimana launched a bloodless coup d’état and took over
the presidency. The coup marked the beginning of Hutu women’s
participation in violence against Tutsis, as men and women alike were
47 Kimberly Allar, ‘From Recruitment to Genocide: An Examination of the Recruitment of Auxiliary
Guards in Nazi Konzentrationslager’, in Orte und Akteure im System der NS-Zwangslager ed. by
Michael Becker, Dennis Beck, and Henrike Illig (Berlin: Metropol Verlag, 2015), pp. 169–197 (p. 175).
48 Cushman, p. 342.
49 Sharlach, p. 391.
50 Brown, Interview Ezechial Sentama (Kigali, Rwanda, 25 June 2011).

169

170

‘They Forgot Their Role’
recruited to government-supported committees dedicated to compiling
lists of suspicious Tutsis and led anti-Tutsi protests and campaigns on
university campuses.51 But like women in Nazi Germany, Hutu women’s
access to these newly available public and political spaces was tightly controlled. Over time, Habyarimana’s single-party dictatorship
co-opted existing women’s organizations to serve the purposes of the
government. After the 1990 invasion of the Tutsi-led rebel group, the
Rwandan Patriotic Front, Rwanda’s national army, the FAR, began to
train young men under the pretense of defending neighborhoods and
tracking down infiltrators.52 Women were not recruited, characterized
instead as the primary population in need of protection. These same
men would later comprise the core of the Interahamwe killing militias.
Still, extremists within and outside the government embarked on a
multi-pronged hate campaign that included print periodicals, radio
messages, and political messages that appealed directly to women as
subordinates in society. As tensions escalated and violence spread, a
similar push-pull was firmly in place by 1994: celebrated widely as
mothers and wives but not leaders, women were recruited by Habyarimana’s government, yet controlled and marginalized, useful only
as vehicles for the interests of the dictatorship.
In contrast to Nazi women, the political indoctrination of Hutu
women in Rwanda did not include membership in sex-specific party
chapters.53 Still, women were incited to participate in the genocide,
often through print and radio media. For example, the Hutu Ten
Commandments, published in 1990 and widely distributed around
Rwanda, specifically addressed the agency of Hutu women. The first
and second commandments promoted an ‘us vs. them’ paradigm,
excoriating Tutsi women as ethnic agents and sexualized others, and
extolling the virtues of Hutu women as mothers, wives, and secretaries. The
gendered language praised them but continued to police the boundaries
of their place in society. The third commandment: ‘Hutu women, be
vigilant, and try to bring your husbands, brothers, and sons back to
reason’, was especially poignant and represented a direct appeal to
women’s agency, tasking them to stand up to their men.54 This direct
appeal to women, telling them to eschew their traditionally sanc51 Rwanda Not So Innocent, pp. 9–10.
52 Alison Des Forges, Leave None to Tell the Story: Genocide in Rwanda (New York: Human Rights
Watch, 1999), p. 140.
53 Brown, Gender and the Genocide in Rwanda, p. 48.
54 Ibid, p. 43.

Journal of Perpetrator Research 3.1 (2020)

S. E. Brown
tioned passivity and take action to stop Hutu men from pursuing or
being persuaded by Tutsi women, is revolutionary. In a patriarchal,
majority-Christian society supported by an elaborate legal framework
designed to restrict women’s agency and ensure their marginalization, this commandment relieved them of societal constraints. Instead,
women were being encouraged to speak up and speak out. For those
who preferred radio to print media, RTLM radio announcer Valerie
Bemeriki, played a vital role in the extremist propaganda machine. Her
fiery reports accompanied popular songs and radio chat programs that
promoted anti-Tutsi ideology and hatred as well, and appealed to both
sexes. As one of few women who had accessed the male-dominated
sphere of radio, Bemeriki was a role model and voice of authority for
Rwandan women. These concurrent mobilization efforts had a lasting
impact and influenced women (and men) to participate in the genocide.
In Germany and in Rwanda, nontraditional and gendered engagement
occurred as each government mobilized women to participate in genocide,
often appealing to their sex and prescribed roles in society to spur their
contributions. When addressing pre-genocide history and mobilization in Germany and Rwanda, the power of fear as an effective
catalyst must be addressed. Gendered fearmongering intensified as
both countries descended into conflict. Propaganda campaigns in both
countries harnessed the latest technology and mainstream means of
communication available at the time, deployed to stir up fear in the
population, with deadly effect.
As the Nazi propaganda machine gained control of mainstream
media throughout Germany and later in Nazi-occupied Europe, cartoon
images, printed pieces, and cinema further promoted a strong sense
of shared positive identity for so-called Aryan men and women and
an equally strong sense of threat from ‘non-Aryans,’ especially Jewish
men. Films like Der Ewige Jude (The Eternal Jew), a pseudo-documentary
depicting Jews as evil, diseased, and intent on world domination, and
Jud Süß, which played up the sexual threat of its Jewish antagonist with
great drama, were produced to stoke fear in the German public. Former
Nazi party member Wilhelmine Haferkamp repeated rumors that
spread during the war: ‘It will happen that Jews will come to power
and they will kill us all. You always heard that.’55 Manipulating an
exclusionary ‘us vs. them’ mentality that played upon the rising fear

55 Owings, p. 29.

171

172

‘They Forgot Their Role’
and uncertainty of the 1930s was effective and mobilized German
women to participate in violence.
Fear was particularly intense and immediate in Rwanda, where the
genocide unfolded rapidly within the country (and not outside its borders,
as in Germany) and for many, unexpectedly. The radio contributed to
the unfolding chaos, supplying bombastic reports detailing the Tutsi ‘threat’
and false updates about the ongoing and civil war with the Rwandan
Patriotic Front. One woman perpetrator in Rwanda noted, ‘first of all I
was scared because of what I was hearing and also hearing that people
were killing each other.’56 Another concurred, ‘I was scared, of course,
because just the matter of hearing what was going on in the country.’57
Repeated references to fear, chaos, shouting, and acts of violence were
shared by survivors, perpetrators, and rescuers alike and catalyzed violence
throughout the country.
Whipping up alarm to mobilize deadly action is not unusual, as ‘fear
is an essential component of the militarization package; it is necessary
to convince the target audience that the world is a dangerous place and
the use of force a necessary defensive measure’.58 During the Holocaust
and the genocide in Rwanda, the use and manipulation of fear further
helped to mobilize women to perpetrate genocide.

During Genocide
The trouble with focusing on well-known women perpetrators like
Ilse Koch, the wife of the Kommandant of Buchenwald known for her
sadism, or Pauline Nyiramasahuko, a former government minister in
Rwanda and mother-in-law of Beatrice Munyenyezi (mentioned later),
is that we may wrongly think of them as deviant anomalies rather than
an illustration of women’s capacity to perpetrate genocide, unique only
because of the power they wielded. Falling into such mental ruts costs
us the opportunity to examine what half of the population was doing
and renders them invisible when exploring a narrative of genocide.
Tens of thousands of ‘ordinary’ women participated in the Holocaust,
from typing orders to accompanying military units that massacred

56 Brown, Interview G4 with ‘Jennifer’(Muhanga, Rwanda, 30 June 2011).
57 Ibid., Interview G3 with ‘Lucy’ (Muhanga, Rwanda, 30 June 2011).
58 Ibid., Gender and the Genocide in Rwanda, p. 51.
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Jews to staffing concentration camps.59 And an estimated 12 million
women worked in various bureaucratic capacities for National-Socialist
organizations that buttressed the genocidal regime.60 Similarly, nearly
100,000 women were tried by the Gacaca Courts in Rwanda for crimes
of genocide, including participating in killing militias, exposing people in
hiding, and occasionally participating in acts of directly perpetrated
violence. However, when examining popular narratives and scholarship
on women perpetrators of the Holocaust and the genocide in Rwanda,
the lens through which their participation is analyzed is colored by
gendered stereotypes, assumptions, and norms.
Categorizing the crimes perpetrated by women is a difficult process.
Broadly, women’s crimes during genocide fall into two forms: acts of
direct violence and acts of indirect violence. The former is perpetrated
through the use of physical force, including killing, torture, rape, sexual
assault, and beatings.61 The latter includes acts that may not require
physical force but may include looting, theft, knowingly revealing
someone in hiding, inciting violence, and supervising and ordering acts
of violence. Wendy Lower goes further and separates German women
who participated in the Nazi government into functional categories,
noting that women played a role in the Holocaust, ‘not at the helm, but
as the machine’s operatives.’62 Women witnesses were present at sites of
mass atrocities, be it the ghettos or at mass graves or at killing centers,
and they said and did nothing. Complicit by attrition, their silence was
a decision and it served as a seal of approval. Others served as accomplices
in the crimes perpetrated, including their support of an array of
bureaucrats who enacted orders with deadly effect, aware of but numb
to the ‘human impact’ of their work, as well as those who cheered on
killing mobs, supported ghetto liquidations, or looted Jewish belongings at train stations. Actual murderers included nurses working in the
Nazi ‘euthanasia’ program, camp guards, wives and mistresses of camp
staff who also joined in the mass murder, land managers in charge of
59 Raul Hilberg offers the following noteworthy reminder: ‘It must be kept in mind that most of the
participants [of genocide] did not fire rifles at Jewish children or pour gas into gas chambers … Most
bureaucrats composed memoranda, drew up blueprints, talked on the phone, and participated in
conferences. They could destroy a whole people by sitting at their desk.’ The Destruction of the European
Jews (New York: Random House, 1985), p. 1024.
60 Alette Smeulers, ‘Female Perpetrators: Ordinary and Extra-Ordinary Women’, International Criminal
Law Review, 15.2 (2015), 207–253 (p. 212).
61 Johan Galtung, ‘Violence, Peace, and Peace Research’, Journal of Peace Research, 6.3 (1969),
167–191 (p. 169).
62 Lower, p. 16.
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slave laborers, and women who seized or facilitated other opportunities
to kill. Their roles were complex and their crimes multifarious; some
women, like Liselotte Meier, occupy multiple categories. She was an
accomplice, serving as secretary and lover to the District Commissar
of Lida and overseeing the bureaucratic processes underpinning the
mass murder of the Jews in that region. She was also a perpetrator,
planning massacres, participating in mass shootings, and joining mass
hunts that often targeted Jews.63
For many, including survivors, it is difficult to make sense of the
‘ordinary’ (in the context of the utterly extraordinary context of
genocide) crimes perpetrated by ‘ordinary’ women. As discussed later
in this article, this contributes to their invisibility post-genocide and
in scholarship on the topic. Consider the example of women guards
at Ravensbrück concentration camp complex. During the Holocaust,
statistics, reporting, and testimony accounts about women camp
guards detail their role in the death and concentration camp system,
even though a small percentage of camp guards, 3,508 out of 41,182 (total)
in January 1945, were women.64 As mentioned in the previous section,
necessity drove the recruitment and later expansion of women’s roles
within the SS, including at Ravensbrück. Built just outside Berlin and
consisting of over 30 satellite camps, Ravensbrück was constructed
primarily for women prisoners and staffed primarily by women SS.
And while Anna Fest, a former guard-in-training assigned temporarily
to Ravensbrück, alleged she did not witness widespread violence
perpetrated against prisoners, inmate Charlotte Müller disagreed.
Müller was imprisoned at Ravensbrück and witnessed the cruelty of the
women SS guards who managed the camp. She describes one episode
of violence in which a guard, ‘Frau Lehmann,’ was beating prisoners
in the prison barrack. The violence ended when she exclaimed: ‘Ach,
you all want to leave, don’t you? I also have to give my child something
to drink. It’s time.’ Lehmann was a nursing mother. She hung up the
club she had used to beat the women and left to feed her infant.
Müller exclaimed to the other prisoners ‘She must have sour milk in
her breasts’ and turns to her interviewer to further expound, ‘that is
63 Lower, pp.100–7.
64 Elissa Mailänder, ‘The Violence of Female Guards in Nazi Concentration Camps (1939–1945): Reflections
on the Dynamics and Logics of Power’, Violence de masse et Résistance - Réseau de recherche, 5
February 2015, <https://www.sciencespo.fr/mass-violence-war-massacre-resistance/en/document/
violence-female-guards-nazi-concentration-camps-1939-1945-reflections-dynamics-and-logics-p.
html> [accessed 2 May 2020].
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a woman. Such a thing happened. They are beasts, is what they are. It
is simply unbelievable that human beings can be that way.’ And then
challenged her interviewer, also a woman, to make sense of it, asking,
‘What do you as a woman say to that?’65 This is noteworthy but not unusual:
the cruelty of SS guards, men and women alike, has been reported in
numerous testimonies, eye-witness accounts, and academic studies, often
without the same struggle, though some studies examine the duality
of SS men who displayed great cruelty but were also doting parents
and devoted spouses. This example of violence may be common, but the
sex and motherhood of the perpetrator proved to be hurdles for Müller’s
comprehension. She struggled to make sense of this ‘ordinary’ example of
violence, common to Ravensbrück and regularly perpetrated by its guards.
Women perpetrators in Rwanda also occupied varying and
often multiple positions of complicity and perpetration. Details have
emerged over time, some through justice initiatives in Rwanda that
have produced new and varying data about the number of women who
participated and their role during the genocide. For example, several
years ago, staff at AVEGA Agahozo, a prominent genocide survivor
organization in Rwanda, offered three categories of crimes perpetrated
by women during the genocide and ranked them ‘according to the
frequency and intensity of the crimes: 1. exposing those in hiding by
ululating when Tutsi were found in order to draw the Interahamwe;
2. stealing resources and looting; 3. murdering Tutsis, often children’.66
This ranking makes sense. The genocide in Rwanda was primarily perpetrated by collectives and many women participated in mobs that
accompanied, directly assisted, or looted alongside killing militias
known as Interahamwe, a Kinyarwanda word meaning ‘those who
attack together’. Women who participated in Interahamwe activities
did not need to take up arms or participate in acts of direct violence.
Their presence in the mobs that accompanied killing or in groups that
followed their murderous path to loot bodies and property served as
an implicit endorsement of the acts of violence perpetrated. Indeed,
25 of the 26 women perpetrators I interviewed in prisons and Works
for General Interest (TIG) camps throughout Rwanda were tried for
‘Category 2’ crimes, initially defined as:

65 Owings, p. 163
66 Brown, ‘Female Perpetrators of the Rwandan Genocide’, p. 458.
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a) The person whose criminal acts or criminal participation place among
authors, coauthors or accomplices of deliberate homicides or serious
attacks against persons which caused death. b) The person who, with
intention of giving death, has caused injuries or committed other serious
violences, but from which the victims have not died.67

Category 2 was later modified and broadly re-defined in 2008 to include
an array of criminal acts that include intentional murder, attack and
injury committed with intent to murder, torture, and dehumanizing
acts on a dead body.
The women I interviewed did not necessarily deliver the death
blow but instead facilitated murder through mob participation or
exposing someone in hiding. Still, they did not represent the majority,
who participated in crimes against property rather than crimes targeting
people (to be discussed in the section). The lines blur as some women
followed the killing mobs in search of financial gain. The high incidence
of theft among women perpetrators tried by Rwanda’s hybrid judicial
process, the Gacaca courts (detailed later in the article) supports what one
survivor described as a chronology of crimes: ‘They would kill them,
afterwards they would take their things, they would loot, and then
they would take their cows and everything.’68 Survivor testimonies
similarly recount widespread theft perpetrated by women. One survivor
recalled: ‘On the path down below the field, all day you saw a long line
of gatherers, backs bent beneath the burden of their fresh looting. They
67 The original four categories, stipulated in Article 51 (pp. 17–8) of ‘Organic Law No 40/2000 of 26/01/2001
Setting up “Gacaca Jurisdiction” and Organizing Prosecutions for Offences Constituting the Crime of
Genocide or Crimes Against Humanity Committed Between October 1, 1990 and December 31, 1994’
were defined as follows: Category 1: a) The person whose criminal acts or criminal participation
place among planners, organisers, incitators, supervisors of the crime of genocide or crime against
humanity; b) The person who, acting in a position of authority at the national, provincial or district
level, within political parties, army, religious denominations or militia, has committed these offences
or encouraged others to commit them; c) The well-known murderer who distinguished himself in
the location where he lived or wherever he passed, because of zeal which has characterised him in
killings or excessive wickedness with which they were carried out; d) The person who has committed
rape or acts of torture against person’s sexual parts. Category 2: a) The person whose criminal acts
or criminal participation place among authors, coauthors or accomplices of deliberate homicides
or serious attacks against persons which caused death. b) The person who, with intention of giving
death, has caused injuries or committed other serious violences, but from which the victims have
not died. Category 3: The person who has committed criminal acts or has become accomplice of
serious attacks, without the intention of causing death to victims. Category 4: The person having
committed offences against assets. However, the author of the mentioned offences who, on
the date of this organic law enforcement, has agreed either with the victim, or before the public
authority or in arbitration, for an amicable settlement, cannot be prosecuted for the same facts.
68 Ibid, pp. 148–9.
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followed along like a thread of ants behind a food scrap.’69 The prevalence
of theft, repeated in survivor and perpetrator accounts and confirmed
by data from post-genocide judicial mechanisms discussed later in
this article, provides a window into another aspect of Hutu women’s
participation in the genocide.70
The details may change over time. The temporal nearness of the
events, just 25 years after the genocide, means we will likely uncover
new details, data, and testimony over time. Over 70 years later, we
are still learning new information about women’s participation in the
Holocaust. The story of women’s participation in Rwanda will continue
to unfold as well.
Here I must note that Suzanne’s story further elucidates the
complexities of using testimony to examine perpetration. Testimony is
influenced by myriad factors, including time, trauma, and the individual
giving the interview. Most of the perpetrators of the Holocaust have
died and in Rwanda, they are aging. For example, I interviewed Suzanne
on two separate occasions and heard divergent versions of her role in
her grandson’s murder. Because of her advanced age, memory loss, and
possible trauma, it is unclear which version, if any, is true. In her initial
statement, she helped to murder her grandson because of his mixed
ethnicity and at the behest of her daughter, the child’s mother, who was
at the time incarcerated in prison. As she continued, she described herself
as an accomplice, aiding her husband and daughter as they murdered,
and she accepted her guilt. In another version, she was a witness, aware
of the crimes perpetrated by her husband and daughter but unable to
speak out against her husband since he was the head of the household.71
When I pressed her, she argued that she could not question or challenge
the actions of her husband. Murderer, accomplice, or witness, her testimony offers a nuanced window into her thoughts, actions, and interpretations
and serves as a reminder of the challenges of testimony-based research.72
In Rwanda, despite the temporal and cultural differences when
compared to the Holocaust, survivors seem to encounter similar
challenges when grappling with the violence perpetrated by women.
One survivor and activist argued that women’s anonymity continues
because of communal silence, despite knowledge of their participation.
‘This phenomenon [of women participating in the genocide], you can’t
69
70
71
72

Hatzfeld, p. 82.
See Brown, Gender and the Genocide in Rwanda, pp. 148–150, 91–120; Hatzfeld, pp. 77–87.
Ibid., pp. 96–7, p. 102.
For more on this, see ibid., pp. 91–120.
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have someone to testify about it, even in Gacaca…. The genocide, it’s
not something easy to understand.’73 Another survivor concurred:
‘Actually it’s very strange to hear about women participating in the
genocide.’74 When asked why women participated in the genocide,
Sentama reasoned,
[w]omen, I could say that they forgot their role as far as the Rwandan
culture is, but actually the role, the role of women we know. A woman is
a mother. She is somebody who seems to have more compassion than
men, you know. So they forgot their role of women.75

Interestingly, the survivors who, despite what they had witnessed,
struggled to make sense of women’s participation during the genocide
in Rwanda were all men. Women survivors, stakeholders, and even
perpetrators were less likely to offer overtly gendered musings when
asked why women participated. Indeed, the majority of women
perpetrators denied their participation completely and so the question
of motivation was moot. And some women survivors and stakeholders
offered an array of non-gendered rationales and explanations, including
a desire for self-gain (for example, looting goods from victims’ bodies
and homes), ethnic hatred, or because they were following orders.76

Post-Genocide
In both the Holocaust and the Genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda, a
gendered lens persists and makes examination and comprehension of
women’s participation in each respective genocide difficult. As already
noted, this extends into and beyond scholarship and impacts the popular
post-genocide narrative; even the survivor community struggles to
make sense of women’s participation.
Evident in both the Holocaust and the genocide in Rwanda is that
women played a decisive role in the perpetration of genocide and their
post-genocide trajectories often differed from men. Allar notes that,
‘[w]hile the two cases of Rwanda and Germany were quite different, along
with the experiences of the female perpetrators within the regimes,
perhaps the most striking similarity is the societal emphasis and
73
74
75
76

