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Comparative National Blaming:

W.G. Sebald on the Bombing of Germany

In an article entitled “Israel, Palestine, and the Campus Civil Wars,” published in

December 2004 in the online journal Open Democracy, the British historian Stephen Howe

wrote: “There is a good rule of thumb for social arguments, now applicable to almost any subject
and circumstance. It goes simply: whoever first mentions the Nazis loses the argument.”" 1 ask
you to consider this one-liner in conjunction with another, not as clever but again emerging from
debate about the Middle East. It describes a common response on the Israeli street to political
reproaches from foreigners about Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians: “Nobody’s better than we
are, so they should all shut up.”

These slogans differ, of course, in how much shutting up they encourage and how much
immunity from hostile commentary this silence seems intended to secure. At a certain level of
abstraction, however, the two slogans can perhaps be said to share the same purpose: to throw a
critical light on the rhetorical practice that I will call, for want of a more precise term,
comparative national blaming. (A utilitarian alternative might be “the calculus of national
accountability for infelicity,” but I can’t see that catching on.) Both sentences seem to object in
particular to the use of national comparison in order to seize, as the saying goes, the high moral
ground, invocation of Fascism as absolute evil, for example in Christopher Hitchens’s repeated
post-9/11 references to “Islamo-Fascists,” being merely a special instance of such seizure. But is

this an exercise that can only be conducted from a moral elevation? It might seem that criticism



of one nation’s conduct could be legitimately illuminated by reference to another nation’s
conduct without anyone being obliged to produce a certificate of spotless rectitude. All likeness
is inexact, but is this a sufficient reason for prohibiting references to the Union Carbide disaster
at Bhopal as the Hiroshima of industrial accidents or discouraging parallels between today’s
Guantanamo prison camps and the Soviet-era Gulag? On what grounds exactly should Toni
Morrison be prevented from dedicating Beloved to the sixty million, thereby linking the victims
of the Middle Passage to the Jewish victims of the Holocaust? Yet the second and more popular
of my initial slogans, expressing a defensive national pride that is surely not confined to Israelis,
refuses even a moderate version of national comparison. If one is permitted neither 1) to take
sides on a questionable action or situation by identifying it with an earlier, unquestioned figure
of wrongdoing (the Nazis) nor 2) to refer to national differences which also involve relative
historical inequalities, whether of scale, of degree of guilt, or whatever, then national comparison
itself seems ruled out—except to the extent that it always remains implicit in “nobody’s better
than we are.” If forgiveness is what follows and undoes a prior act of blaming, then this
discursive state of affairs might be tentatively described as generalized presumptive forgiveness.
In the United States, the assumption on the street would probably be that “we’re better
than anyone else.” Within the limits set jointly by this assumption and by our overwhelming
ignorance of the rest of the world, national comparison thrives. Perhaps the only place where it
does not thrive is the humanities, where the anti-comparison position has made a surprising
amount of room for itself. While Howe’s no-Nazi rule of thumb, which seems representative of
the reigning academic common sense, éeems intended merely to curb attributions of essential

and irredeemable evil, it makes its point by implying that the Holocaust, a product of such evil,



is unique in that respect. Accordingly, the sufferings of its victims must therefore remain beyond
or above all comparison. But this logic has proved wildly popular and therefore impossible to
quarantine. In effect, the uniqueness of the Holocaust has been universalized. After all, whose
national suffering is not, in its own way, unique? Whose national particulars cannot claim to be
inherently incomparable? If it does not shut down completely all efforts to compare, the
incomparability position certainly burdens them with considerable anxiety.

