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This is the second essay of two, inspired by my trip to Berlin. The first is online here.
This essay is longer than the first.

***

I’ve been trying to write this second essay for quite a while but kept getting delayed,
primarily because I’ve been so busy planning the rest of my life, but also because it
has seemed so daunting. The trip to Berlin was so intellectually and emotionally
resonant, almost overwhelming, and I couldn’t seem to find a way in. I tried a
chronological approach, a thematic approach, but nothing worked. Significantly, it
was President Obama’s speech about the tragedy of the Trayvon Martin case that
helped me connect the dots, that helped me find an intuitive way in, to embrace the
contradictions and complexity that resist more formal structures.

In his press briefing President Obama said:

You know, when Trayvon Martin was first shot, I said that this could have
been my son. Another way of saying that is that Trayvon Martin could have
been me 35 years ago. And when you think about why, in the AfricanAmerican
community at least, there’s a lot of pain around what happened here, I think
it’s important to recognize that the AfricanAmerican community is looking at
this issue through a set of experiences and history that – that doesn’t go away.

There are very few AfricanAmerican men in this country who haven’t had the
experience of being followed when they were shopping in a department store.
That includes me.

And there are very few AfricanAmerican men in this country who haven’t had
the experience of walking across the street and hearing the locks click on the
doors of cars. That happens to me, at least before I was a senator. There are
very few AfricanAmerican men who haven’t had the experience of getting on
an elevator and a woman clutching her purse nervously and holding her breath
until she had a chance to get off. That happens often.

And you know, I don’t want to exaggerate this, but those sets of experiences
inform how the AfricanAmerican community interprets what happened one
night in Florida. And it’s inescapable for people to bring those experiences to
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bear.

The AfricanAmerican community is also knowledgeable that there is a history
of racial disparities in the application of our criminal laws, everything from
the death penalty to enforcement of our drug laws. And that ends up having an
impact in terms of how people interpret the case.”

The speech was powerful for many reasons, not least of which is the President of the
United States speaking about his personal experience of racism, which was almost
unimaginable in and of itself until 2008. But I was most taken by the significance of
this idea:

I think it’s important to recognize that the AfricanAmerican community is
looking at this issue through a set of experiences and history that – that
doesn’t go away.

Looking at an issue through a set of experiences and history that doesn’t go away
was maybe the overriding theme of by entire trip to Berlin, only fully evident in
retrospect.

We were sitting at our group’s welcome lunch, across from me was my colleague
Meiyin Wang from The Public Theater and Michael Waller, a theater professor and
director from Newfoundland. North Americans and English speakers, we gravitated
towards one another and were lightheartedly bantering about gentrification, rising
rents and lavish German arts funding when I turned to another colleague who was
mostly silent.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Sinan Al-Azzawi”, he said.
“And where are you from?”
“Baghdad, Iraq.”

All of a sudden gentrification and rising rents felt like shallow concerns; I hardly
knew where to start. What do you say to someone whose country has been
devastated by your country in a war you personally opposed but felt powerless to
stop? How do you begin any conversation at all?

After our lunch and a lengthy, informal networking session, we took the tour bus
back to the Hotel Alsterhof for some rest before the evening’s performance. I ended
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up sitting next to Nihad KreševlajkovicfromSarajevo who had just transitioned from
the International Theater Festival MESS to become manager of the Sarajevo War
Theater.

We kept talking through the entire break as he told me about his work in the
theater, his experiences during the war; about the perversity of everyday life in the
aftermath of genocide when all sides return to “normalcy”. What is it like when
everyone tries to pretend that nothing happened but all of daily life is inevitably
seen through a set of experiences and history that doesn’t go away?

He told me of a film he worked on about a Jewish woman who survived Auschwitz,
settling in Sarajevo after World War II, marrying a Muslim man and living a quiet,
happy life until the war. Nihad related to me her sentiment that, in a way, the war in
Sarajevo was worse for her because her neighbors became enemies overnight – it
was personal. One day you were chatting idly with a neighbor in line at the bakery,
the next day he was coming at you with a knife or gun, eyes gleaming with hatred
and homicidal rage. In comparison Auschwitz was institutionalized, systematic, de-
personalized – it felt like being inexorably caught up in a killing machine, the hatred
and genocidal impulse displaced from the individual to a larger structure.

And this was just my first full day.