Brown, Gender and the Genocide in Rwanda, p. 111.
Ibid.
Brown, Interview Ezechial Sentama.
See Brown, Gender and the Genocide, pp. 91–120 for more details.
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resulting images emerging after the genocide.’77 The ‘ordinary’ was
overlooked and the ‘extraordinary’ was sensationalized, leading to an
incomplete narrative.
Though the crimes of Nazi women are documented, the international
court system was blinded by imposed gender roles, unable to comprehend
the agency that the Third Reich provided women. As a result, the
widely cited Nuremberg Trials focused solely on men perpetrators at
the highest tiers of decision making within the Third Reich, exempting
from indictment mid- and low-level bureaucrats and functionaries,
including ‘clerks, secretaries, stenographers, cleaning staff, and other
low-level support staff working in the Gestapo and other SS offices’.78
This benefited women functionaries of the genocide. Other mechanisms
put in place to try suspected perpetrators of the Holocaust, including
the denazification courts, tended to overlook women. Lower found that
in both Germany and in Austria, while some women were defendants in
postwar investigations and trials, they were in the minority. And efforts
were inconsistent. East Germany saw the largest numbers of trials,
where 220 women faced trial between 1945 and 1990.79 Those women
who did face trial were routinely classified according to Sjoberg and
Gentry’s ‘Monster’ and ‘Mother’ paradigms; some as sadistic, inhuman
others or, more often, as maternal, emotional innocents. With
gendered nicknames like ‘the bitch of Buchenwald’ or the ‘mare of
Majdanek,’ women perpetrators were dismissed as inhuman aberrations
rather than members of the mainstream social movement that was
state-sponsored genocide.
It is difficult to estimate the total number of women perpetrators of
the Holocaust. Still, it is evident that the majority did not face justice.
They benefitted from the few postwar trials that focused on low-level
functionaries of the Holocaust. But this is also a result of women’s
efforts to deny participation, obfuscate their role, and evade justice.
Holocaust survivor Elizabeth Berkovics recalled the change in tone
adopted by her women captors as the Allied Forces advanced through
Nazi-occupied Europe. They would remind her repeatedly to ‘remember
how good I was to you when the Americans come’.80 Fearful of justice,
women likely navigated this new postwar space as deftly as they had
77
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Allar, p. 42.
Lower, p. 167.
Ibid, p. 169.
Elizabeth Berkovics, USC Shoah Foundation Institute, online testimony video, <https://vhaonline.
usc.edu> [accessed 2 May 2020].
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during the genocide – this time manipulating gendered assumptions
about women’s passivity and capacity for knowledge to their benefit.
Unique to Rwanda are the Gacaca courts, a formalized hybrid judicial
mechanism that identified and tried women perpetrators around the
country at a higher rate than post-Holocaust investigatory and judicial
bodies. As a result, scholars are unable to determine the exact number
of women who took part in the genocide and their crimes. In June
2012, the Gacaca courts closed and a summary report found that of
the 1,003,227 suspects tried in over 10,000 courts around the country,
96,653 were women. Even accounting for the 14% average acquittal rate
(pre-appeals),81 this is a significant number of women. And the percentage
of women tried in each category confirms part of the findings of AVEGA
Agahozo staff. The vast majority of trials, over 90 percent, focused on
property-related crimes, including looting and theft.82 With the
implementation of the Gacaca Courts, many women were called up
and investigated. For a decade or more, they had led normal lives, often
remaining in the same community where they had perpetrated crimes.
Many were taken by surprise when they were investigated or brought
to trial, with one incarcerated women explaining that post-genocide
‘was like normal life again. I wasn’t scared, I was there [home] until when
this whole Gacaca case came up’.83 And some believe the Gacaca courts did
not fully uncover the full scope of women’s participation in the genocide.
‘Most of the truth from women we don’t know. We don’t discover all
the truth about the participation of women…’.84 Still, even with the
outcome of the Gacaca courts and resulting knowledge about women’s
participation in the genocide, Rwandans, including some survivors,
continue to struggle with the role and actions of women perpetrators.
The phenomenon of disbelief in women’s ability to perpetrate genocide
in Rwanda extends to the United States and its judicial system. As I
discuss in greater detail in my book, Gender and the Genocide in Rwanda,
Beatrice Munyenyezi moved to New Hampshire in the late 1990s and
lived there for over a decade before a federal investigation was opened
to examine her role during the genocide. A Rwandan national who
eventually faced two federal trials in the United States because of her
role in the genocide in Rwanda, Munyenyezi was pregnant throughout
81 Republic of Rwanda National Service of Gacaca Courts, ‘Summary of The Report Presented at The
Closing of Gacaca Courts Activities’ (Kigali, 2012), p. 10.
82 Gertz, Brehm, and Brown, p. 139
83 Brown, Gender and the Genocide in Rwanda, p.111.
84 Ibid, p. 126.
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the genocide. This fact was leveraged by the prosecution, who supplied
witnesses able to identify her because of her maternity, as well as by
the defense, who used her sex and motherhood to argue that she
was incapable of leading Interahamwe killing militias, selecting and
imprisoning women to be raped, and ordering murders. Munyenyezi
played her part, with hunched shoulders, a tissue in hand, and eyes
downcast whenever the jury was in the courtroom. During the first
trial, despite witness testimony and international court documentation,
the jury struggled to determine if Munyenyezi had participated in the
genocide, resulting in a mistrial. But the second trial proceeded
differently and mimicked a legal technique found in some Nazi war criminal extradition trials. Rather than prove her participation in genocide,
prosecutors focused on inconsistencies in her immigration paperwork,
arguing that she deliberately and knowingly lied about her political
affiliation with the genocidal government in 1994. This strategy proved
effective. ‘While the first jury was reticent to acknowledge Munyenyezi’s
capacity to staff a violence checkpoint outside her home or shoot a
nun in the head, the second jury readily accepted her capacity to lie.’85
Munyenyezi was found guilty, sentenced to a multi-year sentence, and
stripped of her U.S. citizenship.

Conclusion
Women have participated in acts of mass violence throughout history,
including two of the best known case studies of modern genocide, the
Holocaust and the Genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda. As each respective
post-genocide society has struggled to come to terms with and make
sense of the women who joined in the perpetration of genocide, so too
has scholarship. Men perpetrators have often been depicted as ‘ordinary,’
while women perpetrators are analyzed as ‘aberrant, flawed, or inhuman’.86
But when we dismiss women perpetrators as inhuman others, ignore
their participation, or focus solely on women who were victimized or
stood by, we lose an opportunity to more fully understand why and how
genocide occurs and with it, how best to respond to prevent or stop it.
Genocide is a process, or rather a series of processes, and its study
facilitates meaningful intervention strategies. Without a more complete
85 Ibid., p. 122.
86 Gertz, Brehm, and Brown, p. 146
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and nuanced understanding of the perpetrators, including their
mobilization and motivations, actions, and post-genocide trajectories,
our efforts to understand and prevent genocide suffer.
Women’s participation in mass-violence constitutes a key piece of
the ‘whole’ story. And the complicated story of women’s participation
in the Holocaust and in the genocide in Rwanda is necessary in order
to accurately document, learn from, and ultimately prevent genocide.
This study is intended to join a conversation and contribute additional
research – more work must be done to fully uncover the similarities
and differences in women’s agency during genocide. It is evident that
they exercise agency, albeit many in a constrained context that interacts
with existing patriarchal structures that prescribe and proscribe
acceptable action. This requires further analysis along with the recurring
existence of patriarchal structures in genocidal societies.
We need a more thorough examination of the fluidity of gender
roles and norms during mass atrocities, particularly (but not exclusively)
during genocide. Applying a gender lens to analysis of the processes
of genocide benefits both scholarship and policy. In both contexts, the
policies and norms regulating women’s behavior shifted according to
chronology, circumstances, and need. Understanding the gendered
nuances, nature, and at times fluidity of pre-genocide mobilization,
genocide perpetration, and post-genocide trajectories specific to women
perpetrators provides new understandings, not just of the processes,
chronology, and effects of a genocide, but also of the thinking, actions,
and decision making processes of approximately half of the world’s population. Applying a feminist lens additionally impacts prevention and
intervention efforts, offering new insights and new points of entry,
ensuring girls and women are not ignored, by attrition or more explicitly.
Though fewer in number than the men who acted during the
genocide and subsequently overlooked within German and Rwandan
society and beyond, women perpetrators cannot be underestimated or
ignored. It is not enough to say that a woman ‘forgot her role’ when she
perpetrated crimes during either genocide. Demystifying the processes
that underpin genocide is necessary for prevention. And the full and
complicated story of a woman’s ‘role’ pre-genocide, during genocide,
and following genocide offers insight into how genocide is mainstreamed, normalized, even celebrated, but also how it might be prevented.
We need to stop being surprised or skeptical about a woman’s ability
to participate in genocide and start examining it as a significant data
point for prevention and intervention.
Journal of Perpetrator Research 3.1 (2020)
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ith this Roundtable, we conclude the fruitful conversation
initiated in the second issue of JPR by Christian
Gudehus’s remarks ‘on the label, field, and heuristics of
perpetrator research’, published alongside comments
from Ernest Verdeja, Raya Morag, Marcia Esparza, Christophe Busch,
and the Editors of the journal.1 In publishing Gudehus’s rejoinder and
comments by Aliza Luft and Daniel Bultmann, we believe we have
presented a sufficiently broad range of opinions on the important
points raised in the first intervention. We thank all contributors who
made this possible, and we hope to have provided food for thought to
the readers of JPR and the broader community of scholars working in
this growing interdisciplinary field.

1 Christian Gudehus, ‘Some Remarks on the Label, Field, and Heuristics of Perpetrator
Research’, Journal of Perpetrator Research, 2.1 (2018), 3–8; Ernesto Verdeja, ‘Response to
Christian Gudehus’, Journal of Perpetrator Research, 2.1 (2018), 9–12; Raya Morag, ‘On the
Definition of the Perpetrator: From the Twentieth to the Twenty-First Century’, Journal of
Perpetrator Research, 2.1 (2018), 13–19; Marcia Esparza, ‘Examining the Political and Military
Power in Latin America: A Response to Christian Gudehus’, Journal of Perpetrator Research,
2.1 (2018), 20–25; Kara Critchell and others, ‘Response to Christian Gudehus’, Journal of
Perpetrator Research, 2.1 (2018), 33–36.
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et just how should one teach about perpetrators [of mass
violence]?’ This question was raised during the Q & A of a
panel on perpetrators at the last meeting of the International
Association of Genocide Scholars (in Cambodia 2019). More
specifically, the question was how to bridge the distance between
extreme violence on the one hand and the fact that this violence is carried
out by humans on the other. How can the figure of the perpetrator be
related to the triviality of human existence? In another panel, Alette
Smeulers convincingly showed how the origin of perpetrator research
lies in legal proceedings. Accordingly, German discourse on perpetrators
was for a long time based on legal documents or investigation files. The
focus on perpetrators thus results from the forensic logic that looks at
the accused (perpetrators) and assigns deeds to individuals in order to
evaluate their actions and motives and punish them where necessary.
Both aspects illustrate why I consider the concept of ‘perpetrator
research’ fraught with problems and therefore would like to suggest
another approach (which by no means claims exclusivity). Taking
actions as a starting point of research on collective violence removes
the need to reconcile what can hardly be grasped morally with the often
still normal existence (before the act of violence, during the act of
violence and after the act of violence) of people carrying out this
violence. Having individual actions as the vantage point for the study
of this kind of violence is one of many possible heuristics, a methodological decision, the choice of a perspective and method possibly
connected with it. It is, contrary to what Raya Morag writes in her
comment on my intervention, not an ontology at all.2 The same cannot
be said of perpetrator research that linguistically constructs a form of
I would like to thank my highly esteemed colleagues who took the time and effort to react to my
small piece. Also, I appreciate the sportsmanship of the editors who agreed to print my thoughts
in the first place and gave me the opportunity to respond to the respondents. Further thanks go
to Aliza Luft and Daniel Bultmann with whom I have discussed the issue and from whom I have
learned quite a bit over the last years. We thought it a good idea to let both of them make their
points in this discussion – thanks again to JPR’s editorial board for making this possible.
1 Jackie McLean, Action Action Action (LA: Blue Note Records, 1964).
2 Raya Morag, ‘On the Definition of the Perpetrator: From the Twentieth to the Twenty-First
Century’, Journal of Perpetrator Research, 2.1 (2018), 13–19 (p. 13).
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being – perpetrators – and on these grounds engages in explaining just
why this does not establish an ontology. My suggestion would be to
explain actions in the context of collective violence. If this is done
thoroughly, collective violence can also be explained because actions
are embedded in often complex systems of relationships, communication,
institutions, and so forth. Actions are as much consequences as they
are starting points. They are both the result of pre-existing frames of
psychological, social and concrete nature and they are their causes.
Especially sociological and psychological approaches to action have
been discussing these aspects for a long time.3 I would like to make a
case for adapting this substantial knowledge much more thoroughly
so that it will become an integral part of research on genocide and
other forms of collective violence.
As far as I can see, a large part of the criticism, especially the one
uttered by the authors of the editorial, amounts to nothing because it
is either based on a too narrow reading of my argumentation or on
a misunderstanding. Therefore, let me start by clarifying two central
aspects of my argument:
1. ‘Collective violence’, according to my understanding, is the most
general concept defining what all of us write about in the Journal of
Perpetrator Research, Genocide Studies and Prevention, Journal for Genocide
Research and similar journals, whereas political violence, to take but
one example from the responses, is much more specific.4 Each possible
action is a specific form of action. Therefore, starting with an overarching
or very abstract concept does not preclude the use of more specific ones.
2. I would like to suggest action – or behaviour, or doing(s) – as the
starting point of analysis. Perpetrators can only be identified by actions
that researchers consider to be part of perpetration. One cannot identify
perpetrators beyond their actions. Taking part in perpetration refers
to the context, namely collective violence. This is why I suggest action
and collective violence as the starting points of conceptualisation.
Therefore, contradicting Raya Morag a second time, I do not see
action as opposed to perpetrator. Neither do I doubt that there are
perpetrators in a moral or juridical sense. I only put forward a couple
of arguments why action may be a better starting point for analysing
3 An overview can be found in Christian Gudehus, ‘Violence as Action’, in Perpetrators and
Perpetration of Mass Violence: Dynamics, Motivations and Concepts, ed. by Timothy Williams
and Susanne Buckley-Zistel (London: Routledge, 2018), pp. 36–57.
4 Marcia Esparza, ‘Examining the Political and Military Power in Latin America: A Response to
Christian Gudehus’, Journal of Perpetrator Research, 2.1 (2018), 20–25 (p. 24).
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collective violence than the concepts of perpetrator, victim, bystander, or
helper.5 I further think that these statements clarify Marcia Esparza’s
concerns. First, she seems to criticise a lack of context when analysing
action – or situations – as she puts it. However, analysing actions
means reconstructing cultural meanings, symbolic communication,
habituations, triggers, individual experiences, norm-systems and so
forth. Second, she argues against universal themes and all-encompassing
concepts. Collective violence, she seems to say, is too broad a term, so
broad indeed that the specifics of, let’s say, political violence remain
underexposed. Yet, as explained above, collective violence is only the
most general concept.
Since my remarks in JPR 2.1 addressed the editorial of the first issue,
the editors’ response contains a couple of direct comments. It will be
shown that these comments are, on the one hand, unsystematic, that
is, they focus on a number of very different aspects, each demanding
a very elaborate answer that would exceed the scope of the present
format. Some of these answers I have already given in other publications.
On the other hand, it seems that the editors defend a concept that they,
strictly speaking, do not adhere to consistently themselves. They are,
as a matter of fact, not dogmatists but resourceful academics willing
to engage in dialogue. ‘Perpetrator research’ is a catchy label that helps
to bring together research, to generate attention, to raise funds. My
criticism merely refers to the linguistic conceptualization of the object
of investigation that accompanies the term and concept because this
has consequences for the possibility of understanding collective violence,
as Aliza Luft and Daniel Bultmann forcefully illustrate in their contributions. To clarify my position further, in the following I would like to
pick up some of the arguments raised, first, by the editors and, second,
by other contributors.

Definition
The editors circumvent the difficulty of formulating a consistent
definition by referring to a variety of possible perspectives and criteria.
They refer to disciplinary as well as epistemological differences.
Perpetrators can thus be as much defined in ideological as in praxe-

5 Morag, pp. 13–4.
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ological terms.6 I would like to point out that at least two criteria are
necessary to define perpetrators: perpetrators are defined as such (I) by
their relation to specific actions (II) in the context of collective violence.
The action itself does not have to be violent. A minimal definition of
violence would comprise the notions of (1) intention, (2) harm, (3) acting against the will of the harmed, (4) knowledge on the part of those
who harm that they are acting against the will of the harmed.7 Many of
the actions that constitute collective violence are not violent, however –
e.g., cooking, driving, compiling lists. Additionally, the assumption that
definitions of perpetrators can be inspired by practice theory (praxeological approaches) is somewhat surprising. The field of praxeological
approaches is wide, but the approaches I refer to in my work explicitly
do not focus on the individual but the practice. Elizabeth Shove and
Mika Pantzar, for example, write: ‘Practices exist as sets of norms,
conventions, ways of doing, know-how and requisite material arrays.’8
Such a perspective comprises anything, but not person-centred concepts.
The editors further mention ‘top-level perpetrators who are the movers
of the macro-process’ 9 and argue that these individuals play an important
role because they initiate violence. That may or may not be the case.
However, the problem remains: What are the criteria by which we classify those individuals as perpetrators? My suggestion is: by describing,
analysing and explaining their actions as part of a process of collective
violence. By the way, some prominent proponents of practice theory
explicitly reject the micro-meso-macro-logic promoted in many
disciplines because every phenomenon can be traced back to a bundle
of practices that can then be described and analysed.10 I stress this point
to illustrate that even narratives as well-established as that of the levels
are not without alternatives. This is another reason to further focus
on social-theoretical concepts. At one point, the editors briefly discuss
the relation of agency versus structure and point out that they do ‘not
6 Kara Critchell and others, ‘Response to Christian Gudehus’, Journal of Perpetrator Research,
2.1 (2018), 33–6 (p. 34).
7 The last point was inspired by the definition given by Hans-Jürgen Kaiser and Hans Werbik,
Handlungstheorie: Eine Einführung (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2012), p. 179.
8 Elizabeth Shove, Mika Pantzar, ‘Recruitment and Reproduction: The Careers and Carriers of
Digital Photography and Floorball’, Human Affairs, 17.2 (2007), 154–167 (p. 155).
9 Critchell and others, 34.
10 Theodore Schatzki, ‘Practice Theory as Flat Ontology’, in Practice Theory and Research: Exploring
the Relevance for Social Change, ed. by Gerd Spaargaren and others (London: Routledge, 2016),
pp. 28–42 (pp. 33–4). Thomas Hoebel and Wolfgang Knöbl discuss the many problems that
come with the use of this logic: Thomas Hoebel, Wolfgang Knöbl, Gewalt erklären! Plädoyer für
eine entdeckende Prozesssoziologie (Hamburg: Hamburger Edition, 2019), pp. 131–151.
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assign primacy to the agency of the perpetrator’.11 First of all, taking
‘action’ as a starting point of analysis still allows for a discussion of both
individual agency and structure (or other similar concepts like ‘culture’ or ‘discourse’). My argument is that we gain nothing by labelling
those involved as ‘perpetrators’. In my first piece, I argued that those
dynamics leading, for example, to norm variations that eventually
result in violence do not necessarily have perpetrators as their agents.
The editors reacted by pointing out that very often those who start such
processes later become perpetrators.12 Probably, but I was talking about
something else. In the original article there is a reference to Timur
Kuran who describes reputational cascades as a motor of ethnification
(which, like everything else in the social world, is a process). The relevant
point made here is that the action – wearing a specific hat, for example
– changes its meaning and becomes a sign of belonging and, at the same
time and not necessarily intentionally, exclusion.13

Identity and Subject Position
In the following, the editors embrace a by no means exclusive, yet also
not uncontroversial concept of identity, according to which ‘it is
obvious that multiple identities and acts can coexist in the same
human being, successively or simultaneously’.14 I tend to disagree.
First, because acts do not exist in human beings but are carried out by
them – scripts of actions may be stored in an embodied way, as cognitive
paths or knowledge about a specific practice. We, as observers, do
not definitely know what goes on inside a human brain, soul, or body.
What we can analyse, depending on the epistemological perspective,
are, among other things, actions or practices. Second, I do not find the
notion of multiple identities convincing. It creates the idea of compartmentalised psyches as a norm. I do not see identity as a fixed entity but
as a process in which an individual continuously relates to its social
and physical environment, to expectations (for example in the shape
of social roles), and so on. And finally, when criticizing my description
of collective violence, the editors mix up historical subject positions
11 Critchell and others, 34.
12 Ibid., 34.
13 Timur Kuran, ‘Ethnic Norms and Their Transformation through Reputational Cascades’, The
Journal of Legal Studies, 27.2 (1998), 623–59.
14 Critchell and others, 34.
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and analytical categories devised later on. To clarify this, a somewhat
longer quotation is necessary:
Gudehus writes: ‘Collective violence consists of events, actions, and
relations that are based on group-attribution: humans harm and are
harmed because they belong to a group or are conceptualised as such.’
What is this other than a subject position? No one is saying that these
subject positions (perpetrator, victim, bystander) are predetermined,
universal, unchanging, or mutually exclusive.15

Of course not, nobody is saying that, not even me. What I am saying
is that belonging to a constructed group in a social reality can be seen
as referring to a subject position. However, ‘perpetrator’ in the context
of this discussion is a label, a field, and a heuristic constructed by
scholars – it is the concept (and not the historical position) my criticism
went against. Nazi, Jew, Untermensch, inyenzi are labels created by the
very actors of the violence researched. Further, group-attribution is
what is going on in processes of collective violence. However, someone
is not a perpetrator because she/he is biased. Someone is a perpetrator
because she/he acts in a specific context that academics (among others)
classify as perpetration.