Benedict Anderson takes the title of his book The Spectre of Comparisons from José

Rizal’s masterpiece Noli Me Tangere, where it refers to the Filipino hero’s inability to “matter-
of-factly experience” the municipal gardens of Manila without simultaneously comparing them
with the (original, primary) gardens he has seen in Europe (2).> This double vision is
“incurable” (2), Anderson says, but with such regret as to suggest that if so, then countries like
the Philippines will never enjoy, as they have every right to, a genuine cultural autonomy. The
search for a cure, a means of exorcizing the specter of comparisons, thus continues to motivate.
It is commonly taken for granted across the humanities disciplines that because any comparison
demands a common standard and because any (supposedly) common standard will in fact favor
the interests of some over the interests of others (a frequent example is the discourse of human
rights), comparison is imperialistic by its very nature.! Although the academic rhetoric of praise-
and-blame is far too deeply ingrained not to find other ways of expressing itself, one might say
that, where international comparison is concerned, the academy has cordoned off a zone of
universal blamelessness, dramatically distinct from the strident national name-calling assumed to
be going on outside. Within this zone, the one critical act likely to be blamed is national blaming

itself.’



I begin with these two quotations, which call attention to the apparent but precarious
division between academic and non-academic common sense on the comparing of nations, first
of all because they frame the large questions that underlie this essay (without unfortunately
finding satisfactory answers within it). How is comparative national blaming actually done?
What might it look like if done better or done right? Can we, should we give up on it? These
questions are urgent in themselves, but they also provide an essential background to the issues of
forgiveness, mercy, and clemency dealt with in this volume. Common sense notions of justice
and fairness, which flow into the law, pressure it, and sometimes expose its shortcomings, have
of course their own shortcomings, for which the law in turn tries to compensate. Nowhere are
both sets of shortcomings more obvious than in judgments of events beyond the borders of the
nation. In the international realm, a realm to which the adjective “Hobbesian” seems almost as
firmly attached now as fifty years ago, the law itself has only a fragile hold. The mass media,
not notorious for their responsible attention to domestic matters, seem still more unreliable on
foreign affairs. Yet this realm provides us with case after case, past and present, in which the
vocabulary of accusing, forgiving, and forgetting, however inappropriate, will nonetheless be
asked to do what it can do, that is, to mediate between international politics and an individual
scale and sense of what is and isn’t right. When pundits advise us not to play “the blame game,”
a phrase insinuating our well-established agreement that the game itself is blameworthy, should
we take their advice? Can countries forgive? Can they be forgiven? Surrounded as we are by
statements about what Elazar Barkan calls “the guilt of nations,” we have no choice but to find
out more about the general cultural resources instructing us on these matters.® And if

comparison reveals a significant difference here between opinion on the street and the



credentialed wisdom of the experts, we need to know that as well.

I also find these opening quotations compelling points of reflection because they respond
to a situation in the Middle East that is like—if you will permit me an insidious but to me
unavoidable moment of national comparison— /ike that of the United States after September 11,
2001, a situation in which a claim to victimhood is put forward by a population seen widely from
without as victimizers rather than victims. This rhetorical likeness is also one source of uneasy
fascination in W.G. Sebald’s book On the Natural History of Destruction— in the original
German, “The Air War and Literature” which I will discuss at some length.’

The topic of the two lectures that comprise this book was again a silence that was also a
refusal to blame: silence about the sufferings of German civilians in cities devastated by Allied
bombers in World War 11, a catastrophic experience that Sebald argues took half a century even
to begin working its way into the national consciousness or the national literature. The most
evident explanation for this silence, the explanation Sebald mentions once early on and then
returns to at the end of his text, is again a practice of national comparison: a comparison with the
sufferings Germany caused. It is this comparison, however implicit, that plausibly leaves the
Germans, despite more than half a million dead, unable to believe in their absolute victimhood,
hence unable to narrate or perhaps even to remember. On the last page, Sebald notes “the fact
that the real pioneering achievements in bomb warfare-Guernica, Warsaw, Belgrade,
Rotterdam— were the work of the Germans” (104).  “The majority of Germans today know, or
so at least it is to be hoped, that we actually provoked the annihilation of the cities in which we
once lived” (103). If there was never an “open debate” in Germany about the strategic or moral

justification for the Allied bombing, he says, it was “no doubt mainly because a nation which