In the introduction to Part I of this essay I wrote:

Every time I come out from America I feel as if I am waking from a dream. The
plane descends, I disembark, proceed through passport control and out into the
air of wherever I am; the fog lifts, the curtains part – choose your metaphor.
We are so insulated here: by geography, by media, marketing and
materialism, by the overwhelming multitude of consumer choices between
virtually indistinguishable products and services; by our luxurious distance
from the brutality and violence in the world of which we are largely unaware.

Berlin served as a site for intersecting axes of experience, like a Venn diagram where
my personal experience of otherness came into dialogue with my experience of
privilege. History, culture, politics and aesthetics collocated here, reminders of
essential questions and signposts towards future inquiry.

As much as I’m an American, I’m a Jew and my experience of Germany was
inevitably through the lens of the Holocaust: it doesn’t ever go away.  How do you
explain the experience of growing up Jewish in America in the shadow of the
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Holocaust, amongst survivors and their children?

One of my earliest memories was asking my father about a book on his nightstand:
While Six Million Died. “You mean Jews like us?” I asked, “I thought everyone was
Jewish!?”

I heard firsthand stories from my paternal grandmother about fleeing the pogroms
of Lithuania prior to World War II, trudging across snowy plains and hiding in
eviscerated horse carcasses to keep from freezing, barely making it to America alive,
just barely avoiding the coming tide. As a child my family watched The Holocaust as
a TV mini-series starring Meryl Streep, we sat through all nine and a half hours of
Shoah.

Even today my parents’ upstairs neighbor Mrs. Kranzler will tell you of how she left
Berlin after Kristallnacht as a young girl; how her father somehow, miraculously,
saved the family by refusing to get on a transport on Shabbos, by maybe knowing
somebody, by getting that extra day to get the passports to get the hell out, just
barely.

The plane lands at Tegel and we deplane via rolling stairway, walking across the
tarmac onto waiting shuttle buses that take us to an entryway with this sign above:

The lines at passport control are surprisingly disorganized given the German
reputation for orderliness and efficiency; we enter an antechamber crammed with
weary, baggage-laden travelers being randomly sorted and directed to stand in one
line or another. Fellow travelers disappear through doorways into unseen other
rooms where their papers are reviewed by indifferent civil servants who will either
wave them through or detain them for reasons unknown. It is at once totally normal
and ominously familiar.
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We take a taxi to the hotel, but the room isn’t ready; we go for a walk to the Flea
Market at the S-Bahn Tiergarten. As we wander the rows and rows of booths
displaying jumbled heaps of old china, silverware, eyeglasses, shoes, vintage clothing
and antique jewelry, I try to refrain from making darkly inappropriate jokes about
the imagined provenance of these orphaned possessions.

One day I go for a morning walk and see this:

I turn the corner and find this:

Wittenbergplatz Station

The impressive KaDeWe department store on one side and a vibrant, bustling
boulevard of shops on the other; here a sign commemorates the victims of the Nazis
who left this station on trains headed to Auschwitz, Maidanek, Treblinka,
Theresienstadt, Buchenwald, Dachau, Sachsenhausen, Ravensbruck and Bergen-
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Belsen.

Because although I cannot see Berlin but through the lens of the Holocaust, I’m not
alone in this: Germany, it seems, not only acknowledges but wrestles publicly with
the legacy of the Nazi era.

At the same time, they are diligently working to raise the visibility of German
culture and values that predate Nazism, as signposts for what Germany is now and
hopes to become.

Over the course of the week I began to experience Berlin as if watching a time-lapse
movie of biological metamorphosis. I could see what I perceived to be a kind of
essential German-ness, one that cohered in the 1700s and subsequently
metastasized into Nazism, and now, after almost 70 years of crisis, introspection and
commitment, that German-ness is emerging transformed. But as with all things, we
never emerge fully new; we always carry with us who we’ve been.

Meeting colleagues from Iraq, Bosnia, Venezuela, Ukraine, Belarus, Hungary,
Indonesia, Japan and so many other places heightened my awareness of being an
American. I always hope to convey that America is a complicated place and that not
all Americans are as we are portrayed in the media or sometimes appear through
the actions or policies of our government. At the same time I wanted to extend the
same desire to be expansive and understanding to Germany, despite my deeply
embedded prejudices and preconceptions.

We’re all looking through a set of experiences and history that doesn’t go away.

Time and again when talking to my peers I was reminded of the peculiarities,
fragility and insufficiency of language. Trying to talk about art across cultures and
languages was constant education and amusement. How do you say that in your
language? Are you sure that’s what you mean in English? What about if we try
French? Spanish? German? Japanese? Arabic?