Responsibility and Morality
The editors and Ernesto Verdeja are interested in how an action-oriented
approach addresses the question of individual responsibility, which,
according to Verdeja, is of a moral nature.16 My answer is that the
underlying action theories discuss in detail how specific actions come
about, what role personality traits, situations, historical-cultural
frames, triggers and therefore routines, habituations, reflections and
so forth play. I would therefore argue that action theories are adequate
tools to evaluate the chances and restraints of individuals making
moral decisions.17

15 Critchell and others, 35–6.
16 Ibid., 36; Ernesto Verdeja, ‘Response to Christian Gudehus’, Journal of Perpetrator Research,
2.1 (2018), 9–12 (p. 10).
17 For more details, especially on the question of responsibility, see: Christian Gudehus, ‘Gewalt als
Handlung’, in Zwischen Tätern und Opfern: Gewaltbeziehungen und Gewaltgemeinschaften, ed. by
Philipp Batelka and others (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2017), pp. 23–46 (pp. 44–6).
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Beyond Perpetrating Actions
As a consequence of what I have said so far, it should come as no
surprise that I agree with large parts of Christoph Busch’s essay. I have
much sympathy for his suggestion ‘to combine all ideas together into
systems and to approach them in a systemic rather than sectoral
fashion’.18 I made a similar case in the context of research focussing
on those helping the persecuted.19 What is more, events of collective
violence do not consist only in actions that are violent – they do not
even consist in actions (or practices) that facilitate it. Resistance, flight,
counterviolence of those attacked or persecuted are as much an integral
part of events of collective violence as are activities involved in helping
the persecuted. Events consist of relationships, actions, practices,
environments, temporal progressions and much more. Consequently,
they are highly dynamic and often no less complex. Focusing on perpetrators, even on deeds, cannot account for either. As mentioned above,
I sympathize with Busch’s arguments. Even though I find his point
theoretically sound, it remains open for discussion how successful authors
who have tried to combine all perspectives have been in practice.

18 Christoph Busch, ‘Some Remarks on the Complexity of Collective Violence: Understanding
the Whole’, Journal of Perpetrator Research, 2.1 (2018), 26–32 (p. 30).
19 Christian Gudehus, ‘Helping the Persecuted: Heuristics and Perspectives (Exemplified
by the Holocaust)‘, Mass Violence and Resistance, 7 March 2016, <http://www.sciencespo.
fr/mass-violence-war-massacre-resistance/en/document/helping-persecuted-heuristics-and-perspectives-exemplified-holocaust> [accessed 13 January 2020].
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On Behavioral Variation in Genocide

M

y first time walking into the Mutobo Demobilization
Center for ex-combatants in Musanze, Rwanda, I thought
I would feel confident. After all, I had been reading and
thinking about the Rwandan Genocide for six years, and
about genocide more generally since I was ten. I knew perpetrators
were most often people like you and me – ordinary men and women
caught up in awful situations who participated in gruesome crimes for
countless reasons; some we knew and already had well-established
evidence of (obedience to authority, peer pressure), and some we didn’t
(what is the role of ethno-racial categories in genocide?). I therefore
surprised myself when, walking past the detainees, I began to feel
nervous and afraid. These men and women were my age, but they had
murdered someone; I hadn’t. Could I ever truly understand what
motivated them to kill?
For better or worse, my initial trepidations quickly gave way to
confusion. I met with one man, then another; I observed as a large
group of men, boys, and women took lessons on national history and
politics; I went for a walk with one woman, recently repatriated from
Democratic Republic of Congo, and then sat with her and another
woman as they showed me pictures of their children and described
their experiences fleeing Rwanda in summer 1994 and, now, returning
home. Repeatedly, as these ordinary Rwandans told me about their
experiences during the genocide, I heard something new: Yes, I participated
in the genocide. I killed one man in a large group with many others. I also saved
my sister-in-law. But to save her, I had to join the group the next day to
prove I wasn’t a traitor.
These testimonies – evidence of behavioral variation during the
genocide – puzzled me. Why had I never heard them before? I returned
from Rwanda determined to figure out where I went wrong. I read my
now-tattered books about the genocide, human rights organization
reports, ICTR transcripts, and more. And slowly, I realized these stories were all there, right in front of me, but in focusing on perpetrators

Journal of Perpetrator Research 3.1 (2020), 196–206
doi: 10.21039/jpr.3.1.37
© 2020 by the Author
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

A. Luft
throughout my nascent career, I had ignored evidence that, sometimes,
those classified as perpetrators in our research were occasionally
resisters, rescuers, and victims as well. The result has since been a
dedication to examining behavioral variation at the micro-level of
genocide and a simultaneous effort to argue against the use of terms
such as ‘perpetrators’ in our research, in favor of behavioral and action-oriented categories instead. Typically, I prefer the word participant.
Participants participate in violence. They can also not participate in
violence at different moments in time. But in labeling them participants,
the emphasis is placed on their actions, whereas in classifying the same
individuals as perpetrators, we define them as kinds of people instead.
Thus when in their response to Christian Gudehus the editors of the
Journal of Perpetrator Research write ‘there cannot be a single, a-moral,
non-normative position on [the] question’ of how to define a ‘perpetrator,’ I
agree.1 But I would argue that making moral judgments about the subjects
of our research should always be explicit rather than implicit in the
terms we use to conduct our analyses (more on this below). For those of
us who wish to study what shapes decision-making in genocide, or other
forms of violence for that matter, kinds of actions rather than kinds of
people should be placed front and center. The puzzle, then, isn’t ‘how
perpetrators are made and unmade’2 (unless, that is, we are studying
the classifiers), but rather how do individuals make choices to participate in
violence, or to resist, or rescue, and so on and so forth. An advantage of this
approach is that it brings into relief aspects of decision-making that
might get overlooked when the focus is on killing only.3 This, in turn,
facilitates the identification of mechanisms for intervention: where
people make choices, other choices are possible.4
1 Kara Critchell and others, ‘Response to Christian Gudehus’, Journal of Perpetrator Research,
2.1 (2018), 33–36 (p. 33).
2 Kara Critchell and others, ‘Editors’ Introduction’, Journal of Perpetrator Research, 1.1 (2017), 1–27 (p. 2).
3 See, e.g., Aliza Luft, ‘Toward a Dynamic Theory of Action at the Micro Level of Genocide:
Killing, Desistance, and Saving in 1994 Rwanda’, Sociological Theory, 33.2 (2015), 148–72.
4 Lee Ann Fujii, Killing Neighbors: Webs of Violence in Rwanda (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
2009), p. 22. For examples of this in practice, see Aliza Luft, ‘What We, as Citizens, Can Do to
Fight Genocide’, The Washington Post, 26 January 2018, <https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/
democracy-post/wp/2018/01/26/what-we-as-citizens-can-do-to-fight-genocide/?utm_term=.
a2ab7058910f> [accessed 2 November 2019]; Aliza Luft, ‘Once a Killer, Always a Killer? Here Are
4 Lessons about Stopping Mass Violence’, The Washington Post, 29 October 2015, <https://www.
washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2015/10/29/once-a-killer-always-a-killer-here-are4-lessons-about-stopping-mass-violence/> [accessed 2 November 2019]; Aliza Luft, ‘Not Just Victims and Perpetrators: Understanding Rwanda’s Genocide Twenty Years-On’, Political Violence at a
Glance, 9 April 2014, <http://politicalviolenceataglance.org/2014/04/09/not-just-victims-and-perpetrators-understanding-rwandas-genocide-twenty-years-on/> [accessed 2 November 2019].
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On Timing and Dehumanization
When I pushed my interviewees on these points, they kept coming back to me
with two different sets of answers. One was: the Tutsi was the enemy, that was
the law, those were our instructions, that is what we had to do. The commonality
of this response prompted me to call my book The Order of Genocide. The
other response was: I lost my mind, I became ‘seized by the devil’, or I stopped
thinking, or my heart stopped. What does that all mean? – Scott Straus5
As the days passed, people became increasingly habituated. We were no longer
afraid, like in the beginning. – Hutu participant in the Rwandan Genocide6

In Scott Straus’ interviews with participants in the Rwandan genocide,
individuals frequently describe multiple motivations for their actions
but also, in some of the data, there is evidence of a shift over time in
how people felt about killing and how this shaped their ensuing behaviors.
In particular, participants sometimes felt pressured to participate
and, other times, felt as if killing was meaningless. Straus is right to
expresses puzzlement at how multiple motivations, including some
premised on coercion, can exist alongside a numbness to participating
in violence. But, my research suggests, attention to behavioral variation
at the micro-level of genocide can help us here, too. In particular, a
focus on variation calls attention to the crucial influence of timing and
how repeat participation in violence can lead to a decline in variation
as people adapt to the experience of killing other human beings. We
miss out on this process when we presume people are organized into
perpetrator and victim groups before violence has even begun.
Consider research on dehumanization: commonly defined as the
act of perceiving victimized people as not completely human, research
on dehumanization argues that others must be considered outside
the ‘moral universe of obligation’ for participants to kill them.7 This
research also suggests that dehumanization explains participation in
genocide because victimized categories of people are no longer perceived
as individuals but as monolithic others. As the argument goes, such
‘group-making’ – often the consequence of dehumanizing propaganda
in the months and years prior to genocide – decreases normal human
constraints against killing since, if participants were able to perceive
5 Scott Straus, ‘Studying Perpetrators: A Reflection’, Journal of Perpetrator Research, 1.1 (2017),
28–38 (p. 36).
6 Robert Lyons and Scott Straus, Intimate Enemy: Images and Voices of the Rwandan Genocide
(New York: Zone Books, 2006), p. 64.
7 Helen Fein, ‘Genocide: A Sociological Perspective’, Current Sociology, 38.1 (1990), 1–126.

Journal of Perpetrator Research 3.1 (2020)

A. Luft
their neighbors’ humanity and individuality, they would be able to
distinguish between dehumanizing propaganda, real threats, and
people they have long known and lived beside.
But is this really how it works? Increasingly, research on the role
of propaganda in genocide finds that it has a minimal effect, if any, in
modifying civilians’ perceptions of their neighbors.8 Some scholarship
even finds that dehumanizing propaganda can produce a backlash effect
among those who disagree with extremists’ agendas, thus encouraging
them to ramp up their efforts at resistance.9 This isn’t to say that propaganda does not matter – for example, dehumanizing public discourse
can normalize extreme perspectives on how to address social problems
and raise the costs of dissent.10 But evidence that people kill because they
have been ideologically persuaded by extremists’ messages is rare.
Instead, micro-level research on genocide suggests people participate
in violence for many reasons, including – but not limited to – in-group
social pressures, direct coercion by authorities, a lack of access to
financial resources that might otherwise enable people to resist, and
difficult negotiations whereby people sometimes engage in violence as
a strategy to save others with whom they are close. Concerning the
latter, consider the following quote from one of Straus’s respondents
asked to describe how the genocide unfolded in his commune:
I asked [the conseiller] to help me and not touch my parents-in-law because I had just learned Tutsis were being killed. He gave me conditions
[…]. On Wednesday, gendarmes came, and so did the conseiller, and
everyone had guns. They showed us the road by which we had to attack
[…]. They gave directions. We began […]. Were you leading the attack?
When I approached the conseiller to save my parents-in-law, I was put
among the people in front. I could not refuse this direction to lead.11

8 Gordon Danning, ‘Did Radio RTLM Really Contribute Meaningfully to the Rwandan Genocide?:
Using Qualitative Information to Improve Causal Inference from Measures of Media
Availability’, Civil Wars, 20.4 (2018), 529-554; Scott Straus, ‘What Is the Relationship between
Hate Radio and Violence? Rethinking Rwanda’s “Radio Machete”’, Politics & Society, 35.4
(2007), 609–37; David Yanagizawa-Drott, ‘Propaganda and Conflict: Evidence from the
Rwandan Genocide’, The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 129.4 (2014), 1947–1994.
9 Maja Adena and others, ‘Radio and the Rise of the Nazis in Prewar Germany’, The Quarterly
Journal of Economics, 130.4 (2015), 1885–1939.
10 For an extended discussion on these points, see Aliza Luft, ‘Dehumanization and the
Normalization of Violence: It’s Not What You Think’, Social Science Research Council: Items, 21
May 2019, <https://items.ssrc.org/dehumanization-and-the-normalization-of-violence-its-notwhat-you-think/> [accessed 2 November 2019].
11 Lyons and Straus, Intimate Enemy, pp. 66–67.
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Another explained: ‘As many of us had asked for our friends to be
pardoned, [the authorities] gave us a condition, for these people to be
left alone, they had to kill the others on the list.’12
These statements reveal how, early in the genocide, participants
did not perceive all Tutsi as outside a ‘moral universe of obligation’.
Rather, they were able to distinguish among Tutsi and made complex
choices about how to behave given pressures on them to kill. However,
over time, they adapted to the experience of violence and began to
perceive their neighbors less and less as human. In addition to the
quote describing this habituation process above, consider the following
statement from Jean Hatzfeld’s Machete Season:
At one point I saw a gush of blood begin before my eyes, soaking the skin
and clothes of a person about to fall – even in the dim light I saw it streaming
down. I sensed it came from my machete. I looked at the blade, and it was
wet. I took fright and wormed my way along to get out, not looking at the
person anymore. I found myself outside, anxious to go home. I had done
enough […] most appeared uneasy with the awful suffering [but] the
more we saw people die, the less we thought about their lives, the less
we talked about their deaths, and the more we got used to enjoying it […].
We became more and more cruel, more and more calm, more and more
bloody. But we did not see that we were becoming more and more killers.
The more we cut, the more cutting became child’s play to us.13

These statements matter because they reveal not only that people can
participate in genocide for many reasons, but also that how they feel
about participating in genocide can change over time. Straus’ puzzlement
about his interviewees’ diverse answers is therefore explainable once
we take the fact of behavioral variation into account. Killing neighbors
can be horrific at first, and an action some people engage in to save
others with whom they are close, but it can also become normalized
later on. In turn, the dehumanization process can follow rather than
precede participation in violence.
Subsequently, in focusing on actions and on behavioral variation, I do
not believe we are at risk of having too many findings – a point made by
Christophe Busch in his thoughtful essay, whereby he expressed con12 Lyons and Straus, Intimate Enemy, pp. 60–61.
13 Jean Hatzfeld, Machete Season: The Killers in Rwanda Speak (New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 2008), pp. 21, 129, 226, 50. Importantly, Hatzfeld’s Machete Season has been critiqued
by scholars such as Fujii (2007) for not explaining how his presence might have altered the
kinds of answers his respondents provided during the interview process. See Lee Ann Fujii,
'Machete Season: The Killers in Rwanda Speak', African Studies Review, 50.1 (2007), 155–156.
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cern over ‘the gigantic increase in correlates, patterns, and models from
several research disciplines’ not to mention the ‘incalculable number of
concepts and explanations’.14 Rather, a focus on actions over actors
can help us determine more precise explanations for the mechanisms
we already know or suspect matter. Concerning dehumanization,
evidence of behavioral variation can alert us to the significance of timing
for explaining when people struggle with their murderous actions and
when, to reference Straus, they stop thinking and instead feel as if ‘the
enemy Satan moved into [our] […] hearts’.15

On Moral Judgment
That very night our landlady went over to her son-in-law, [a
Volksdeutsche], without our knowledge and gave him an ultimatum. She
told him that unless he saved us she would commit suicide. The son-in-law
did not have much of a choice. He told her that we should be ready to leave
her house at 5 a.m. sharp. She immediately came to our room and told us
what she had done and told us to be ready to leave at 5 a.m. Her son-inlaw would get us out of town because otherwise we would be killed like the
others. She kissed us good night and remarked that she would be there to
see us off and that she would pray for our safety. – Emil Kroo16
[At Auschwitz], we had to line up for the Appell17 five in a row, and there
was one row where nobody wanted to move, and this mother and child
didn’t want to separate, so there were six in a row, and when [Mengele’s
girlfriend] came… this girl who knew who I was pointed me out and said
‘send her, send her’. Well, they pulled me out of the row… and right away,
the soldiers pointed their guns at me, and [Mengele’s girlfriend] said ‘No,
no, no. I gave her permission’. Well, I ran back to that barrack of mine […]
I don’t think my feet touched the earth […]. It was the biggest miracle that
ever happened […]. When the Appell was over, [Mengele’s girlfriend] came
to the barrack, she had a whip […] she put the whip on my shoulder and
said ‘you will never die in Auschwitz’. – Elizabeth Kroo-Teitelbaum18

14 Christophe Busch, ‘Some Remarks on the Complexity of Collective Violence: Understanding
the Whole’, Journal of Perpetrator Research, 2.1 (2018), 26.
15 Straus, Studying Perpetrators, 36; Lyons and Straus, Intimate Enemy, p. 86.
16 Emil Kroo, private memoir.
17 Appell is the German word for roll call. In Auschwitz, roll calls were held multiple times every
day where prisoners were counted, inspected, humiliated, and selected for death if they
were perceived to no longer be healthy.
18 Elizabeth Kroo-Teitelbaum, USC Shoah Foundation Institute, online testimony video, <http://vhaonline.usc.edu/viewingPage?testimonyID=42541&returnIndex=0> [accessed 22 December 2019].
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Our brother-in-law, my sister’s husband, knew some people […] they took
them both in to hide. They didn’t know about me. On top of us, pigs were
there, and we were there for 11 months […] it was a basement but above
the basement was a shed. Those people in the family didn’t know about me
at all. And when they brought in food for the pigs […] my brother-in-law
took from them and that’s what we ate. One day, they became afraid people
might catch us […] so we had to leave. – Rosa Magien Kroo19

Emil Kroo is my grandfather. Elizabeth Kroo-Teitelbaum is my great
aunt. Rosa Magien Kroo is my grandmother. I do not know how to
classify the people who saved them – I do not even know if ‘saved’ is
the right term to use in this context. In my grandfather and great aunt’s
case, these were Nazis; men and women who both murdered and
facilitated the murder of many other Jews. The couple who saved my
grandmother did not, in fact, know they were saving her, and, in the
end, they put her (and her sister and brother-in-law) in a precarious
position by not letting them stay longer. I am recounting these stories
for two reasons.
First, Ernesto Verdeja’s question on how we, as scholars, ought to
theorize moral responsibility is profound.20 I do not know the answer
to this, but I do know that any time we engage in moral judgment and
assignment, we ought to be clear that this is our goal. Parsing through
individuals’ behaviors and allocating them weight is a heavy task. It is
also not one that I, as a sociologist, feel equipped to do (my non-academic
judgments differ). This is distinct, of course, from the social scientific
analysis of how moral judgments have or have not been applied to different categories of actors throughout history. But given that we know
the use of the term perpetrator necessarily entails judgment,21 I believe
it is vital to be extremely cautious when we use such language and to
be aware of its implications each time we do. Perhaps I can judge the
people who saved or killed my family, but my knowledge that they –
like many others – shifted stances throughout the Holocaust reminds
me that simple terms such as ‘perpetrator’ or ‘protector’ are never that
simple after all. For example, in the case of Mengele’s girlfriend, I know
she was responsible for the deaths of countless others.22 To me, she is a
19 Rosa Magien Kroo, USC Shoah Foundation Institute, online testimony video, <http://vhaonline.
usc.edu/viewingPage?testimonyID=38779&returnIndex=0> [accessed 22 December 2019].
20 Ernesto Verdeja, ‘Response to Christian Gudehus’, Journal of Perpetrator Research, 2.1 (2018), 9–12.
21 Critchell and others, ‘Response to Christian Gudehus’, 33.
22 Through comparative and historical research, I have determined this woman was Irma
Grese, SS guard at Auschwitz and Ravensbrück and warden of the women’s section of
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monster. And yet, had this same woman not made a decision to protect
my great aunt, I would not have grown up with this remarkable and
beloved family member. Explaining this personally is difficult enough.
Intellectually? That’s a whole other issue.
Second, I am sharing my family’s stories to describe my positionality
as a scholar of genocide, and of the Holocaust and the Rwandan Genocide
in particular. Since writing about ‘perpetrators’ implies making moral
judgments, we must also recognize when such language indirectly
positions us, as scholars, as morally superior. Yet if we are to take
seriously the possibility that anyone, when put in a terrible situation,
can become complicit in terrible crimes, then this is yet another
reason to avoid using implicitly judgmental language in our research.
My position as a grandchild of four Holocaust survivors, and as a white
North American woman, is central to understanding how I approach
my research, the relationships I form with my respondents, and the
power dynamics embedded in those relationships that shape both how
I interact with participants in violence when conducting my fieldwork,
and also how I explain their experiences to others. We can never be
neutral when writing about violence, but not simply because violence
– and those who engage in it – is bad, but also because the histories we
embody as people, what we bring to each encounter, and what we
publish, is always already mired in complicated power dynamics.
Moral and ethical issues are present at each stage of our research; we
must be clear about this all the way through.

Final Thoughts
I am excited about the Journal of Perpetrator Studies and the promises it
holds for researchers interested in studying how and why people participate
in violence. I am also concerned about its emphasis, as stated in the
editors’ introduction, on perpetrators qua perpetrators, given the clear
awareness of the editors and also of many contributors that using such
language is both analytically confounding and morally judgmental.23
Of course, the introduction does mention a growing turn towards the
study of perpetration and not just perpetrators but, in my opinion, this
Bergen-Belsen. Irma Grese was known for her brutality and frequently referred to as “The
Hyena of Auschwitz” and “The Blonde Beast of Birkenau and Belsen.” In the end, at 22 years
old, she was the youngest of the concentration camp guards to be hanged.
23 Critchell and others, ‘Editors’ Introduction’.
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does not go far enough because it still inherently assumes an action
trajectory that operates in one direction only (from not killing to
killing) rather than the dynamic process of behavioral variation in
genocide alongside questions of when and why such variation might
stop. If we always look to explain why people kill, we can miss times
when they do not, and these times when they do not kill might, in fact,
improve our understandings of when and why they do. Political scientist
Stathis Kalyvas explains: ‘Instances of violence cannot be considered
independently of instances where violence does not occur.’24 I have
therefore sought to articulate in this essay why I believe focusing on
actions (and not kinds of people) helps researchers elide some of these
dilemmas but also why, if researchers choose to rely on terminology
they know is troubling, at the very least, they ought to be explicit about
their choices and implications.
Relatedly, through a brief review of contemporary research on
dehumanization, this essay demonstrates how a focus on actions over
actors helps explain variation, and when variation stops. The result is
an improved understanding of what we know to be true – people
participate in violence for many reasons, and they can also start
participating for one reason but continue over time for another.25 What
explains these shifts? In this example, I provide one explanation based
on my research: cognitive adaptation to violence over time.26
Finally, I discuss my own position vis-a-vis my stance taken in this
essay with the goal of highlighting yet another moral issue posed by
research on violence – as scholars committed to examining the worst of
human behavior, we must always simultaneously be sensitive to the ethical
issues implicated in our own analyses, in how we describe our findings but
also in how we construct our research projects and carry them out.

