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than the battles of the Somme or Verdun. The particular character 
of the European civil war lies in the fact that it was a mixture of 
total wars, revolutions, civil wars and genocides. It created a context 
in which a savage and ancestral violence merged with the modern 
violence of total war, the technology of aerial bombing and the 
industrial extermination of gas chambers. In this war, one might 
say, borrowing the words of Alain Corbin, the 'Dionysiac drives' of 
avenging crowds coexisted with the 'pasteurized massacres' of state 
violence.72 In other words, the violence born from the regression 
in the civilizing process combined, in an astonishing dialectic of 
non-contemporaneity, with a modern and much more murderous 
violence based on the technology of industrial society. Violence of 
this kind implied, both socially and anthropologically, the achieve­
ments of the civilizing process: the state monopoly of weapons, 
managerial and productive rationality, the fragmentation of tasks 
and the division of labour, self-control of instincts, the freeing of 
social agents from moral responsibility, spatial separation between 
victims and executors. While Einsatzgruppen soldiers and police­
men killed Jews in Polish villages, piling them in common graves, 
SS lieutenant-colonel Adolf Eichmann remained in his office, where 
he organized the deportation of other Jews to the death camps. An 
army of civil servants performed tasks essential to the extermina­
tion process - whether censuses, expropriation decrees, or the train 
timetables that made possible the convoys to the death camps - but 
which, considered in isolation, had nothing murderous about them. 
They became murderous only through being integrated into a global 
chain culminating in the gas chambers, a chain whose final outcome 
was not necessarily known to its individual participants, one of its 
very premises being 'the social production of moral indifference' so 
typical of modern societies.73 The image of Oradour-sur-Glane, the 
small French village where, on 10 June 1944, the SS burned the 
whole population alive in the village church, belongs as much to 
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the memory of the Second World War as do the chimneys of Aus­
chwitz. These different forms of violence, 'hot' and 'cold', coexisted 
in the same war. Despite Norbert Elias's theory helping us to study 
the expressions of an avenging crowd in a civil war, his attempt to 
explain the Holocaust as 'a throwback to the barbarism and savagery 
of earlier ages'74 turns out to be deceptive and false. It would be far 
more appropriate to interpret it, in the wake of Adorno and the 
Frankfurt school, as the expression of a barbarism 'inscribed within 
the principle of civilization' .75 Civilization and barbarism are not 
absolutely antagonistic terms, but two indissociable aspects of the 
same historical process carrying both emancipatory and destruc­
tive tendencies. Emancipation and domination go together as two 
potentialities of a single dialectical movement. 

In an interesting reflection on the implications of distance as 
a source of moral indifference - a reflection whose genealogy he 
reconstructs from Aristotle to Chateaubriand - Carlo Ginzburg 
reminds us of the metaphor of Diderot's 'Letter on the Blind'. If 
there was no fear of punishment, many men would prefer to kill 
another person a long way off than to U$e their own hands to kill 
a cow. Distance keeps the horror of blood at bay, rendering the 
criminal indifferent, like a blind man who cannot see and conse­
quently neutralizes his moral reactions. According to Ginzburg, the 
air war of the twentieth century, transforming the enemy into a 
microscopic target and removing blood from the bombers' vision, 
proves Diderot's assertion. 'When pushed to extremes', Ginzburg 
concludes, 'distance may lead to an absolute lack of pity for other 
human beings.'76 These observations grasp an aspect of war and 
mass violence in the modern world. In the European civil war, 
however, cold violence and 'distance' are combined with the heat 
and passion of a crusade against a known enemy, aiming to kill 
him and to exhibit his corpse as a trophy. Distance and the moral 

74 Elias, The Germans, p. 302. 

75 Theodor Adorno, 'Education after Auschwitz', in Critical Models: Interventions

and Catchwords (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), p. 191. 

76 Carlo Ginzburg, 'To Kill a Chinese Mandarin: The Moral Implications of Dis­

tance', in Wooden Eyes: Nine Reflections on Distance (London: Verso, 2002), p. 167. 

Ii 
I 

Todd Pierce
Highlight

Todd Pierce
Highlight

Todd Pierce
Highlight

Todd Pierce
Highlight