One morning we are in symposium asking questions of Rimini Protokoll’s Stefan
Kaegi whose work Remote Berlin we had experienced the day prior. Sinan from Iraq
raises his hand and says, “I liked it very much. I don’t have any question for you but I
have a few notes…” and everyone in the room who has worked in English-language
theater laughs. Sinan is offended, “Did I say something funny?” and the room quiets
down, awkwardly ashamed. Afterwards I tell him that in the English-speaking
theater world the director “gives notes” to the actors after rehearsal to tell them
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what they did right but, more frequently, what they did wrong and must fix. To us,
Sinan’s question sounded funny because it appeared that he was offering
unwarranted advice to Kaegi on how to improve his show. The word Sinan was
looking for was “comments.”

Over a week of collegial conversations I am told that in Ukraine the conservatives
speak Russian while the artists and liberals try to preserve Ukrainian. Belarus is
losing its language to Russian altogether. I am  told that in the German language,
sentences end with a verb so you have to know what you’re going to say before you
start speaking, which is perhaps why they are so methodical and precise?
Generalizations persist but in every cliché there’s a kernel of truth. Does language
inform how we experience the world or is it merely a fragile system of symbols, an
attempt to bridge the gap of existentially isolated Selves trying to connect and make
meaning with Others?

One day on the bus I asked Meiyin, “What is the word for the study of how one
experiences the world?” and from the seat in front of us our new friend Magnús Þór
Þorbergsson, Assistant Professor of Theater at The Iceland Academy of The Arts,
answered, “You mean phenomenology?”

Phenomenology! Yes! Of course! Oh, phenomenology, where have you been all my
life?

Rimini Protokoll’s Remote Berlin, a sound walk, was interesting because of where it
located the performance – in the head of the participant. Like Ant Hampton and Tim
Etchells’s The Quiet Volume it might be characterized as phenomenological
performance in that it does not modify external material conditions so much as it
creates a persistent conceptual frame for the experiencer. Sinan, in his halting
English, was trying to say as much.

When I was in college I walked a friend of mine home one night after a concert. It
was late; she lived in a slightly sketchy neighborhood and there had been a series of
off-campus rapes. As we ascended the stairs to her flat, we paused before the landing
and she looked into a window. “Do you see that?” she said, indicating the reflection
of her front door in the landing window. Yes. “Every night when I come home I stop
here and check that window to see if anyone is waiting in the vestibule by my door.
That’s what it’s like to be a woman.”

I had seen countless plays and movies and heard stories about violence against
women, about rape. I had attended a Take Back The Night rally. But this was the first
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time I actually got it. Right, exactly. Looking at an issue through a set of experiences
and history that doesn’t go away.

One can imagine performance as a kind of applied phenomenology, an ongoing
experiment in intersubjectivity, an attempt to bridge the experience gap through
intentional liveness.

In university I studied archetypal and psychological approaches to literature with
Dr. Leland Roloff, a white-maned patriarch with sonorous voice and imposing
presence. He told many stories and I have no idea which ones were factually true but
they all resonated with a greater, cosmic truth.

He told the story of a rural tribe, first introduced to the television. They watched it
for a few days and turned it off, leaving it unheeded in a pile of junk. The
anthropologist asked, “Why don’t you watch the television? It knows so many more
stories than your village storyteller!” And the tribal leader replied, “Yes, but my
storyteller knows me.” I can still hear Dr Roloff intone in his resonant voice, “Ah,
that story!”

Dr. Roloff told the story of interviewing graduate school candidates in South Africa
in an office with a window and an impressive view of the ocean. He was meeting with
a candidate who was very promising but seemed distracted, unfocused and unable to
concentrate. Finally he stopped the interview and asked the student what was the
matter. The student replied, “I’m sorry but I’m from the interior of the country, I’ve
never in my life seen the ocean before.” Ah, that story.

One day towards the end of the trip, Sinan shared a YouTube video of the show he
had directed in Baghdad and was bringing to Berlin in a few days. The language
barrier made it hard to understand at first, but I came to learn that the story of the
play was of a prostitute who seeks refuge from a street gun battle in the home of a
devout Muslim woman. At first, the woman refuses the prostitute’s request but then
relents, and what ensues is a volatile conflict that causes both women to question
their identities. Here’s some video, in Arabic:

I will admit that at first I wasn’t sure what to make of it. I couldn’t understand the
language, the video was from a workshop and, from my Western perspective, the
form was familiar. The Muslim woman, costumed in oversized prayer beads, seemed
cartoonish; shouting has never been my favored acting style.