24 Stathis N. Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University
Press, 2006), p. 48.
25 Indeed, Evgeny Finkel and Scott Straus make this very point in their article ‘Macro, Meso, and
Micro Research on Genocide: Gains, Shortcomings, and Future Areas of Inquiry’, Genocide
Studies and Prevention, 7.1 (2013), 23.
26 Luft, ‘Toward a Dynamic Theory’, 162–164.
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Evidence and Expert Authority via Symbolic
Violence: A Critique of Current Knowledge
Production on Perpetrators
Daniel Bultmann

F

ield research can be dangerous. Talking to individuals who
have participated in armed formations and who have been in
a position to perpetrate violence, be it as soldiers, heads of
repressive cooperatives, interrogators in prisons, or members
of militias, poses problems that are uncommon in other fields of
ethnographic research and qualitative interviewing. Increasingly,
literature in the fields of peace and conflict studies deals with methodological problems such as danger during field stays;1 ethical challenges;2
research fatigue;3 power relations and their representation;4 the partiality,
power, and positionality of the researcher;5 and the phenomenon of
over-researched communities.6
The problem is that instead of incorporating this current methodological awareness and discussions into the study of perpetrators, many
analysis continue to derive evidence and expert authority from interviews
with purportedly ‘dangerous’ and ‘hard-to-reach’ people and/or conduct fieldwork in allegedly perilous ‘danger zones’. At the same time,
they often ignore basic demands of qualitative and ethnographic field-

1 Adam Baird, ‘Dancing with Danger: Ethnographic Safety, Male Bravado and Gang Research in
Colombia’, Qualitative Research, 18 (2017), 342–60.
2 Elisabeth Jean Wood, ‘The Ethical Challenges of Field Research in Conflict Zones’, Qualitative
Sociology, 29 (2006), 373–86.
3 Jelke Boesten and Marsha Henry, ‘Between Fatigue and Silence: The Challenges of
Conducting Research on Sexual Violence in Conflict’, Social Politics, 25 (2018), 568–88.
4 Kate Cronin-Furman and Milli Lake, ‘Ethics Abroad: Fieldwork in Fragile and Violent Contexts’,
PS: Political Science & Politics, 51 (2018), 607–14; Audra Mitchell, ‘Escaping the “Field Trap”:
Exploitation and the Global Politics of Educational Fieldwork in “Conflict Zones”’, Third World
Quarterly, 34 (2013), 1247–64.
5 Nadje Ali-Ali and Nicola Pratt, ‘Positionalities, Intersectionalities, and Transnational Feminism
in Researching Women in Post-Invasion Iraq’, in Researching War: Feminist Methods, Ethics and
Politics, ed. by Annick T. Wibben (Oxon & New York: Routledge, 2016), pp. 76–91. Dipali Mukhopadhyay, and Romain Malejacq, ‘The “Tribal Politics” of Field Research: A Reflection on Power and
Partiality in 21st-Century Warzones’, American Political Science Association, 14 (2016), 1011–28.
6 Tom Clark, ‘“We’re over-Researched Here!” Exploring Accounts of Research Fatigue within
Qualitative Research Engagements’, Sociology, 42 (2008), 953–70. Mayssoun Sukarieh, and
Stuart Tannock, ‘On the Problem of over-Researched Communities: The Case of the Shatila
Palestinian Refugee Camp in Lebanon’, Sociology, 47 (2013), 1–15.
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work, where the researcher’s positionality matters, and where access
to the field and its impact on the sample and collected data form an
essential pillar of analysis. There are basic questions to consider, such
as (1) Will someone introduced and approached as a perpetrator discuss
his or her ideological commitment with, for instance, a white Western
male? (2) Can I conclude from the silence on ideological issues – often
years after the fact – that these are not relevant to him or her? (3) How
does gender affect silence or, conversely, immensely proud descriptions
of bravery and strength in fights? (4) How do I deal with the fact
that many respondents have already been interviewed multiple times,
sometimes over decades?
Too many qualitative studies, especially those examining genocide
perpetrators where researchers regularly encounter over-researched
communities and self- and academically aware respondents, remain
silent on issues of positionality and field access, thereby, although possibly
unwittingly, evoking an image of fieldwork conducted in dangerous
places with hard-to-reach and, at times, even dangerous respondents. This
is especially, but not only, true of comparative projects, where a lack of
time and resources often creates ‘parachuting researchers’. The problem
is that, purposefully or not, silence on field access and positionality
risks inappropriately claiming expert authority and evidence if the
claims are not accompanied by sound qualitative analysis.
Berit Bliesemann de Guevara and Roland Kostic have highlighted
the emergence of a ‘fieldwork industry’ in conflict studies ‘in which
“informants” and “interview partners” handle a constant influx of
researchers of all colours and in which access to the field and to informants and data is commodified (through paying professional travel
agencies, fixers, informants, etc.)’.7 To that list, one should add research
assistants co-constituting not only the field that researchers study, but
– to differing degrees of course – also the data.8 This problem is relevant
to research in all conflict and post-conflict settings, but especially to
research on genocide perpetrators, which is characterized by strong
path dependencies – not due to ongoing conflict and actual dangers in
warzones, but due to an established and deeply rooted peacetime industry
catering to incoming researchers. Here as well, fieldwork industries often
make it remarkably easy to meet multitudinous respondents. This is
7 Berit Bliesemann de Guevara, and Roland Kostic, ‘Knowledge Production in/About Conflict and Intervention: Finding “Facts”, Telling “Truth”’, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding, 11 (2017), 1–20 (p. 10).
8 Maria Eriksson Baaz and Mats Utas, ‘Exploring the Backstage: Methodological and Ethical Issues
Surrounding the Role of Research Brokers in Insecure Zones’, Civil Wars, 21 (2019), 157–178.
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not a sign of successful field research, let alone evidence for sound
arguments and analyses. The real work starts afterwards: interviewing
and analysing interviews with academia- and journalism-experienced
respondents; or working to reduce potential bias in the sample created by
institutionalized and pre-structured pathways.
A striking example for institutionalized pathways in perpetrator
research can be found in Cambodia, specifically, in studies on the
Khmer Rouge. Access to information about the Khmer Rouge is
usually granted with the help of the Documentation Center of Cambodia (DC-Cam), which is mainly tasked with documenting the Khmer
Rouge regime. The center disseminates documents to researchers and
the public and conducts its own studies on the regime, its history, and
its structure. Everyone who studies the Khmer Rouge depends on the
center’s collaboration, and the center’s support is required in order to
interview former Khmer Rouge, especially for researchers working on
comparative projects who lack deeper knowledge of Cambodia. This
creates a neat bottleneck through which almost all researchers must
pass to access data on former Khmer Rouge perpetrators. Moreover,
all researchers going through DC-Cam receive the same list with the
same potential interviewees. An interview with a former victim of the
Khmer Rouge central prison Tuol Sleng (S-21) illustrates this phenomenon:
‘My living [condition] is bad. Today, I have nothing to depend on but
Chhang Youk [the head of DC-Cam], who continuously sends journalists
to interview me. Each of them gives me 20 USD or 30 USD.’9
Certainly, the problem is not simply the existence of a fieldwork
industry, but the lack of awareness and discussion of its existence
and its impact on data collection in numerous qualitative studies.
Furthermore, it is not only victims of the Khmer Rouge who participate
in the fieldwork industry, but also perpetrators. These perpetrators
have been professionalized over the years, not only in monetary terms
but also in terms of how to talk to researchers and journalists, who
have certain expectations and research needs, in order to personify
a certain version of a perpetrator. They know how to avoid harming
their prestige (e.g., by not delving too deeply into anti-Vietnamese ideologies and conspiracies and not appearing radical in any regard) and
how to avoid implicating themselves and their colleagues in criminal
activities. If they have an extensive interview history, they may even
9 Chum Mei, ‘Interview with Chum Mei Survivor of Tuol Sleng Prison’, interviewed by Sim Sorya
(Phnom Penh: Documentation Center of Cambodia, 2006), p. 22. The translation has been
slightly corrected by the author.
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be aware of many discourses about perpetrators and know how to
appear in a socially and juridically beneficial light.
The fieldwork industry not only comprises people endeavoring to
positively depict themselves; it also confronts researchers with the
complexities of trauma, which are often intertwined with current
politics in a post-conflict country. In the case of Cambodia, for instance,
many former perpetrators still hold high-level positions and are even
serving in the current government (not the least of whom is Prime
Minister Hun Sen, a former deputy regiment commander). Thus,
traumatized respondents are in complex politico-psychological states, as
exemplified by the interview with the above-cited Tuol Sleng victim:
Sorya: Do you sleep well?
Chum Mei: It takes me [a] long time before I can sleep because I think too
much about my children who are unemployed, about not [having] enough
[to live], and about the fact that we don’t know how long we will live.
Sorya: Why?
Chum Mei: I am sad every day because if I get shot, that would be the end.
Sorya: Who would shoot you?
Chum Mei: We cannot foresee it.
Sorya: Why do they want to shoot you?
Chum Mei: I do not know if they want to shoot me. It is my feeling.
Sorya: Why?
Chum Mei: I feel afraid because I am a witness of Tuol Sleng and give
interviews to journalists every day.
Sorya: Oh.
Chum Mei: Every day they speak on the outside [presumably meaning
outside the prison where the interview took place], and they must have
something in their mind.
Sorya: You refer [to] ‘they’ as the former Khmer Rouge, right? 10

In cases where researchers omit information about field access, thereby suggesting a certain level of authority through having ‘been there’
and having talked to hard-to-reach and somehow special people, even in
highly routinized and institutionalized research settings, the nature of
the fieldwork industry raises many questions about the evidence being
produced. Research data in these studies is often validated by the
characteristics of the interview subject rather than by the chosen
10 Chum Mei, ‘Interview with Chum Mei Survivor of Tuol Sleng Prison’, interviewed by Sim Sorya (Phnom
Penh: Documentation Center of Cambodia, 2006), p. 23. Translation slightly corrected by the author.
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methodology, which would include discussions over positionality
and access as well as an awareness of authenticity as a socially constructed category. This resembles Bliesemann de Guevara’s description
of politicians’ field visits to conflict zones as an ‘epistemic practice’
that produces claims over untainted and authentic ‘facts’ and an ‘expert
authority’ after ‘having been there’.11 Similarly, academic studies run
the risk of staging a form of epistemic theatre by claiming to have
obtained untainted and direct knowledge from talking to ‘dangerous’
but ‘authentic’ people in ‘dangerous places’ if 1) access to the field and
the positionality of the researcher are excluded from the analysis and
2) if the people being interviewed – in an act of symbolic violence – are
depicted as a special type of people.12
The fieldwork industry phenomenon and the eclipse of access and
positionality in many studies illustrate why it is questionable to focus
on the category of ‘perpetrator’ as vanguard for understanding a
conflict or violence more generally. Perpetration is always bigger than
the perpetrator; it is not merely an individual action, emotion, thought,
or motive writ large. By isolating perpetrators and suggesting that
they hold the truth of a conflict, essential factors of perpetration are
overlooked and are replaced instead with the perpetrator’s personal
perspectives and characteristics. Violent collective action is not – at least
not just – the product of an individual. The individual is always already
part of a social field with various interdependent structural positions
and relationships, as well as an ideological and historical formation.
Factors that might matter to certain positions or individuals in the
field might not matter to others, but this does not mean that they are
irrelevant to, or absent from, all actors in similar positions. Ideology,
for instance, might matter greatly to some and little to others in the
field. However, it might also be dependent on the situation, on emerging
dynamics, on power relations in general, and within certain situations,
on the positions of actors in the overall structure of the social field
and on its historical stage.
11 Berit Bliesemann de Guevara, ‘Intervention Theatre: Performance, Authenticity and Expert
Knowledge in Politicians’ Travel to Post-/Conflict Spaces’, Journal of Intervention and
Statebuilding, 11 (2017), 58–80.
12 Pierre Bourdieu and Loïc J. D. Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1992); Daniel Bultmann, ‘The Normality of Going to War: Aspects
of Symbolic Violence in Participation and Perpetration in Civil War’, in Perpetrators. Dynamics,
Motivations and Concepts for Participating in Mass Violence, ed. by Susanne Buckley-Zistel
and Timothy Williams (Oxon & New York: Routledge, 2018), pp. 99–116.
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A focus on seemingly isolated, hard-to-reach, dangerous perpetrators obscures the overall structure of the field; internal structures and
relationships; the complexities of ideology, history, and positionality;
and the interdependent positions of commanders, mid-ranking operators,
politicians, bureaucrats, guards, interrogators, soldiers, community
leaders, drivers, medics, workers, cooks, educators, and so forth within
violent organizations. Thereby, researchers claim expert authority,
symbolic capital, and evidence by discovering the truth of the conflict
within the reasoning and actions of a ‘hands-on perpetrator’. Research
on perpetrators should, therefore, stay away from mere sample sizes
and include a critical awareness of symbolic violence and access to the
field in order not to turn symbolic violence into symbolic capital for
the researcher. Obviously, researchers will not access untainted and
absolute truths waiting to be picked up by anyone brave enough to
enter danger zones and speak to hard-to-reach ‘hands-on perpetrators’. As mentioned above, the real problem can be dealing with too
many research-experienced respondents as well as institutionally
pre-structured samples. Many classic cases in perpetrator research
involve over-researched communities. This, of course, does not mean
that there is nothing left to be researched, but that we should start a
discussion about methodology, positionality, symbolic violence, and
bottlenecks in the field in order not to create ‘facts’ based on biases.
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Introduction

M

ilgram’s ‘obedience to authority experiments’ are,
together with Zimbardo’s prison experiment, one of the
most famous but also most controversial studies ever
conducted.1 Since its first publication in 1963, Milgram’s
research has drawn the attention not only of scholars but also of the
media, and the experiment as well as the results have been widely
debated and referenced, but also heavily criticized.2 The 50th anniversary
of his experiments and the opening of the Yale archives led to a new
wave of publications and criticism.3 A lot of material on the Milgram
experiments which until then had been hidden from scholarly and
public scrutiny cast serious doubts on Milgram’s actual findings and
their relevance. Between 2011 and 2015, no fewer than four international peer-reviewed journals published a special issue on Milgram’s
experiments: The Psychologist in 2011, edited by Reicher and Haslam;
Theoretical & Applied Ethics in 2013, edited by Herara; the Journal of
Social Issues in 2014, edited by Reicher, Haslam and Miller; and Theory
& Psychology in 2015, edited by Brannigan, Nicholson and Cherry. In
addition, Gina Perry published a book on the Milgram experiments in
2012 entitled Behind the Shock Machine: The Untold Story of the Notorious
I wish to thank Maria Ioannou, Chris Atkinson, George Smeulers, Nicola Quaedvlieg, and the editors of the
journal for their useful suggestions, comments and corrections.
1 Stanley Milgram, Obedience to Authority: An Experimental View (New York: Harper and Row, 1974); Philip G.
Zimbardo, The Lucifer Effect: Understanding How Good People Turn Evil (New York: Random House, 2007).
2 One of the first to do so was Dianna Baumrind, ‘Some Thoughts on Ethics of Research: After Reading
Milgram’s Behavioral Study of Obedience’, American Psychologist, 19.6 (1964), 421–423.
3 See ‘Stanley Milgram Papers’, Archives at Yale, <https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/12/resources/4865>
[accessed 24 February 2020]. The opening of the archives also led to new public interest, see the two
recent films Experimenter: The Stanley Milgram Story, dir. by Michael Almereyda (Magnolia Pictures, 2015)
and Shock Room, dir. by Kathryn Millard (Charlie Productions, 2015).
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doi: 10.21039/jpr.3.1.45
© 2020 by the Author
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

A. Smeulers
Milgram Psychology Experiments. The aim of this review essay is to assess
to what extent the opening of the archives and these publications shed
new light on Milgram’s experiments. The essay provides some information
on Milgram and the experiment. It considers the initial criticism
relating to the ethical dimension of Milgram’s studies and then focuses
on what was revealed after the opening of the archives. The following
section addresses the question whether Milgram’s experiments are in fact
about obedience, while the last section asks whether Milgram’s experiment
can explain the Holocaust and other genocides.

Milgram: The Experimenter and the Experiment
Stanley Milgram was born in the United States in 1933. After graduating
from high school – coincidentally the same school that Philip Zimbardo
attended – Milgram went on to study political science and then
obtained a PhD degree in psychology before going to work with Solomon
Asch. The young and ambitious Milgram wanted to make a career of
his own and to conduct experiments which would be more meaningful
than ‘assessing the lengths of lines’. 4 Initially, he wanted to prove
that people in the United States in the sixties were less conformist than
those in Germany in the forties,5 but the ongoing trial of Adolf Eichmann
in which Eichmann kept repeating that he was merely obeying orders
intrigued him.6 The loss of family members in the purges and death
camps of Nazi Germany during the Second World War explains his
interest in both the trial and the Holocaust. Milgram’s book suggests
that he was disgusted by Eichmann’s defence and that he wanted to
prove that people don’t just follow orders. His own findings, however,
took him by surprise.
Although Milgram’s experiment is widely known and referred to
in every single social-psychology textbook, a brief summary is fitting.
Milgram told his subjects that they were participating in a learning
experiment designed to test to what extent pain, administered in the
form of electric shocks as a punishment for making mistakes, would
4 See Gina Perry, Behind the Shock Machine: The Untold Story of the Notorious Milgram Psychology
Experiments (Victoria, Au.:The New Press, 2013), p. 28; Nestar J.C. Russell, ‘Milgram’s Obedience to
Authority Experiments: Origins and Early Evolution’, British Journal of Social Psychology, 50.1 (2011), 140–164
(p. 147, pp. 149–150); Solomon E. Asch, ‘Opinions and Social Pressure’, Scientific American, 193 (1955) , 31–35.
5 Russell, p. 145.
6 The Eichmann trial was – unlike the earlier Nuremberg trials – a ‘landmark in television history’ which
captured the attention of a wide audience. Perry, Behind the Shock Machine, p. 209.
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improve learning abilities. In reality, however, Milgram wanted to assess to
what extent participants were prepared to give a fellow participant electric
shocks when asked to do so. The participants had to start off by giving
the learner an electric shock of 15 volts if they made an error learning
word pairs. With each mistake the voltage increased a further 15 volts
up until the maximum shock of 450 volts. Milgram conducted variations in the experiment and in some cases, the learner started to vehemently protest at being given shocks. Every time the participants wanted
to quit, the experimenter used a series of standardized prods asking the
participant to continue. The four prods were: (1) ‘please continue;’ (2)
‘the experiment requires you to continue;’ (3) ‘It is essential that you
continue’ and (4) ‘You have no other choice you must go on.’ Unknown
to the participants, the electric shocks were not real and the learner
was an actor.7 As soon as the participants actually refused to continue
or when they had used the 450 volt switch three times, the experiment
was stopped.8
Before he actually conducted the experiment, Milgram believed
that no one would reach 450 volts. Other experts he had asked predicted
that: ‘virtually all subjects will refuse to obey the experimenter; only
pathological fringe, not exceeding one or two percent, was expected
to proceed to the end of the shock board.’9 To his own astonishment,
Milgram discovered in his first two tries that most of his participants
did go to the end. He realized he was onto something significant and
began to wonder what he could make people do.10 As of that moment,
Milgram deliberately tried ‘to create a context in which a majority of
people would obey’.11 He put great effort into the setup of his experiment,
the shock machine, the choice of the actors as well as the script.12 He
thought carefully of a procedure to follow and took time to select the
right people to assist in the experiment: a stern experimenter and the
soft, kind learner impersonated by Jim Donough. When Milgram met
him, he concluded that ‘this man would be perfect as victim. He is mild
7 Most participants believed they were real though. See Perry, Behind the Shock Machine, p. 49; Russel, p. 154.
8 All participants were male with the exception of one variation in which possible differences between
male and female participants were assessed: no differences between the sexes were found.
9 Milgram, Obedience to Authority, p. 31.
10 Russell, p. 146.
11 Jolanda Jetten and Frank Mols, ‘50:50 Hindsight: Appreciating anew the Contributions of Milgram’s
Obedience Experiments’, Journal of Social Issues, 70.3 (2014), 587–602 (p. 589); Russell, p. 150.
12 Stephen D. Reicher and S. Alexander Haslam, ‘The Shock of the Old’, The Psychologist, 24.9 (2011), 650–2
(p. 651).
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and submissive, not at all academic.’13 They also rehearsed a lot.14
Perry went through Milgram’s notebooks and concluded: ‘the setup that he had created was carefully crafted to make it difficult for
people to disobey.’15 Milgram, for instance, ‘increased the number
of switches from twelve to thirty, making the increments smaller.’16
This, as we shall see below, was likely to be one of the main reasons
why he obtained the results he did. He also had to make sure that
the participants actually believed that the learner was receiving real
shocks.17 The shock machine looked real and impressive. Milgram was
determined to make his mark and show the world the tremendous power
of a social situation in which participants would obey and follow the
demands of an authority.
All in all, Milgram conducted 40 versions and variations of his
experiments, and the obedience rates varied enormously as an effect of
the experimental variations. A total of 780 subjects participated
in the experiments.18 The best-known variation and the one on which
Milgram himself reported in his first publication is the so-called voice
feedback in which 65% of the participants fully obeyed and gave the
learner a shock of 450 volts.19 In a variation in which the subject had to
push the hand of the learner onto a plate in order to make sure he would
receive an electric shock, obedience dropped to 30%. In another variation,
there were two rather than one experimenter and they disagreed, with
one saying the experiment needs to continue and the other saying it
needs to stop. In this case, all participants stopped. The main finding
– and the figure that stood out – was, however, the 65% obedience rate.
Milgram had some trouble getting his first article on the experiments
published but it eventually appeared in the Journal of Abnormal and
Social Psychology in 1963. In the article, Milgram drew a parallel with
his experiments and the Holocaust and concluded that, probably, all of us
could become perpetrators, and that the Holocaust could have happened
anywhere: not because human beings were so evil but because they

13
14
15
16
17
18
19

Perry, Behind the Shock Machine, p. 56.
Ibid., p. 57.
Ibid., p. 58.
Ibid., p. 50.
Ibid., p. 160.
Ibid., p. 6.
Stanley Milgram, ‘Behavioural Study of Obedience’, The Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 67.4
(1963), 371–378.
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obeyed and could come to obey evil leaders. In order to support his
point he wrote:
I observed a mature and initially poised businessman enter the
laboratory smiling and confident. Within 20 minutes he was reduced to
a twitching, stuttering wreck, who was rapidly approaching a point of
nervous collapse. He constantly pulled on his earlobe, and twisted his
hands. At one point he pushed his fist into his forehead and muttered:
‘Oh God, let’s stop it.’ And yet he continued to respond to every word of
the experimenter, and obeyed to the end. 20

This passage shows why the experiment can be considered unethical, but
it also shows the power of a social situation which can make individuals
do things they would otherwise never do, namely give a fellow human
being potentially lethal electric shocks.
Maybe the most compelling piece of evidence from Milgram’s
experiment is the film he made in which the struggle of several
participants can be seen. The film is almost 45 minutes long. According
to Perry, the aim of the film was to create: ‘a visual document aimed
at disarming critics and establishing the universality and profundity
of Milgram’s findings.’21 The film mainly focusses on the agonizing
struggle of one of the subjects, Fred Prozi, who desperately wants to
quit but nevertheless continues delivering the electric shocks up until
the very end. Prozi is featured for a full 13 minutes, almost one third
of the entire film. Milgram was very much aware of Prozi’s powerful
‘performance’ and in his personal notes, called him ‘brilliant’ because
of his ‘complete abdication and excellent tension’. 22
Milgram rightly concluded that people were not intrinsically sadistic,
but that ‘something far more dangerous was revealed: the capacity for
man to abandon his humanity, indeed, the inevitability that he does
so, as he merges his unique personality into larger constitutional structures’.23 This was an important finding, even though his theory about
his subjects being reduced to an ‘agentic state’ is generally considered
unconvincing. In his book published many year later (1974), Milgram
drew many parallels between his subjects and Eichmann, and between
20 Milgram, 'Behavioural Study', p. 377.
21 Gina Perry, ‘Seeing Is Believing: The Role of the Film Obedience in Shaping Perceptions of Milgram’s Obedience
to Authority Experiments’, Theory & Psychology, 25.5 (2015), 622–38. Perry herself is very critical of the film and
calls it: ‘scientifically unconvincing, and an unreliable account of the Milgram’s research’ (p. 622).
22 Perry, Behind the Shock Machine, p. 284.
23 Milgram, Obedience to Authority, p. 188.
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these experiments and the Holocaust. Milgram’s experiment – just like
Zimbardo’s Stanford prison experiment from 1971 – indeed seemed to
show how easily people can be transformed from ordinary people into
perpetrators. At the time, this was an innovative finding and ‘revealed
truths about human nature that most people did not want to acknowledge
– that the capacity for evil resided in everyone and waited only for the
right circumstances to make its appearance.’24 This view countered the
overriding view at the time that perpetrators were evil.25
One of the first to respond critically to Milgram’s research was
Diana Baumrind in 1964. Her concerns related to the ethical dimensions
of Milgram studies, and she was ‘appalled at his deception and
psychologically abusive treatment of participants’.26 Baumrind argued
that ‘Milgram’s subjects […] were trapped by a trusted individual into
committing an act that he would consider unworthy’.27 Although the
suffering of the subjects was real and genuine, the harsh critique was
not always fair. Perlstadt concludes that: ‘Milgram operated within the
ethical guidelines that existed in the early 1960s. In fact, he was one
of the first to publish his debriefing procedures and attempted to
document whether or not his subjects experienced harmful after-effects.’28
Baumrind’s harsh criticism ‘sparked an intense debate about the ethics
of research with human subjects’ and eventually led to establishing
ethical guidelines which became institutionalized in 1973.29
Baumrind was, however, not the only one to be critical. Milgram
was also severely criticized by a newspaper, the St Louis Post Dispatch, on
2 November 1963, for conducting an experiment which was ‘nothing
but open-eyed torture’.30 The next blow came when the National Science
Fund decided not to fund further experiments by Milgram.31 When his
temporary contract at Yale ended, Milgram was not offered a permanent
position, probably because the criticism had damaged his reputation,
24 Ludy T. Benjamin and Jeffrey A. Simpson, ‘The Power of the Situation: The Impact of Milgram’s Obedience
Studies on Personality and Social Psychology’, American Psychologist, 64.1 (2009), 12–19 (p.12).
25 James Waller, Becoming Evil: How Ordinary People Commit Genocide and Mass Killing, 2nd edn (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2007).
26 Dianna Baumrind, ‘When Subjects Become Objects: The Lies behind the Milgram Legend’, Theory & Psychology,
25.5 (2015), 690–696 (p. 691).
27 Baumrind, ‘Some Thoughts’, p. 422.
28 Harry Perlstadt, ‘Milgram’s Obedience to Authority: Its Origins, Controversies and Replications’, Theoretical
& Applied Ethics, 2.2 (2013), 53–77 (p. 73).
29 Ibid., p. 236.
30 Ibid., p. 60.
31 Perry, ‘Seeing Is Believing’, p. 625.
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and he had to look for another job which he eventually found. Milgram
stayed in academia, but his later research never garnered as much popularity as his obedience experiments had. He died of cancer in 1984, aged 51.
Nevertheless, Milgram’s legacy has persisted and his studies have
been successfully replicated, in some cases with minor variations or
with a different approach.32 His findings were generally confirmed.33
In what is arguably the most notable replication, Milgram’s obedience
paradigm was used in the context of a French TV game show in 2010. This
replication showed similar results to Milgram’s – thus showing that his
findings are far from outdated.34

The Opening of the Archives: Shocking Revelations?
The opening of Yale’s archive many years after Milgram’s death made it
possible for scholars to study the ‘Stanley Milgram Papers’, including all
the notes and comments Milgram wrote down during the experiments,
which had never been published before. These showed that Milgram
himself had many doubts in the beginning but had pushed his doubts
away. More troubling, however, is that the archives show, to use
Nicholson’s words, that: ‘Milgram was not always forthcoming with
the truth [...] and misrepresented several important facets of his research.’35
Brannigan goes as far as to state that these new discoveries will
‘fundamentally challenge the way scholars interpret Milgram and his
experiments’.36 But is this really the case?
The first troubling issue that was identified after the opening of the
archives is that participants were not debriefed in the way Milgram
32 Thomas Blass, ‘From New Haven to Santa Clara: A Historical Perspective on the Milgram Obedience
Experiments’, American Psychologists, 64.1 (2009), 37–45.
33 Blass; Jean-Léon Beauvois, Didier Courbet and Daniel Oberlé, ‘The Prescriptive Power of the Television
Host: A Transposition of Milgram’s Obedience Paradigm to the Context of TV Game Show’, Revue
Européene de Psychologie Appliquée, 62 (2012), 111–119 (p. 112), note that: ‘Milgram’s experiment was
reproduced on more than 3000 persons, recruited from 12 different countries and every time, the same
results were obtained’. See also Stephen Gibson, ‘Stanley Milgram’s Obedience Experiments’, in The
Routledge International Handbook of Perpetrator Studies, ed. by Susanne C. Knittel & Zachary J. Goldberg
(London: Routledge 2020), pp. 46–60 (p. 48).
34 David Chazan, ‘Row over “Torture” on French TV’, BBC News, 18 March 2010, <http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/
europe/8573755.stm> [accessed 2 April 2020].
35 Ian Nicholson, ‘The Normalization of Torment: Producing and Managing Anguish in Milgram’s “Obedience”
Laboratory’, Theory and Psychology, 25.5 (2015), 639–656 (p. 640).
36 Richard A. Griggs and George I. Whitehead III, ‘Coverage of Recent Criticism of Milgram’s Obedience
Experiments in Introductory Social Psychology Textbooks’, Theory & Psychology, 25.5 (2015), 564–580 (p. 565).
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claimed. Perry concludes that Milgram failed to ‘dehoax’ ‘around 75
percent of his 780 subjects; some would wait months to learn the
truth, others, almost a year’.37 A former participant explains: ‘The
experiment left such an effect on me that I spent the night in a cold
sweat and nightmares because of the fear that I might have killed that
man in the chair.’38 Another said he checked the death notices in the
papers for at least two weeks to see if he had caused a man’s death.39
These findings are troubling. It seems that the experiment was far more
unethical than had been assumed so far. We can only guess the reasons
why Milgram failed to dehoax the participants. Pragmatically, in order
to test many people, it is possible that he ‘didn’t want word to spread
in the New Haven community about the real purpose of his research’.40
His ambition might also have played a part. In an interview with Perry,
Blass states: ‘I think, really, he was driven by the need to make a mark
for himself. I believe that his ambition made him overlook or minimize
the suffering of some of his subjects.’41
The opening of the archives also led to the discovery of a second
problematic issue which casts doubts on Milgram’s methodological
approach and consequently his findings. Analysis of the audio tapes
makes it clear that the ‘experimenter didn’t always follow the controlled
script for using the prods. He would parry participants’ protests,
escalating the pressure by inventing coercive prods’.42 It even shows
that the experimenter at times left the room, pretending he had a
discussion with the learner.43 The experimenter’s behaviour led Perry
to conclude that ‘the slavish obedience to authority we have come to
associate with Milgram’s experiments begins to sound much more like
bullying and coercion when you listen to the material’.44 From listening to
the tapes, Perry concluded that the pressure in condition 20 was much
higher than in the earlier experiments.45 The experimenter didn’t stop
at the 4th prod. Perry quotes Russel: Williams used ‘progressively more
coercive […] prods in trying to bring about what he sensed his boss
37
38
39
40
41
42
43

Perry, Behind the Shock Machine, p. 14.
Ibid., p. 80.
Ibid.
Ibid., p. 78.
Ibid., p. 22.
Griggs and Whitehead, p. 566.
Alexander S. Haslam and Stephen D. Reicher, ‘50 Years of “Obedience to Authority”: From Blind Conformity
to Engaged Followership’, Annual Review of Law and Social Science, 13 (2017), 58–78 (p. 63).
44 Griggs and Whitehead, p. 566.
45 Perry, Behind the Shock Machine, p. 115.
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desired.’46 Williams, the man who played the role of experimenter, kept
track of the numbers of times he tried to convince a participant to
continue. For one female participant this was 26 times.47 As Perry puts
it, Williams seems to have taken ‘a much more active role – certainly
in the later experiments, where he made it increasingly difficult for
people to disobey.’48 This is clearly a troubling finding, as the prods
were not standardized and there was more pressure on the subjects
than Milgram had suggested.
The third problematic issue is that more participants than originally
thought did not fully believe the shocks were real or at least had some
doubts. This is slightly at odds with the first issue mentioned above
which precisely shows that many subjects did believe the shocks were
real and suffered as a result. The point, however, is that not everyone seems
to have believed this. Perry suggests that only half of his participants
fully believed the shocks were real and only one third among them
obeyed.49 Almost one quarter of the participants ‘had some doubts’
but nevertheless ‘believed the learner was probably getting shocked’.50
Perry furthermore found that Milgram had asked one of his research
assistants, Taketo Murata, to study the correlation between people who
went to the end and those who believed the shocks were real. Murata
found that ‘those who wrote that they fully believed the learner was
receiving painful shocks gave lower levels of shock than those who said
they thought that the learner was faking it’.51 ‘Milgram made a note on
the bottom of Taketo’s analysis, arguing that the results couldn’t really
be taken seriously because of course his subjects were more likely to say
afterwards that they suspected or knew the experiment wasn’t real.’52
This might be true but we will never know for sure. Murata’s analysis
might also suggest that, as Perry concluded: ‘the majority of Milgram’s
subjects resisted orders when they truly believed they might be hurting
someone.’53 If true, this would indeed have a major impact on the
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Perry, Behind the Shock Machine, p. 115; see also Haslam and Reicher, ’50 Years’, p. 63.
Perry, Behind the Shock Machine, p. 116.
Ibid., 118; see also Haslam and Reicher, ’50 Years’, p. 63.
Perry, Behind the Shock Machine, pp. 139–140.
Ibid., p. 139.
Ibid., 140.
Ibid., p. 141.
Ibid., p. 141.
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outcome of Milgram’s conclusions.54 The findings from the archives
disillusioned Perry:
[it] made me question the results Milgram claimed to have found. It made
me realize how much we have trusted Milgram as the narrator of his
research and how important it is to question the stories we’ve been told.55

The revelations are indeed troubling. Nevertheless, 56.1% of the subjects
fully believed the shocks were real, and 24.0% thought they were
probably real – this is still over 80%, as opposed to only 2.4% who
were convinced the shocks were not real.56 If we took those who seriously doubted whether the shocks were real out of the experiment,
still almost half of the people went through with giving shocks.
Furthermore, many replications of Milgram’s study have been conducted
and these experiments show similar results.57 We can thus conclude
that although the number and percentage of people following through
might be lower than Milgram suggested, he still demonstrated that a large
number of people (probably about half) will follow through with the
experimenter’s demand. This is, in itself, a troubling and important finding.
In addition to the ethical issues (briefly discussed above) Milgram
is criticized along two main lines which contradict each other. Some
critics claim that his experiments are not about obedience at all, while
others assert that his findings cannot explain mass atrocities because
these atrocities were not committed out of obedience. These points of
criticism will be discussed in the sections below.

Is Milgram’s Experiment about Obedience?
Milgram himself believed that he had shown the power of obedience.
The film made of the experiment was called Obedience and the full report
on the experiment was published in 1974 in a book called Obedience to
Authority. Some scholars, however, doubt whether Milgram’s experiments
were about obedience at all.58 The strongest argument raised is that the
54
55
56
57
58

See also Griggs and Whitehead, p. 572.
Perry, Behind the Shock Machine , p. 12.
Ibid., p. 139.
See Blass; Beauvois and others.
See Nestar J.C. Russell and Robert J. Gregory, ‘Spinning an Organizational “Web of Obligations”? In Stanley
Milgram’s “Obedience” Experiments’, American Review of Public Administration, 41.5 (2011), 495–518 (p. 497);
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fourth prod (‘You have no choice, you must continue’) is the only clear
order but also the least likely prod to be followed.59 In his replication
of Milgram’s experiment, Burger realized ‘that not a single participant
continued after receiving prod 4’.60 Some critics even suggest that this
proves that people are inclined to disobey rather than obey.61 But is that
indeed true? In deciding on this we must take into account, as Staub
notes, that the fourth prod was only used when the subjects already
seriously doubted whether they should continue.62 In fact, the style of
the fourth prod actually requested obedience in a way that was,
according to Staub ‘rather absurd and resistance-generating’.63 So if it
wasn’t about obedience, what could Milgram’s experiment have been
about? In the following subsection this question and the alternative
explanations provided will be discussed.

Wanting to Do the Right Thing
Some scholars suggest that participants did not just follow orders but
wanted to ‘do the right thing’; wanted to do as was expected of them.64
Others, and this would seem to support the same argument, stress
that it has to do with misplaced trust.65 Some scholars argue that the
participants continued out of politeness, because they didn’t want to
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S. Alexander Haslam and others, ‘Happy to Have Been of Service’: The Yale Archives as a Window into the
Engaged Followership of Participants in Milgram’s ‘Obedience’ Experiments, British Journal of Social Psychology,
54.1 (2014), 55–83; Haslam and Reicher, ‘50 Years; Gibson, ‘Stanley Milgram’s Obedience Experiments’, p. 56.
Alexandra Craven and Jonathan Potter have insightfully distinguished between different types of directives.
Directives are ‘utterances designed to get someone to do something’ but they can be formulated as a
direct order, a request but also into more indirect forms or requests. This is all related to the entitlement of
people making the requests and their orientation towards the ‘contingencies on which the compliance with
the directive may rest’. Alexandra Craven and Jonathan Potter, ‘Directives: Entitlement and Contingency in
Action’, Discourse Studies, 12.4 (2010), 419–442 (p. 426). See also Jerry M. Burger, ‘Replicating Milgram: Would
People Still Obey Today?’, American Psychologist, 64.1 (2009), 1–11; Jerry M. Burger, ‘Situational Features in
Milgram’s Experiment that Kept his Participants Shocking’, Journal of Social Issues, 70.3 (2014), 489–500;
Reicher and others, ‘What Makes a Person a Perpetrator?’, p. 399.
Griggs and Whitehead, p. 567.
Ibid., p. 567.
Ervin Staub, ‘Obeying, Joining, Following, Resisting, and other Processes in the Milgram Studies and in the
Holocaust, and Other Genocides: Situations, Personality and Bystanders’, Journal of Social Issues, 70.3
(2014), 501–514 (p. 506).
Ibid.
Milgram, Obedience to Authority, pp. 159–160; Staub, ‘Obeying, Joining’, p. 506; S.Alexander Haslam and
Stephen D. Reicher, ‘Contesting the “Nature” of Conformity: What Milgram and Zimbardo’s Studies Really
Show’, PLoS Biology, 10.11 (2012) <https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3502509> [accessed 2
April 2020]; Jetten and Mols, p. 591.
Perry, Behind the Shock Machine, p. 60.
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break the agreement they entered.66 Others suggest that social identity
theory provides an answer, whereby the subjects feel they share a social
identity with the experimenter, a sense of ‘us’ versus ‘them’, or they did
not want to go against the experimenter because it would make them
feel awkward.67 Others suggested that the subjects were motivated by
an appeal to science.68 All these points are valid, but the experiment
also shows that as soon as participants were faced with a moral
dilemma, many of them relied on the experimenter, a man in a position
of authority, to decide what the right thing to do was. They placed their
trust in his judgment. This shows, therefore, that it may not be (blind)
obedience per se (just do as one is told) that made the participants
comply. Rather, it is a form of submission or subordination, a phenomenon
which Haslam and Reicher called ‘engaged followership’: ‘people are
prepared to harm others because they identify with their leaders’ cause
and believe their actions to be virtuous.’69 This indeed seems to have
been the case. The participants were stuck in a situation in which they
let the experimenter decide for them: they thus conformed to his
authority out of respect for his knowledge and followed his requests.
Milgram himself concluded: ‘There is a propensity for people to accept
definitions of action provided by a legitimate authority. That is, although
the subject performs the action, he allows authority to define its meaning.’70
In other words, authority figures can turn something bad (giving a fellow
human being electric shocks) into something good (contributing to
science).71 What this shows is that the participants did not blindly obey
orders, but they let the experimenter define the situation by trusting
him (the shocks may be painful but are not dangerous) rather than
relying on their own knowledge (electric shocks are dangerous).

66 Staub, ‘Obeying, Joining’, p. 506.
67 Russel and Gregory, p. 500.
68 S. Alexander Haslam, Stephen D. Reicher and Megan E. Birney, ‘Nothing by Mere Authority: Evidence that
in an Experimental Analogue of the Milgram Paradigm Participants are Motivated Not by Others but by
Appeals to Science’, Journal of Social Issues, 70.3 (2014), 473–488.
69 Haslam and Reicher, ‘50 Years’, p. 59.
70 Milgram, Obedience to Authority, p. 145.
71 See Nestar Russell, ‘The Emergence of Milgram’s Bureaucratic Machine’, Journal of Social Issues, 70.3
(2014), 409–423 (p. 410).
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Difficult New Task and Little Time to Think
According to Burger, the task given to the subjects in the Milgram
experiment was more difficult than both Milgram and the participants
had anticipated, and the combination of the novel situation and the urge
to move on at a certain speed gave participants little time to think.72
Perry compared the experience with: ‘stepping onto a fast-moving
escalator.’73 One of the participants seemed to confirm this by stating: ‘I
thought, I’m just going to go along with this thing. I don’t know what’s
going on but let’s get it over with.’74 When a situation is new, people
look at others for clues on how to behave. The other, in this case, was the
experimenter. Burger notes that: ‘The experimenter’s influence came
not from his position of authority, but because of his expertise.’75 The
point is that a position of authority is indeed not necessarily based on
(formal) hierarchies but can also be based on (alleged) knowledge and
expertise. In this case, the experimenter was assumed to be knowledgeable,
an expert, and this made him into an authority.76

Organizational Setting and Diffusion of Responsibility
Some scholars suggest that the organizational setting in which the
participants were placed played a role. Russel and Gregory for instance
argue that: ‘Milgram’s experiments have less to do with obedience to
authority per se and more to do with how people resolve moral
dilemmas confronting them in a structured organizational setting.’77
This is indeed true: we are social beings and human conduct is primarily
social in nature.78 The difference between obedience and deviance
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Jerry.M. Burger, ‘Alive and Well after All These Years’, The Psychologist, 24.9 (2011), 654–657.
Perry, Behind the Shock Machine, p. 42.
Ibid., p. 45.
Burger, ‘Situational Features’, p. 494.
In her discussion of the Milgram experiment, Perlstadt refers to an experiment in which school children had to assess the length of lines. Up to 89% of the school children changed their correct answer
into a wrong answer after the experimenter, who was assumed to be very knowledgeable, asked: ‘are
you sure? Is it not the next line?’ This clearly shows how susceptible children are to the influence of
others especially if they are knowledgeable and thus in a position of authority (or vice versa). The
same is likely to be true for adults. Perlstadt, p. 57.
77 Russel and Gregory, p. 495.
78 See Elliot Aronson, The Social Animal (New York: Worth Publishers, 2004); Zygmunt Bauman, Modernity
and the Holocaust (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989), p. 156.
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is often the outcome of social interaction.79 This is confirmed by the
findings of Hollander, who analysed the transcripts of 117 sessions and
found that the conversations often seemed like negotiations.80 When
confronted with unfamiliar situations or moral dilemmas, we often
look at others for clues on how to behave. Human beings are driven
by the desire to do the right thing, make sense of their lives, and to
belong.81 A practical application of this is illustrated by Darley’s and
Latané’s research on bystanders. They point to the so-called bystander
effect, whereby the more people witness an emergency, the less likely they
are to intervene. This is the case because people look at others to find
clues on how to behave.82 In emergency situations, people would look
at other bystanders. In organizational settings, however, it seems natural
to find clues on how to behave by looking at ‘the man in charge’.
The additional advantage of looking at the person in charge is that
this person also has a certain level of responsibility. The Milgram
experiment showed that participants were bothered about their role
and responsibility but felt relieved when the experimenter, the man in
a position of authority, accepted full responsibility.
As we know from wider research, feeling a lack of responsibility leads
to moral disengagement which makes it easier to hurt others.83 Burger
found evidence that those who expressed a sense of responsibility stopped
at some point while others who didn’t do so, continued.84 The prods
played an important role in the diffusion of responsibility.85 Burger
noted: ‘Milgram created a situation in which his participants could
easily deny or diffuse responsibility for hurting the learner.’86 Burger
did further research and concluded:
79 Andre Modigliani and Francois Rochat, ‘The Role of Interaction Sequences and the Timing of
Resistance in Shaping Obedience and Defiance to Authority’, Journal of Social Issues, 51.3 (1995), 107–
123. See also Mathew M. Hollander, ‘The Repertoire of Resistance: Non-compliance with Directives in
Milgram’s ‘Obedience’ Experiments’, British Journal of Social Psychology, 54.3 (2015), 425–444.
80 Ibid.; Gibson, ‘Stanley Milgram’s Obedience Experiments’. According to Gibson, rhetoric also played a role:
‘Obedience without Orders: Expanding Social Psychology’s Conception of ‘Obedience’, British Journal of
Social Psychology, 58.1 (2019), 241–257 (p. 247).
81 See Aronson; Haslam and Reicher, ‘50 Years’; Asch.
82 John M. Darley and Bibb Latané, ‘Bystander Intervention in Emergencies: Diffusion of Responsibility’,
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 8.4 (1968), 377–382.
83 Albert Bandura, ‘Moral Disengagement in the Perpetration of Inhumanities’, Personality and Social
Psychology Review, 3.3 (1999), 193–209.
84 Burger, ‘Alive and Well’, p. 656.
85 Haslam, Reicher and Birney.
86 Burger, ‘Situational Features’, p. 495.
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Among those who had followed the instructions to the end, only 12,2%
gave any indication that they felt some responsibility for the learner’s fate.
In contrast, 66,7% of those who had ended the procedure early expressed
a sense of personal responsibility for what was happening to the learner.87

This seems to indicate that being able to divert responsibility makes it
easier to comply with requests to hurt a fellow human being. The experiment thus seemed to show that an authority figure almost naturally
takes responsibility, and submissive subjects conveniently let them do so.

Small Increments and the Psychological Trap
Several scholars have argued that the way the procedure was set up,
and especially the sequential nature of action, played a crucial role in
the outcome of the experiment. The participant had to start with an
acceptable moderate electric shock of 15 volts. With each mistake, the
level of the shock was increased by 15 volts up to the totally unacceptable
450 volts. The crucial question, however, is: Where is the borderline?
At what point does the shock level become unacceptable? Once the
experiment started, the participants may have found it hard to realize
what was going on and to take a clear stand by refusing to continue
with the experiment. This was mainly due to the fact that the situation
carried its own momentum. Russel and Gregory conclude that ‘Milgram
built an inherently bureaucratic structure – a “terrible machine” which
gradually urged, pushed, prodded, then manipulated, lured and
eventually tempted most participants into choosing harm to an innocent
person’.88 They furthermore state that: ‘by the time these participants
realized that they could not exit without a confrontation with the
experimenter, they were at least half-way along the switchboard.’89
Burger concludes: ‘because of consistency needs and self-perception
processes, each lever press made it easier for participants to press the
next lever.’90 This process can be compared with the foot-in-the-doortechnique (once people comply with a small request they are more
likely to comply to a large request) and the continuum of destructiveness as developed by Staub in which people learn by doing: each step
87 Ibid., p. 496. In a later replication of Milgram within the French TV show The Game of Death, researchers
found similar results: ‘obedient subjects attributed more responsibility to the producer than to
themselves, whereas disobedient subjects did just the opposite’: Beauvois and others, p. 116.
88 Russel and Gregory, p. 502.
89 Ibid., p. 509; see also Bauman, p. 157.
90 Burger, ‘Situational Features’, p. 492.
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in the continuum of destructiveness makes the following step possible,
even likely.91
Milgram himself was very much aware of the powerful force of the
built-in sequential nature of the action and the psychological trap it
entails: ‘For if he breaks off, he must say to himself: “everything I have
done to this point is bad, and I now acknowledge it by breaking off.”’92
Erdos agrees and explains why this can be seen as a psychological trap
which spurs people to go on:
If subjects quit at any point up the line, they demonstrate that they
could have disobeyed all along. They are trapped into obeying to the end
if they are to deflect blame to the authority and persuade themselves
that they are not responsible since they were following orders and had
little control over the process.93

Erdos consequently asserts that ‘far from capturing the essence of
obedience’ the experiment highlighted the trap of self-deception.
He concludes: ‘This behaviour is fuelled more by inner than by outer
forces. The influence of authority may have initiated it, but from then
on it is significantly self-propelled.’94 I fully agree. What likely played
a role here is that the pressure to obey gets even stronger if arranged
as an escalating commitment. The authority figure does play a crucial
role in providing the participant with an excuse that is acceptable from his
point of view at the beginning, and then in gradually pushing him to the end.

Not Blind Obedience
It was not blind obedience that Milgram measured or showed to exist
but rather the tendency to go along with the experimenter because he
was an authority figure in this particular context. Participants accepted
the social definition of the situation as provided by the experimenter,
precisely because he was in a position of authority and was supposed
to know more than they did. The participants trusted the experimenter.
We can thus conclude that the Milgram experiment is not about blind
and unquestioning obedience to any order that is given, but that it
rather shows how people in an authoritative position can make others
91 Ervin Staub, The Roots of Evil: The Origins of Genocide and Other Group Violence (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989); Russel and Gregory, p. 502.
92 Milgram, Obedience to Authority, p. 149.
93 Edward Erdos, ‘The Milgram Trap’, Theoretical & Applied Ethics, 2.2 (2013), 123–142 (p. 125).
94 Ibid., p. 140.
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do things they would otherwise not do. It is, in this sense, about ‘the
relationship of authority and subordination’ as Bauman has already
suggested.95 It is not so much our response to orders but our response to
authority that matters.96 In line with this reasoning, Gibson concludes
that we should redefine obedience as ‘submission to the requirements
of authority’97 because there are ‘more subtle ways in which authority
operates, and in which obedience is enacted’.98 We need to understand
obedience in a ‘complex socio-institutional context’.99 In those situations,
‘direct orders are not necessary for obedience, all that is needed is for the
system to do its job – to persuade people that a certain thing needs to
be done, and that they are the ones that need to do it.’100
We trust authority figures because we rely on their knowledge and
expertise, accept the definition of a situation as they provide it to us,
and let ourselves be commanded by them, giving them full responsibility
for our behaviour. We do so because we are raised to trust and follow
authority figures and thus believe it is the right thing to do.101 Disobeying
an authority figure seems awkward and makes us feel we are doing
the wrong thing. Besides, it is easy to just follow others in situations
in which we do not know what to do or in which (as was the case in
Milgram’s experiment) we are faced with a moral dilemma. If such an
authority uses the power they have over others in such a way as to not
confront them immediately with unacceptable demands (give someone a
shock at the 450 volt level straightaway), that is, if the requests are more
gradual, people will get caught up in a psychological trap. By using
this gradual progression, people can end up following an authority up to
the point at which they accept the unacceptable. In conclusion: Milgram’s
experiments are not about (blind) obedience per se but about how
authorities can come to influence our behaviour by instilling a ‘sense
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Bauman, p. 153.
Ibid., p. 162.
Gibson, ‘Stanley Milgram’s Obedience Experiments’, p. 56.
Gibson, ‘Obedience without Orders’, p. 246.
Gibson states that ‘authority is built into the fabric of social relations in such a way that it no longer
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100 Ibid., p. 255.
101 Roy F. Baumeister, Evil: Inside Human Violence and Cruelty (New York: W.H. Freeman and Company, 1997),
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Appraisal’, Journal of Social Issues, 70.3 (2014), 558–573.
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of obligation’ as Milgram himself concluded.102 This is acknowledged in
the concept of ‘crimes of obedience’ as defined by Kelman and Hamilton.103
A crime of obedience can be defined as ‘an act performed in response
to orders from authority that is considered illegal or immoral by the
international community’.104 Kelman and Hamilton also point out that
subordinates do not need a direct order but often behave as they think
is ‘expected of them by their superiors’.105 Milgram showed that there is
a difference between blind obedience to direct orders and other variations
of obedience which come down to conformity to an authority’s requests.

Can Milgram’s Findings Explain the Holocaust?
Milgram himself clearly believed that his experiments helped explain
the Holocaust, and many scholars agree, including Arendt, Hilberg,
Lifton, Kelman and Hamilton, Staub, Browning and Zimbardo,
although they often add that other factors played a role too.106 Other
scholars are very critical, warn against drawing parallels or even
conclude that ‘Milgram’s research has little, if anything, to say about
the behaviour of the perpetrators of the Holocaust.’107 But is that really
the case? In this section I will go over these critics’ principal arguments
and discuss whether any have merit.

More Complex: Obedience Just One Factor
An argument many scholars put forward is that the Holocaust is far
more complex than Milgram’s experiment. Burger for instance notes:
‘There is no logical reason why an explanation for a psychology experiment
102 Milgram, Obedience to Authority, p. 6. See also Ian Kershaw, ‘Working Towards the Führer’: Reflections
on the Nature of the Hitler Dictatorship, ed. by Christian Leitz (London: Blackwell, 1999), p. 243.
103 Herbert C. Kelman and V. Lee Hamilton, Crimes of Obedience (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), p. 46.
104 Ibid., p. 46.
105 Kelman and Hamilton, p. 46.
106 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (London: Penguin Books 1964); Robert J.
Lifton, The Nazi Doctors: Medical Killing and the Psychology of Genocide (New York: Basic Books, 1988); Kelman
and Hamilton; Staub, The Roots of Evil and ‘Obeying, Joining’, p. 50; Christopher R. Browning, Ordinary Men:
Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland (New York: Aaron Asher Books, 1992); Zimbardo.
107 Allan Fenigstein, ‘Milgram’s Shock Experiments and the Nazi Perpetrators: A Contrarian Perspective on
the Role of Obedience Pressures during the Holocaust’, Theory & Psychology, 25.5 (2015), 581–598. See
also Augustine Brannigan, Ian Nicholson and Frances Cherry, ‘Introduction to the Special Issue: Unplugging
the Milgram Machine’, Theory & Psychology, 25.5 (2015), 551–563; Burger, ‘Situational Features’; Nicholson.
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must also account for a complex phenomenon like the Holocaust.’108
Mastroianni concludes: ‘the idea that any of us could be transformed
into genocidaires in a few hours in a social psychology laboratory is
wrong.’109 Undoubtedly, the Holocaust is far more complex and it cannot be
explained by mere obedience. I would nevertheless argue that Milgram’s
findings have not lost all merit. As already indicated above, much
depends on how obedience is defined. If obedience is restrictively
defined as ‘following direct orders’ (i.e. blind obedience), which suggests
that the perpetrators were mere passive automatons, then this indeed
does not help us any further in explaining the Holocaust.110 In my view,
however, we should define obedience more broadly as subordination
to an authority.
Milgram showed us how strong our natural tendency to follow
an authority is, even when confronted with unethical demands which
we do not like.111 He showed us how difficult it is to go against an
authority and how we can get caught up in a procedure or process.112 To
this extent, his findings remain crucial in understanding mass atrocities and we can give him credit for making us aware of one of the
most important explanatory factors in an otherwise very complex
situation.113 These findings are, however, just one piece of the puzzle,
and I would like to stress that Milgram never suggested otherwise.

Little Pressure to Obey during Holocaust
Another argument often used is that during the Holocaust, obedience
did not play an important role because there was very little pressure
to obey.114 Some scholars note that the assumption that SS men who
disobeyed orders were severely punished or killed is largely mistaken:
‘it was merely a matter of shame and disgrace for not measuring up the
Nazi ideal.’115 This does not, though, mean that there was little pressure to obey. Firstly, although it might be true that, as Lewy suggests,
108 Burger, ‘Situational Features’, p. 498.
109 George R. Mastroianni, ‘Obedience in Perspective: Psychology and the Holocaust’, Theory and Psychology,
25.5 (2015), 657–669 (p. 668). See also Erdos, p. 137.
110 See also Staub, ‘Obeying, Joining’, p. 502.
111 Fred Prozi, the subject prominently featured in the documentary, is the best illustration of this.
112 Staub, The Roots of Evil ; Kelman and Hamilton; Bauman; Baumeister; Guenter Lewy, Perpetrators: The
World of the Holocaust Killers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017).
113 Perry, Behind the Shock Machine , p. 280.
114 Fenigstein, pp. 581–585.
115 Ibid., p. 593.
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no SS officer was shot for disobeying an order to exterminate Jews, this
does not mean that SS officers didn’t believe that this was a serious possibility at the time.116 Besides, other punishments or demotions were a
real possibility. Lewy, for instance, refers to the case of Klaus Hornig
who refused to obey an order because, in his view, the order (to shoot
Jews) violated international law as well as German law. Hornig was
then charged with ‘undermining morale because he had told his men
of the illegality of shooting prisoners of war’ and was sentenced to two
and a half years imprisonment.117 This shows that there was a threat and
people were punished for disobedience. Secondly, there was the social
pressure to follow the commands of the authority. The sense of obligation
and general duty to obey a higher-ranking officer, the pressure to
defend one’s country and to follow the leader, all put huge pressure on
the lower ranking recruits to obey orders. Furthermore, SS soldiers
had to give Hitler an oath in which they promised their loyalty. This
oath by itself strongly inclined them to obey. In addition to the pressure
of a possible punishment, the social and emotional pressure of not
being a disgrace to either oneself (for violating the oath) or others (for
‘being a coward’) was tremendous.118
Some critics argue that because there was little pressure (which
I disagree with), there was room for choice (which I partially agree
with) and hence the behaviour should be attributed to other causes.119
However, the existence of other additional reasons to comply with
authority does not mean that obedience, understood as the tendency to
follow an authority figure, no longer played a role. Most scholars agree
that obedience played an important role and that, as Lewy noted, the
‘largest group participated because they had been ordered to do so’ and
wanted to do the right thing.120 ‘The right thing’ was perceived as
following the demands of an authority and going along with state policy.
The genocide was not the result of spontaneous hate attacks (some of
the early purges were) but was a well organized policy authorized
by the state. Without the state, far fewer people would have gotten
involved in the genocide. This shows that there was a strong pressure
to go along with what people in a position of authority demanded, and
that these people decided on the course of the events.
116 Lewy, p. 44. See also Baumeister, p. 323.
117 Lewy, p. 80.
118 See also Browning, p. 72.
119 See also Lewy, p. 45.
120 Ibid., p. 50.
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Absent Moral Conflict and Willing Participants
A number of scholars argue that the moral conflict which is so visible
within Milgram’s participants was absent within the Holocaust.121 The
fact that moral conflict is not clearly visible, however, doesn’t mean
it is not there. Research on perpetrators has consistently shown that
most perpetrators find it hard to deal with their emotions at first, but
then get accustomed to what they are doing and start justifying and
rationalizing their behaviour.122 Kelman and Hamilton call this
‘routinization’ and Staub calls this phenomenon the ‘continuum of
destructiveness’.123 Testimonies by perpetrators confirm the existence
of these mechanisms and show that they gradually get used to carrying
out extreme violence.124 The crux here is that people change by doing.125
Even fierce critics of Milgram acknowledge that perpetrators, such
as the members of RPB 101, who were studied by Browning and
Goldhagen, showed disgust but then qualified it as ‘sheer physical
revulsion’. They suggest that there was no ‘ethical principle behind the
revulsion’.126 Yet the origin of the disgust is contested and may remain at
the level of speculation, since the true source of ‘animal pity’ as Arendt
called it, can be both: sheer physical revulsion or moral disgust.127 But
whatever the actual source of the disgust, it is acknowledged that many
soldiers as well as perpetrators gradually morally disengage as they get
used to what they are doing and become brutalized. 128 It is also known
that at least some perpetrators suffer from nervous breakdowns,
121 Nicholson, p. 639; Fenigstein, pp. 588–590.
122 Andrés Valenzuela Morales and Mónica González, ‘Confessions of a State Terrorist’, Harper’s, June
1985, <https://harpers.org/archive/1985/06/confessions-of-a-state-terrorist> [accessed 2 April 2020];
Lifton; Kelman and Hamilton; Alette Smeulers, ‘Auschwitz and the Holocaust through the Eyes of the
Perpetrators’, Driemaandelijks Tijdschrift van de Stichting Auschwitz, 50 (1996), 23–55; Alette Smeulers,
‘What Transforms Ordinary People into Gross Human Rights Violations?’, in Understanding Human Rights
Violations: New Systematic Studies, ed. by Sabine C. Carey and Steven C. Poe (Farnham, UK: Ashgate
Publishing, 2004), pp. 239–256; Ditta M. Munch-Jurisic, ‘Perpetrator Abhorrence: Disgust as a Stop Sign’,
Metaphilosophy, 45.2 (2014), 270–287; Staub, The Roots of Evil; Browning; Foster and others 2005.
123 Kelman and Hamilton; Staub, The Roots of Evil; see also Smeulers, ‘Auschwitz and the Holocaust’; ‘What
Transforms’.
124 Valenzuela Morales and González; Rudolf Hoess, Commandant of Auschwitz: The Autobiography of Rudolf
Hoess (New York: World, 1959); Don Foster, Paul Haupt and Maresa De Beer, The Theatre of Violence:
Narratives of Protagonists in the South African Conflict (Cape Town: Institute of Justice and Reconciliation, 2005).
125 See Staub, The Roots of Evil; Smeulers, ‘What Transforms’; Zimbardo.
126 Fenigstein, p. 591.
127 Munch-Jurisic.
128 Bandura.
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nightmares and PTSD after the facts.129 Perpetrators’ trauma, however,
is not something easily accepted or talked about.130
Several scholars state that Nazi perpetrators believed that the killing
was just and legitimate.131 Perpetrators have many different motives for
committing mass atrocities amongst which are fear, greed and also
ideology.132 A distinction needs to be made, however, between those
who were convinced by a certain ideology and were keen followers of a
man like Hitler, and those who were less enthusiastic but drawn into the
violence (for instance, by following orders) and who started to embrace
the existing ideology in order to rationalize and justify their own
behaviour.133 Human beings have a natural tendency to rationalize
their own actions and to ‘convince themselves (and others) that it [their
behaviour] was a logical, reasonable thing to do’.134 This is generally true
but even more so when people do something wrong, when they commit
a crime and certainly when they harm or kill a fellow human being.
Trying to rationalize and justify our behaviour (often after the facts) is
an attempt to soothe our conscience and to reduce cognitive dissonance.135
Holding on to a belief or embracing an ideology can offer a means to
cope and in extreme cases, to psychologically survive.136 Within a genocidal
regime like Nazi Germany, the whole state apparatus, the propaganda
machine, the ideology, all were meant to make people believe that the
genocide was an acceptable means to further German interests and to
work for a better future.
129 See also the compelling evidence of this in the documentary Four hours in My Lai, dir. by Kevin Sim (ITV,
1989). Here, Vernado Simpson is a heavily traumatized Vietnam veteran who took part in the My Lai
massacre. Smeulers ‘What Transforms’; Janice T. Gibson and Mika Haritos-Fatouros, ‘The Education of
a Torturer’, Psychology Today, 20.11 (1986), 56–58 (p. 58); Mika Haritos- Fatouros, The Psychological Origins
of Institutionalized Torture (London: Routledge, 2003), p. 62; Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth: A
Negro Psychoanalyst’s Study of the Problems of Racism & Colonialism in the World Today (New York: Grove
Press, 1963), p. 268; Foster and others.
130 Saira Mohamed, ‘Of Monsters and Men: Perpetrator Trauma and Mass Atrocity’, Columbia Law Review,
115.5 (2015), 1157–1216.
131 See, e.g., Fenigstein.
132 For typologies see Ronald D. Crelinsten, ‘The World of Torture: A Constructed Reality’, Theoretical
Criminology, 7.3 (2003), 293–318; Manfred Mann, The Dark Side of Democracy: Explaining Ethnic Cleansing
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005); Alette Smeulers, ‘Perpetrators of International Crimes:
Towards a Typology’, in Supranational Criminology, ed. by Alette Smeulers & Roelof Haveman (Antwerp:
Intersenia 2008), pp. 233–265.
133 Smeulers, ‘What Transforms’.
134 Aronson, p. 144.
135 Leon Festinger, A Theory on Cognitive Dissonance (Evanson: Row Peterson, 1957).
136 Daniel Goleman dubs this reaction appropriately as ‘vital lies’. See Daniel Goleman, Vital Lies, Simple
Truths: The Psychology of Self-Deception (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1985).
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Goldhagen suggests that Nazi Germany was a very anti-Semitic
country before the Holocaust, but Lewy concludes that: ‘prior to 1933,
the Germans arguably were among the least anti-Semitic people in
Europe, though hostility to the Jews has existed for centuries.’137
Although some perpetrators were motivated by antisemitism, the fact
that the extermination of Jews became state policy legitimized the
killings.138 Here the role of subordination to an authority is crucial. The
willingness of the perpetrators to participate at a certain time does not
prove that moral conflict has never been there, nor that they have been
willing participants all along.

Tricked
Another argument used to criticise Milgram’s experiment as having
little value is that the subjects were tricked into believing they were
contributing to science. Brannigan et al., for instance, note: ‘What all
of this testimony makes clear is that Milgram’s research was a world
away from the “real life” scenarios of unlawful killing that he claimed
to be investigating.’139 Brannigan et al. further note: ‘Nazi killers were
not working in the context of benign expectations associated with a
“psychological experiment” […]. [They] knew exactly what they were
doing and many were glad to participate.’140 Of course giving electric
shocks in a laboratory environment in an experiment which didn’t last
long is a world away from a well-planned, well organized genocidal
campaign which lasted several years and killed millions. The parallel
mechanisms are however equally striking. First of all, the subjects in
the Milgram experiment – at least in most variations – clearly heard
the screams of the agonized learner and thus couldn’t deny the pain
he was in either. But even without hearing the screams it should have
been clear to all subjects that the shocks were painful: it is common
knowledge that electricity can be lethal. Besides, replications in which
the subjects were clear about the damaging nature of their involvement
showed that obedience did not drop, quite the contrary.141 Secondly, in
137 Daniel J. Goldhagen, Hitler’s Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1996); Lewy, p. 124.
138 Ibid., p. 126.
139 Brannigan and others, p. 556.
140 Ibid., p. 556. In a similar vein, see Nicholson, p. 653.
141 Wim H.J. Meeus and Quiten A.W. Raaijmakers, ‘Administrative Obedience: Carrying out Orders to use
Psychological Administrative Violence’, European Journal of Social Psychology, 16.4 (1986), 311–324.
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the Milgram experiment the pain caused was justified by referring to
the overriding higher goal (i.e. science). The parallel to Nazi Germany
is once again striking: here too the killing itself wasn’t seen as something
glorious or even a goal in itself but rather as something which had to
be done in order to achieve a higher and benign goal, namely to create
a better world. Here too the killing was instrumental, or, to use
Baumann’s words: destruction as a means of creation.142
The key question according to Nicholson is: ‘How does it become
‘normal’ and ‘ok’ to torture or kill defenceless people?’143 But here again
Milgram himself provided the answer and should be given more credit. He
showed how an authority can make us believe that what we are doing
is okay and the right thing to do even if we hurt or kill others. Just as
the experimenter in the Milgram experiment could make the subjects
believe that the shocks were fine (despite everyone knowing that they
are not), the Nazi leaders made many Germans believe that the Jews
were to blame for all the misfortunes of the Germans after WWI and
that in order to protect themselves and create a better world, they needed
to get rid of them. The overarching goal (to create a better world) is
used as a means to justify otherwise totally unacceptable behaviour.
Once the end justifies the means, morality is reversed and harming or
killing can be presented as a necessary means to achieve something
important. This is illustrated by the infamous speech given in October
1943 by Himmler to officers commanding the infamous Einsatzgruppen,
which killed many Jews:
Most of you know what it means when 100 corpses lie there, or 500 lie
there, or 1000 lie there. To have gone through this and – apart from the
exceptions caused by human weakness – to have remained decent, that
has hardened us. That is a page of glory in our history never written and
never to be written.144

Again, I would argue that the parallel to Milgram, in which the subjects
gave painful and potentially lethal shocks to a fellow human being in
order to further science, is clear and very evident.
142 Bauman, p. 92.
143 Nicholson.
144 The original text was in German and reads as follows: ‘Von allen, die so reden, hat keiner zugesehen,
keiner hat es durchgestanden. Von Euch werden die meisten wissen, was es heißt, wenn 100 Leichen
beisammen liegen, wenn 500 daliegen oder wenn 1000 daliegen. Dies durchgehalten zu haben, und
dabei - abgesehen von Ausnahmen menschlicher Schwächen – anständig geblieben zu sein, das hat
uns hart gemacht. Dies ist ein niemals geschriebenes und niemals zu schreibendes Ruhmesblatt
unserer Geschichte.' Qtd. in Herbert Jäger, Makrokriminalität (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1962), p. 82.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, it can be said that the outcome of Milgram’s experiment
should be used with more care than was the case before the files were
opened. Obedience rates are slightly lower than as presented by Milgram.
Nevertheless, these rates are still high. Perry, despite being disillusioned by Milgram, ascertains after analysing all data that: ‘43,6% of
Milgram’s participants went to maximum voltage.’145 This remains
a significant number. Secondly, we can conclude that Milgram’s
experiments are not about blind obedience but rather about how an
authority can ensure subjects follow up on his or her requests, about
how authorities can make us believe that it is legitimate to do something
which we under other circumstances believe to be wrong. This finding
helps us understand the Holocaust and other periods of mass atrocities,
not because obedience is the only explanation, nor because we are
passive automatons, but because we have a natural tendency to trust
an authority and follow up on his or her requests. Many critics seem
to imply that Milgram and other scholars who also argue that obedience
and conformity play an important role, such as Arendt and Browning,
are suggesting that the perpetrators were ‘mechanically carrying out
the murderous commands of their leaders’.146 Yet this is inaccurate.147
Perpetrators might have participated for many different reasons but
it is still the context shaped by authority figures that provided them
with opportunity, motive, and a sense of entitlement. Authorities can
make people believe that within a certain context hurting or even
killing people is the right thing. This is precisely what Milgram
showed us and the reason why his research is so crucial in understanding mass atrocities such as the Holocaust.

145 Perry, ‘Seeing is Believing’, p. 624.
146 See Fenigstein, p. 592.
147 See also Richard Overy, ‘“Ordinary men,” Extraordinary Circumstances: Historians, Social Psychology,
and the Holocaust’, Journal of Social Issues, 70.3 (2014), 515–30.
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S

cholarly efforts to investigate, analyse and ultimately understand
perpetrators of mass violence are not new, yet in the last few
years we have witnessed the expansion of these studies across
disciplines and historical instances of mass violence. It seems
as though more books and articles are being published on the various
aspects of perpetration of genocide and mass violence than ever before,
and perpetrator-centered research is truly having a moment. This
dynamism and innovation in the field of perpetrator studies makes it
much harder to make a significant scholarly contribution to the
expansion of knowledge and understanding, yet that is exactly what
this edited volume does.
Scholars have used different approaches to study political and
civilian leaders and their role in perpetrating genocide and mass
violence, and researchers in ethnography and anthropology in
particular have looked at rank and file and their participation. Political
scientists, sociologists, historians, criminologists, legal scholars
and media experts have all contributed to our understanding of the
complex social and political context in which violence is perpetrated,
and how men and women, as well as children, come to kill, beat,
torture, rape or rob others.
There are a number of scholarly works that have become must-reads,
approaching the subject from different angles. For example, works by
James Waller,1 and Abram de Swaan. 2 Other, more recent volumes
complement these near-classical texts. For example, writings by Siniša

1 James Waller, Becoming Evil: How Ordinary People Commit Genocide and Mass Murder (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2007).
2 Abram de Swaan, The Killing Compartments: The Mentality of Mass Murder (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2015).
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Understanding Perpetrators and Perpetration
Malešević3 and Kjell Anderson4 examine organized violence and perpetration, as do studies by Lee Ann Fujii, 5 Saira Mohamed6 and Wendy
Lower.7 The latter three analyze community dynamics, perpetrator
behavior and female perpetrators during the Second World War.
Another relevant contribution, Perpetrators of International Crimes,
edited by Alette Smeulers, Barbora Holá and Maartje Weerdesteijn,
analyzes perpetration informed by legal and criminological perspectives,
through case studies on Nazi Germany, Rwanda, Sri Lanka, the socalled Islamic State and the former Yugoslavia. 8 Journalists have also
made great strides forward in our understanding of perpetration, for
example Sam Dagher’s recent work on the Assad family and its networks
in Syria.9 Most recently, a handbook edited by Susanne Knittel and
Zachary Goldberg was published, tracing the development of this
growing interdisciplinary field of perpetrator studies, setting out its
foundations, key debates and main questions.10 The book which is the
subject of this review is in conversation with all these works and
complements them in important ways.
Perpetrators and Perpetration of Mass Violence’s distinguishing feature
is the emphasis on perpetration as action and on the dynamics of
violence, rather than on the perpetrator as a person or concept. The
book is divided into two sections, where the former theorizes perpetration while the latter analyzes motivations and dynamics of perpetration.
It contains eleven chapters written by some of the leading scholars in
the field, whose diverse disciplinary background reflects the diversity
within perpetrator studies, with contributions by anthropologists,
sociologists, historians, criminologists, and political scientists. The
guiding questions of the book are: why do people perpetrate violence?
What does perpetration as action signify and what motivates these
3 Siniša Malešević, The Rise of Organised Brutality: A Historical Sociology of Violence (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2017).
4 Kjell Anderson, Perpetrating Genocide: A Criminological Account (New York: Routledge, 2018).
5 Lee Ann Fujii, ‘Talk of the Town: Explaining Pathways to Participation in Violent Display’,
Journal of Peace Research, 54.5 (2017), 661–73.
6 Saira Mohamed, ‘Of Monsters and Men: Perpetrator Trauma and Mass Atrocity’, Columbia Law
Review, 115.5 (2015), 1157–216.
7 Wendy Lower, Hitler’s Furies: German Women in the Nazi Killing Fields (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2013).
8 Perpetrators of International Crimes: Theories, Methods and Evidence, ed. by Alette Smeulers,
Maartje Weerdesteijn and Barbora Holá (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019).
9 Sam Dagher, Assad or We Burn the Country: How One Family’s Lust for Power Destroyed Syria
(New York: Little, Brown and Company, 2019).
10 The Routledge International Handbook of Perpetrator Studies, ed. by Susanne C. Knittel and
Zachary J. Goldberg (New York: Routledge, 2019).
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actions? How do political, social and economic dynamics influence
perpetration?
These and other important questions are discussed in chapters
focusing on civil servants in the Third Reich (Chapter 4), on aspects of
symbolic violence in participation and perpetration in civil war (Chapter
5), on narratives of perpetration in the Wehrmacht between 1941 and
1944 (Chapter 6), on perpetrators of sexual violence (Chapter 8), gender
and genocide in Rwanda (Chapter 7), the cross-border recruitment
during the Ivorian civil war (Chapter 9), and in one chapter which
focuses on the Judenjagd, assessing the role of ordinary Poles as
perpetrators in the Holocaust (Chapter 10). Among these, Jesper
Bjarnesen’s chapter on the Forces Nouvelles rebel movement is particularly notable given the relative absence of in-depth discussion of the
perpetrators in the Ivory Coast in contemporary scholarly publications
which often focus on the Holocaust or the genocide in Rwanda. The
introductory chapter stresses the importance of perpetrators being
analyzed and understood as ‘ordinary human beings’, while, as often
seen in similar works, the authors are quick to emphasize that this is
not in order to exculpate but to understand them.11 This caveat is a
common feature of scholarly works on perpetrators, and while
understandable in the earlier years of perpetrator research, when
efforts at understanding perpetrators were observed with suspicion,
one would hope that today’s readership, academic and lay, will not
require it any longer.
For the purposes of this review, we will focus on three chapters,
those written by Timothy Williams, Christian Gudehus and Scott
Straus, as they represent the more conceptual parts of this book and
are likely to influence approaches and analysis in future scholarship.
Williams opens the book by asking the reader to think about perpetrators
beyond the well-known classifications including perpetrators,
bystanders and heroes, and by suggesting that researchers look beyond
perpetrator typologies. He emphasizes that perpetrators do not often
fit these rigid categories as there is ‘diversity of genocidal actions’ and
asks for a more flexible approach which will reflect this fact.12 Williams
proposes a focus on action in genocide (as opposed to focusing on the
person—the perpetrator) and to analyze precisely what perpetrators
actually do, that is, taking a ‘behavioral perspective’. In the following
11 Perpetrators and Perpetration of Mass Violence: Action, Motivations and Dynamics, ed. by
Timothy Williams and Susanne Buckley-Zistel (New York: Routledge, 2018), p. 9.
12 Ibid., p. 19.
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pages, Williams develops a typology of action in genocide, which he
visualizes in the form of a schema where behavior is presented along
two axes, one of ‘proximity’ to the act (distant versus close), and one of
individual impact (from subversive behavior to commanding or agitating
for violence).13 For example, Williams categorizes a wide range of
actions along the proximity axis, from no connection to the killings
to the bodily involvement in the assault. In between, ten different ways
an individual can participate in the killing (or not) are noted, covering
everything from tangential involvement such as ‘hearing reports of
killing in a distant location’ to ‘face to face encounter with killing’.14
Williams thus challenges previous conceptualizations and typologies
and provides us with the tools to understand perpetration as a much
more complex, dynamic phenomenon, where there are numerous ways
of perpetrating and participating in mass violence and genocide, as
well as observing it from the sidelines. This approach is a productive
way of thinking about human action and atrocity crimes because it is
more likely to capture the complexities of human behavior. It allows us
to think about perpetration from a multitude of perspectives, and
with significant nuance, where perpetrator behavior is not easily categorized as being simply the work of a sadist or a power-thirsty leader. It
also captures the fact that a perpetrator may kill one day, beat the next,
and observe from the sidelines the day after. Perpetrator typologies
are less likely to capture that complexity.
Gudehus takes this approach of violence as action further in the
following chapter, discussing social theoretical approaches to collective
violence, and suggesting understanding this violence as ‘human
activity’.15 The chapter posits that ‘perpetrators differ considerably at
least in relation to (1) their real contribution to the deed, i.e. their
actions, and, closely related, (2) in the factors leading them to these
actions’.16 By emphasizing this, Gudehus invites researchers to investigate
beyond the individual, while considering the perpetrator as a person
with all their individual complexities. This chapter further outlines
different social theoretical approaches, how these approaches have
developed historically, and suggests ways in which they are useful in
shaping the thinking and writing about perpetration. For example, by
discussing how much violence aims to achieve, or avoid, a certain
13
14
15
16

Perpetrators and Perpetration of Mass Violence, p. 29.
Ibid., p. 26.
Ibid., p. 36.
Ibid., p. 39.
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social change, as well as by noting that extreme violence in the context
of genocide changes both society and the individuals involved. 17
Importantly, Gudehus reminds us that it is the people who act, that
their actions are not predetermined, and ‘they do this rooted in experiences
that are sedimented to various degrees and that not only create their
modes of perception but also their sensibility’.18 Scholarly work inspired
by this approach will certainly be available within the project Gudehus
is running with his colleagues, where a network of researchers cooperates
to document, analyze and discuss sources and practices relevant for
understanding perpetration of mass violence.19
Finally, Straus brings together some of the questions and arguments
in the book in the last chapter when he asks if a comparative theory
of perpetration is possible. 20 Straus correctly identifies a lack of
comparative studies on perpetrators and moreover a lack of studies
that bring together the approaches in earlier works focusing on the
perpetrator as a person, and the approaches focusing on action, as
advocated by Williams and Gudehus. The questions which remain unanswered, according to Straus, are ‘What is a perpetrator?’ and ‘What
does the perpetrator perpetrate?’.21 Pushing the discussion forward and
demanding a more precise understanding of the central figure of our
scholarship, ‘the perpetrator’, this chapter differentiates between the
perpetrator and the soldier (while understanding that they can indeed
be the same person) because the former engages in ‘non-sanctioned’
violence, in a ‘normative, legal sense’.22 Another important emphasis
Straus makes is the requirement to look at the circumstances and
institutions ‘that lead individuals to commit violence’.23 This chapter
in particular, while short, is useful for the reader as it enables them to
collect their thoughts at the very end of the book, and think precisely
about whom, and what, they study.
Rich as it is with theoretical contributions and case studies, the
volume leaves two distinct elements largely unaddressed: the ethics
of researching perpetrators of mass violence, and methodological
17 Perpetrators and Perpetration of Mass Violence, pp. 39–40.
18 Ibid., p. 51.
19 More broadly on the project see: Practices of Violence, <practices-of-violence.net> [accessed 5
January 2020].
20 Perpetrators and Perpetration of Mass Violence, p. 204.
21 Ibid., p. 205.
22 Ibid.
23 Ibid., p. 207.
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issues concerning the collection and treatment of sources. The issue
of methodology is recognized as crucial in the very last section of the
book, but not expanded upon.24 This last chapter by Straus inspires us
to think about whether, for example, a survivor should be given more
credence when testifying because of their victim experience? Secondly,
and this is a question that has sadly been often ignored: what does the
freedom to choose and act freely mean in the context of armed
conflict? What is the role of duress and peer pressure – and how many
perpetrators in a given situation are enthusiastic about, as opposed to
pressured into, committing attacks on civilians and other atrocities?
What kinds of pressures do prospective perpetrators face? While it is
true that armed conflicts are different and circumstances vary vastly
from context to context and one violent situation to another, it appears
as though many conversations about perpetrators depart from an
assumption that each individual is free to choose how they act. Much
of the research seems to pay too little attention to the pressures,
internal and external, perpetrators are subjected to. Going beyond
perpetration of mass violence alone, it seems that the assumption that
all individuals have an equal ability to truly and freely choose should
not be made so lightly.25
Questions which research on perpetrators and perpetration should
address in the future are numerous, developing further as the nature
of contemporary warfare changes. These include different paramilitary
engagements with states and private corporations as well as private
security companies, cyber warfare, and artificial intelligence, which is
increasingly being used in militaries around the world. One conventional
but fascinating line of research, separate but very much related to
perpetration of mass violence concerns research conducted on the
recruitment, engagement and experiences of combatants in armed
conflicts. One valuable book is Insurgent Women, which looks at female
participation in three conflicts: in Ukraine, the Kurdish regions of the
Middle East, and Colombia.26 After all, before people become actual
perpetrators, they often take up arms as part of regular or irregular
units. Therefore, understanding what drives people towards violence
in the first place is crucial.
24 Perpetrators and Perpetration of Mass Violence, p. 208.
25 David Eagleman, ‘The Brain on Trial, The Atlantic, July/August 2011, <https://www.theatlantic.
com/magazine/archive/2011/07/the-brain-on-trial/308520/> [accessed 5 January 2020].
26 Jessica Trisko Darden, Alexis Henshaw, and Ora Szekely, Insurgent Women: Female Combatants
in Civil Wars (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2019).
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It is important that we comprehend what influences internal
dynamics of armed groups and the likelihood of attacks on civilians.
Furthermore, what fuels or contains particular types of assaults such
as rape and sexual violence, torture and gruesome acts such as mutilation? More attention should be directed towards the structures which
enable perpetration as well as to patterns of violence, asking what
is being done to whom, and why. The action-centered approach
presented in this volume is especially well-suited for the latter because
of the close attention paid to the ways in which violence is practiced.
Some of these questions may be answered with studies focusing on
micro locations: small towns and villages outside of the focus of existing
research, as well as in-depth scholarship on paramilitaries which
attack civilians in conflicts around the globe.27
Perpetrators and Perpetration provides an accessible, thorough yet
concise treatment of the topic of perpetrators and perpetration of mass
violence and showcases the current state of the research and its key
questions while pointing to directions where and how to expand this
important scholarship. As such, it is one of the key volumes to read in
the field of perpetrator studies.

27 See, for example, one such project focusing on paramilitaries in Syria, Turkey and the former Yugoslavia: Paramilitarism, <paramilitarism.org> [accessed 5 January 2020]. See also
Ugur Ümit Üngor, Paramilitarism: Mass Violence and the Shadow of the State (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2020).
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T

he sociological study of war has experienced nothing less
than a renaissance during the past fifteen years. Among the
milestones in the reappearance of war in broader sociological
thought was the somewhat disjointed English translation of
Hans Joas’ essay collection War and Modernity.1 In the essays, originally
published in the mid-1990s, Joas criticized the way social thought had
largely disregarded war as a part of the otherwise seemingly idyllic
and peaceful modern times. Similar criticism has continued since with
Siniša Malešević’s seminal The Sociology of War and Violence2 and Joas
and Wolfgang Knöbl’s War in Social Thought.3 Combined with insights
from historical sociologists like Michael Mann 4 and Charles Tilly,5
who showed how state development and war were intimately linked
in Europe, it became difficult to disregard the importance of war to
our lives and societies.
The rediscovered focus on the sociological study of war emphasized
that while classic sociology had engaged with war, the optimism
towards progress and sociology that followed the Second World War
meant that there was little appetite within the discipline for studying
war. During the Cold War, the study of war was relegated to a niche
in military sociology, which narrowly focused on the Western state
bureaucracies that answered for managing external violence.6 As
sociological phenomena, war and warfighting were largely ignored.
Wars nevertheless continued to be fought. Some of those who
sought decolonization found violence necessary, even desirable.7 While

1 Hans Joas, War and Modernity (Malden: Polity, 2003).
2 Siniša Malešević, The Sociology of War and Violence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010).
3 Hans Joas and Wolfgang Knöbl, War in Social Thought: Hobbes to the Present (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 2013).
4 Michael Mann, The Sources of Social Power, 4 vols, I: A History of Power from the Beginning to
A.D. 1760 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005).
5 Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States: AD 990–1990 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990).
6 Guy Siebold, ‘Core Issues and Theory in Military Sociology’, Journal of Political and Military
Sociology, 29 (2001), 140–59.
7 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (London: Penguin, 2001 [1965]).
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especially the end of the Cold War witnessed a newfound interest in
internal conflicts, much of the resulting research underlined the
necessity to understand longue durée sociological processes.8 Without
such understandings, these seemingly new kinds of wars often appeared
the logical consequence of what was taken as ancient hatred, if not
mere criminality. Such simplistic – if not partisan – understandings
could only lead to equally simplistic policy responses, unlikely to
alleviate suffering or win wars. The Russian invasion of Ukraine in
2014 resulted in the re-emergence of the prospect of a large-scale
interstate war in a way that only emphasizes the necessity to understand
the phenomenon.
As the Princeton scholars Miguel Centeno and Elaine Enriquez
convincingly argue in War & Society, while war has helped to form the
world we live in, it is more often than not considered an anomaly.
Reading their book made me realize that even my own graduate studies
at the Department of Peace and Conflict Research at Uppsala University
had preciously little to do with either war or society. It is in this
context that War & Society makes its significant scholarly contribution:
this short and well-written book seeks ‘to glean sociological insights
about the nature of warfare and how it reflects and shapes social
dynamics and institutions’.9 There is no doubt this work will be a major
point of reference for the field of sociology of war for years to come.
War & Society is based on a course taught at Princeton University
and uses a historical comparative method. The book concentrates on
two partly connected claims. The authors argue that war has, over time,
increased in size, complexity and organization. This claim explains the
core structure of the book. Chapters 2–4 expand from the wars of the
warrior to those of armies and societies. While the authors depart from
individuals’ experience in war, they also see genocide as ‘pure wars of
societies’.10 The second claim concerns the changed nature of war. This
claim is elaborated in Chapter 1 and 5–6. Here, the authors investigate
the nature of war, how wars build states and societies, and the relationship
between war and society in contemporary times.
Centeno and Enriquez immediately make a case for war as a social
fact, or ‘a reflection of and consequence of social structure, group
norms, and relations’.11 While this allows for a wide range of possibilities,
8
9
10
11

Malešević, The Sociology of War and Violence, pp. 311–31.
Miguel A. Centeno and Elaine Enriquez, War & Society (Cambridge: Polity, 2017), p. 1.
Ibid., p. 103.
Ibid., p. 4.
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the authors nevertheless narrow down these prospects of what war is
and focus on violence: ‘the instruments of war are weapons designed to
damage, mutilate, and destroy the bodies of enemies’.12 Ultimately, the
understanding of war in War & Society is that of Carl von Clausewitz,
who famously defined war as the use of force to make the enemy submit
to our (political) will.13 Clausewitz’ observation serves to differentiate
and legitimate the instrumental use of organized violence between
institutionally distinguished groups from other forms of socially
marginal violence. As the authors note, war is an inherently contradictory and Janus-faced phenomenon, where brutality is balanced
with cooperation. Similar interesting paradoxes regarding war are
discussed throughout the book. Yet as the authors highlight, it is this
recognition of war as a social phenomenon – which Clausewitz equally
recognized – that makes sociology invaluable in the study of war.
While viewing war as a social phenomenon opens up many different
ways to investigate it, the path taken in War & Society is not a broad
one. Even though it could perhaps have been deducted from the name
of the course the book originates in – The Western Way of War – it only
later becomes apparent that the volume emphasizes the ‘standard form
of warfare’14 and the ‘Westphalian model of war’.15 War & Society hence
concentrates on ‘organizational and technological developments’16 in
modern Western wars. The focus thus remains on a particular kind of
war, fought by particular kinds of people at specific times in history.
This narrow focus limits our understanding of war as a phenomenon,
considering that most current wars are not fought in our societies, by
Western combatants, or even necessarily by states. This limitation also
feels somewhat unnecessary, considering Centeno’s previous focus on
Latin America,17 as well as the slowly accumulating anthropological
and sociological literature on war in other societies.18 If war indeed is

12 Centeno and Enriquez, War & Society, p. 5.
13 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, ed. and trans. by Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University, 1989).
14 Centeno and Enriquez, War & Society, p. 148.
15 Ibid., p. 150.
16 Ibid., p. 175.
17 Miguel Centeno, Blood and Debt: War and the Nation-State in Latin America (University Park,
Pa.: Pennsylvania University Press, 2002).
18 Tarak Barkawi, ‘Decolonising War’, European Journal of International Security, 1.2 (2016),
199–214; R. Brian Ferguson, ‘Ten Points on War’, Social Analysis, 52.2 (2008), 32–49.
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a social fact, does it not logically follow that it can be constructed in
varying ways in different contexts?19
The focus on Western societies limits applying sociological theories
in the analysis of war in the chapters that concern the warrior, armies
and societies. One could have expected these chapters to focus on a
specific level of analysis with its particular sociological processes. For
instance, the war of warriors: individual and micro-level group
dynamics, the war of armies: meso-level organizations that seek
to instil military values, duty and discipline, and the war of societies:
macro-level factors. While the authors acknowledge that the different levels interact with each other, separating the levels is crucial for
comparative studies. The main reason why military sociology has
exclusively focused on military institutions is the assumed presence
of many macro-level factors which are far from universal. These
assumptions, that largely derive from Western militaries, has limited
the application of these theories to other cases, not least those that
are non-modern, non-Western and non-state.20
Instead of focusing on the creation of force through meso-level
sociological processes, the chapter on armies (Chapter 3) concentrates
on the management of force. Ultimately, the chapter resembles William
McNeill’s The Pursuit of Power21 and concentrates on the historical relationship between technology, armed force and society. Ultimately, the
chapter discusses the factors that enabled increasingly effective killing,
crucial not least in relation to European attempts at global domination.
The chapter on war of societies (Chapter 4) investigates the conquest
and extermination of societies. Here, the long discussion of the Holocaust
appears out of place. The surprising claim that its perpetrators were
irrational22 is later conflated with the nuclear ‘wizards of Armageddon’.23
Considering that national socialism sought a racist utopia that required
the extermination of those who did not fit in, disconnecting politics
and genocide in this and other cases remains controversial. While
these chapters support the first claim, the latter is not exactly a novel
19 Ilmari Käihkö, ‘Constructing War in West Africa (And Beyond)’, Comparative Strategy, 37.5
(2018), 485–501.
20 Ilmari Käihkö, ‘Broadening the Perspective on Military Cohesion’, Armed Forces & Society, 44.4
(2018), 571–586.
21 William Hardy McNeill, The Pursuit of Power: Technology, Armed Force, and Society since A.D.
1000 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983).
22 Centeno and Enriquez, War & Society, p. 109.
23 Fred Kaplan, The Wizards of Armageddon (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991).
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one.24 Future research on the sociology of war would do well to dedicate
more attention to the more fine-grained sociological processes that
have to do with war.
At times, the authors could have linked their use of terminology to
other debates in order to prevent confusion. For instance, early on they
argue that ‘the nature of war has changed’ in modern times.25 In war
studies, it is often assumed that the nature of war remains constant, while
its character changes, for instance through technological and societal
development.26 While others have subtly criticized these views,27 War &
Society refrains from doing so – despite the important recognition that
‘different societies practice different forms of war, and different styles
of conflict produce different societies’.28 Returning to contemporary
Western realities, the authors believe that changes in contemporary
warfare are leading to ‘the return of the warrior’.29 With the growing
professionalization of armed forces, war has become increasingly
removed from many Western societies. At the same time, we have
witnessed a ‘democratisation’ and fragmentation of war elsewhere.30
This suggests a fundamentally different relationship between war and
society, a crucial topic to which the authors will hopefully return in
their future work.
The immediate counterargument to the return of the warrior is of
course that professionalization hardly means that wars are fought by
individuals. The term ‘military’ itself (used loosely in the book) suggests
a specific relationship between war and society: organized violence has
become the monopoly of a dedicated professional group, which derives
its ends, means and legitimacy from their subordination to the state.
While offering a catchy contrast to professionalization, it is misleading
to describe the fact that this is rarely the case elsewhere as the ‘militarization’ of civilians.31 As the authors well note with many other de24 Malešević, The Sociology of War and Violence.
25 Centeno and Enriquez, War & Society, p. 3.
26 The Changing Character of War, ed. by Sibylle Scheipers and Hew Strachan (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2011).
27 Jan Willem Honig, ‘Uncomfortable Visions: The Rise and Decline of the Idea of Limited War’,
in The Art of Creating Power: Freedman on Strategy, ed. by Benedict Wilkinson and James
Gow (London: Hurst, 2017), pp. 29–48.
28 Centeno and Enriquez, War & Society, p. 29.
29 Ibid., p. 176.
30 Ibid., p. 162. See also Jan Willem Honig, ‘The Tyranny of Doctrine and Modern Strategy: Small
(and Large) States in a Double Bind’, Journal of Strategic Studies, 39.2 (2016), 261–79.
31 Centeno and Enriquez, War & Society, p. 163.
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velopments, even here the contemporary Western practice forms the
exception rather than the norm. That said, the authors’ worry about
societal cohesion without mass armies is shared by many others. The
discussions of reintroducing conscription in some European countries
may be interpreted as a response not only to external threats, but also
to internal ones.
Another issue with terminology arises from the authors’ discussion of the positive social consequences of war, an aspect that is
counterintuitive for many. While historical sociology has focused on
the relationship between war and state, Centeno and Enriquez define
states as ‘the institutionalized rules by which a society governs
itself’ and ‘the foundation for social and economic life. Without
states there are no markets, no courts, no elections, and no public
services’.32 This definition of state allows a wider interpretation
that, for instance, makes possible the inclusion of various kinds of
authorities in stateless societies. The references to Thomas Hobbes and
Tilly nevertheless suggest that this is likely not what the authors mean.
When it comes to wider applications, the later work of Malešević
– which focuses on a broader category of social organizations33 –
compares favourably.
War & Society stands out in the existing literature on the sociology
of war. Its conciseness and coherence make it an excellent textbook
especially for undergraduate courses which investigate not only war,
but also the origins of our societies. Simultaneously, the volume contains
keen, at times provocative insights on virtually every page. While
some of these arguments are debatable, many are not. Often these
arguments are an encouragement to devote more attention to specific
issues, for instance the influence of culture on war, hitherto not well
understood. Everyone interested in war would do well to pay attention.

32 Centeno and Enriquez, War & Society, p. 119.
33 Siniša Malešević, The Rise of Organised Brutality: A Historical Sociology of Violence (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2017).
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T

his edited volume is a welcome addition to the growing body
of monographs, edited volumes, and articles on perpetrator
studies. It brings together many interesting chapters that
individually provide innovation and insight on particular
topics or issues, such as questions of methodology and ethics, perspectives
on perpetration as a process, the complexity of grey zones, the role
of ideology, and new approaches to studying international criminal
trials. In its entirety it also contributes to a more general reflection
on where we are in perpetrator studies today. While the three editors
all have a background in (international) criminal law and criminology,
the volume brings together authors from various different disciplinary
backgrounds, particularly sociology, anthropology, (oral) history,
and political science.1
The volume is divided into five parts and begins with an historical
overview of the study of perpetrators that succinctly demonstrates
how the field has broadened considerably in terms of disciplinary
perspectives (from history and psychology to a plethora of further
disciplines) and how it has incorporated perspectives from many more
cases beyond the Holocaust (Alette Smeulers). The second chapter
(Alette Smeulers, Barbora Holá, Maartje Weerdesteijn) takes stock of
“what we know” in perpetrator studies today, admirably condensing the
state of the art regarding factors that cause people to become perpetrators,
differentiating between dispositional, situational, and societal explanations and adding process-based explanations that focus on insights
from terrorism literature. In addition, the chapter differentiates in a
systematic and useful manner between the methodological approaches
used. This chapter is an excellent synthesis of the state of the art, but
1 Although but a side note, it is important to mention that the three editors and also many of
the authors are or have been based in the Netherlands, a welcome reminder that the Dutch
research landscape is currently very much at the forefront of many of the developments in
the emerging field of perpetrator studies.
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falls a little short in terms of showing the most tangible gaps in the
literature and laying out a research agenda for the volume to participate
in. Nonetheless, the rest of the volume maps its own desiderata in the
literature and contributes to these in various different ways.
Part II focusses on methodological and ethical approaches to
studying perpetrators. First, Chandra Lekha Sriram draws on her
experience of conducting fieldwork in five post-conflict settings to
provide a reflection on the ethics of conducting fieldwork with
(potentially) accused perpetrators. She explores how this material may
have unintended consequences for criminal trials in terms of providing
evidence for their culpability. Further, the chapter discusses power
relations in the interview setting, rendering not only the interviewee
but also the interviewer vulnerable in terms of security, access, and
narrative manipulation. Mina Rauschenbach then provides us with
a helpful reflection on the ethics and practice of interviewing. In
particular, she discusses how the social construction of the figure of
the perpetrator as evil is at odds with our ethical obligation to engage
with the interviewee’s perspective, shifting away from a conception of
evil. The third chapter of Part II engages in a critical reflection on what
we can really actually learn from studying trials given that we cannot
really interrogate the perpetrators’ minds, and that we can study them
only as defendants within this specific setting (Thijs B. Bouwknegt and
Adina-Loredana Nistor). In different ways, these three chapters all call
for and contribute to a more nuanced and self-reflexive approach to the
interviews and the juridical data with which some perpetrator scholars
work, not undermining the credibility of the research, but flagging
issues and questions on which deeper reflection is necessary.
In Part III, the chapters distinguish between different levels at
which perpetration occurs (macro-level architects, meso-level organisers
and micro-level killers) and different phases of perpetration as a process,
taking temporality more seriously than many previous approaches
(Uğur Ümit Üngör). Two chapters engage with the grey zones that
emerge as perpetrators can also engage in acts of rescue and bystanding,
or can be victimised themselves. First, Kjell Anderson describes well
the various forms of transitions between perpetration and these other
three forms of action, as well as the consequences this has for agency,
providing an interesting differentiation between three margins of
discretion that limit the range of options individuals perceive. Also, Erin
Jessee argues the case for conceiving of perpetrators as ‘complex political
actors’ in order to arrive at a better understanding and analysis of the
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individual’s situations and their (perceived or real) options; her nuanced
analysis of three Rwandan génocidaires evocatively demonstrates the
empirical utility of such an approach. These chapters highlight the
importance of an emerging research debate on grey zones and complexity, providing helpful heuristics for thinking through these issues.
The next part of the volume, Part IV, interrogates more closely some
of the factors that contribute to perpetration, particularly focussing on the
role of ideology. First, Jonathan Leader Maynard presents a nuanced
and innovative neo-ideological approach to understanding perpetration
of mass atrocities that argues that ideologies are ubiquitous but not always
causally determinant, and that they can be selectively or partially
internalised only, particularly as ideologies need not be homogenous.
Hence, ideologies need not compete with strategic or psychological
explanations but can take on different forms of influence at different
points in time. This approach will allow researchers to approach analyses
of ideology in mass atrocity from a more nuanced and realistic perspective.
The following two chapters present analyses of the relationship
between ideology and religion in the Islamic State’s targeting of
Yazidis and terrorism against the West (Pieter Nanninga) and of the
motivations for participating in violence and how acts of perpetration
can be both empowering and victimising for women perpetrators in
Sri Lanka (Georg Frerks). The last chapter in this part consists of a novel
analysis of how belief systems, rather than just rational assumptions of
power-maximisation, are important for understanding the ascription
of perpetration in dictatorships, discussing in particular post-genocide,
authoritarian Rwanda’s leader Paul Kagame (Maartje Weerdesteijn).
Altogether, this part reveals some of the variety in approaches to
understanding ideology in mass atrocity.
Part V focuses on perpetrators on trial, beginning with an exploration
of how perpetrators’ varied treatment of the corpses of their victims
(displaying, hiding, or disposing) can be seen, among other things, as
a strategic choice that reveals something about their anticipation of a
defence at trial (Caroline Fournet). The subsequent chapter focusses
on the difficulties due to plausible deniability of prosecuting state
officials responsible for organising mass atrocities committed by
paramilitary units not formally under their control in the former Yugoslavia (Iva Vukušić). Next, a descriptive but wide-reaching analysis
of perpetrators tried for crimes committed in Bosnia and Herzegovina
gives insight into the demographics of these perpetrators, their crimes,
and their context, differentiating between the level at which the trials
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occurred (Mirza Buljubašić and Barbora Holá). This part ends with a
study of how, in post-Holocaust Germany, perpetrators were able to
reintegrate relatively smoothly into society because they met with
solidarity and social support, including from a range of organisations
that supported them. Surprisingly, this happened within the specific
context of democratisation and occupation by the Allies, although in
the absence of the victims, providing insight into the potentiality of
post-atrocity integration (Susanne Karstedt).
A final, short conclusion ties together many of the threads in the
book, poignantly posing further questions for reflection and illustrating
many of the dilemmas that perpetrator researchers struggle with
(Alette Smeulers). While the introduction and conclusion bring the
chapters into conversation with each other a little, this is largely absent
within and between the chapters themselves. While this is of course
not uncommon in the format of the edited volume, it is a shame in this
particular case, as the chapters not only provide useful progression
on various different questions themselves but do relate to each other
significantly. As such, a deeper interaction across chapters would have
been intriguing and could have allowed for even deeper insight.
In terms of the research object, perpetrators and perpetration are
central, although here almost all authors mean this within the context
of genocide and crimes against humanity. In the introduction, the
volume suggests that it would be a worthwhile endeavour to bring into
conversation perspectives on perpetration of not just these mass atrocities
but also of terrorism, two hitherto rather distinct literatures. This
would have been an admirable endeavour indeed, however, the volume
actually includes comparatively little on terrorism, and what is included
is not systematically linked to the work on perpetration in the context
of other international crimes.
Altogether this volume contributes important insights into the
study of perpetrators and perpetration, and the main contributions to
the field from this reviewer’s perspective are:
1. It includes many chapters that succeed in disaggregating and
systematising the process of perpetration, two facets that will greatly
support the increasing comparative work within the field of perpetrator
studies. Noteworthy in this context are the chapters by Weerdesteijn
and Leader Maynard and Part III’s analysis of how we can think about
the grey zones between forms and levels of perpetration, as well as at
the margins of perpetration vis-à-vis rescuing, bystanding, and
victimisation. These and other chapters push the debate forward sig-
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nificantly by providing nuanced heuristic frameworks for other
researchers to apply in their study of perpetrators.
2. The question of ideology is rarely absent in any discussion of
perpetrators, but this edited volume manages well to integrate different
perspectives on the issue, each in different ways moving the discussion
forward. While the chapters follow different conceptual and empirical foci
and provide disparate contributions, they do not communicate
directly, and thus do not provide a more coherent overarching argument. Nonetheless, the reader comes away with a distinct sense of the
great degree of nuance that our scholarly discussions on ideology have
reached, and with a sense of optimism that this complexity and
diversity in understanding ideology’s role will help considerably in
developing our future understanding of perpetration.
3. Unsurprisingly, given the editors’ backgrounds in (international)
criminal law and criminology, there are various chapters that deal
methodologically, conceptually, and substantively with perpetrators
in criminal trials. These chapters advance our understandings of how
scholarly research and criminal trials interact with each other, for example
in terms of methodology or ethics, and they provide interesting new
insights into perpetrators in criminal trials more generally. The
discussions that locate criminal trials within broader societal dynamics
are particularly informative.
Given the interdisciplinary nature of the edited volume, its varied
methodological approaches, the myriad empirical cases and the high
quality of reflexivity, analysis, and insight, this will be a key resource
for any scholar working on the topic of perpetrators. Furthermore,
the volume will be interesting also for scholars studying other areas
of mass violence and genocide, transitional justice or research ethics,
as the debates broached here push forward the broader fields to which
they speak beyond the remit of perpetrator studies.
As such, this volume is a testament to the development of the field
of perpetrator studies as a whole and its exceptional diversification in
terms of methodology and historical and geographic scope. The editors
have succeeded in bringing together a rich variety of approaches, cases,
topics, and authors, providing an overall coherent volume that pushes
the debates forward in many different ways and that gives many
perspectives on and suggestions for future research.
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