But Sinan narrated the action as we watched, and I began to be drawn in. At the 3:19
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mark in the video, you will see the prostitute aggressively clanging finger cymbals in
the face of the Muslim woman, who cowers in fear. Sinan told me that Saddam’s
secret police used to clang finger cymbals like that when they raped the Iraqi women
they had arrested and were torturing. To me, it just looked like a loud fight. To an
audience that lived through the terror of Saddam Hussein’s regime, this scene
resonated in an entirely different and more horrifying way.

So when we, as artists, encounter work for the first time and when we ourselves
make work, do we ask to whom we are speaking, do we think about the spectator,
about their experience of this moment? Are we mindful, aware, curious and
cognizant of our own biases? Are we receptive to the experience of
phenomenological interpenetrability? When we practice intentional liveness in the
creation of works of ephemeral art are we similarly attentive to the construction and
contexts of our physical and experiential space? Are we using situation awareness?
Or are we being willfully blind to our contexts as we attempt to impose a rigid and
unwavering ontological certitude on others?

I thought about Dr. Roloff’s stories when our group met Annemie Vanackere, the
newly appointed director of the Hebbel am Ufer (HAU) theater. We had only been
there a short time, and after a cursory overview of the venue she opened up the floor
to questions. My colleague Magnús from Iceland asked her what she might be
planning to do differently than her predecessor and Ms. Vanackere flew into a rage.
“I will not answer this question! If you were a member of the press I would throw
you out! Why does everyone ask me this? Would I come to an institution that I
thought was broken only to change everything?”  She continued on a defensive– and
frankly embarrassing – tirade for a good five minutes.

It is understandable, given the role of the institutional director in German theater,
that Ms. Vanackere might be defensive, given that she is a Flemish woman taking
over a cherished institution that was previously run by a German man. But even so,
she reacted as if she had no idea of who we were, or interest in why we were there.

Her interaction with a group of colleagues respectfully gathered to learn from her
experience was the veritable embodiment of the stereotype of the haughty European
culture snob and demonstrated the conflict between Europe’s expressed democratic
ideals, its practices and self-image. Even after she calmed herself, she continued to
speak as if she had no idea who was in the audience or interest in learning about us.
She revealed that she had indeed made changes at the HAU during her first year, and
that she hoped to make the HAU more inviting, inclusive, welcoming and
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transparent—the irony of course being that she was completely unable to be inviting,
inclusive, welcoming or transparent in her personal comportment.

When my colleague from Bangalore, Mr. Prakash Belawadi, politely asked Ms.
Vanackere what criteria informed her artistic decision-making process, she parroted
the Western curator’s default bromide, “Well, of course, we all want to support good
art.”

But this signifier “Good Art” becomes increasingly useless when no-one interrogates
what the phrase actually means: what are the qualities and characteristics of “good”
art and who determines those qualities, characteristics and aesthetic frameworks?
The refusal – or inability – of curators to articulate and justify their qualitative
judgements belies the inherent cultural and class biases of existing curatorial
practices in performance.

When curators  render judgement from on high of what is good and what is bad
without explanation or acknowledgement of their own influences, interests and
biases, they do both artists and audiences a disservice. This disservice is aggravated
exponentially when curators like Ms. Vanackere respond defensively and derisively
to innocent, innocuous and sincere questions from sympathetic colleagues.

Our encounter with Ms. Vanackere gave me new perspective on those late nights in
New York in January at Under The Radar and Coil, when the European curators
gather to drink and debauch, discuss and make deals.

I pictured any one of them – all white, mostly male – looking down from the
windows of a luxe Manhattan cocktail lounge at a heterogeneous group of nameless
faces from around the non-Western world, brown skinned and possibly of different
faiths and wondered what they would see? Would they see these people as
colleagues or presumptive upstarts for the uncivilized world, merely inferiors to be
either educated or ignored? Perhaps these curators think there is nothing to be
learned from other cultures and perspectives, other ways of being in the world?

Americans are constantly reprimanded for our provincialism, but experience
suggests that he European curators are collectively often as incurious and self-
satisfied as the most provincial American.

Elite curators in both Western Europe and The United States take their cultural
authority as a given and as such resist interrogation through an elaborate self-
performance of smoke, mirrors and misdirection. This cultural authority is
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frequently predicated more on class bias, privilege and the self-affirming echo
chamber of an exclusive inner circle than any quantifiable or identifiable merit. They
frequently move through the world with imperial arrogance, from festival to festival
in an insulated bubble, willfully blind to the conditions in which the rest of the
planet operates. At least in the visual arts curators are required to write about their
ideas, articulate their artistic choices and then defend them publicly. Not so in
performance.

1999 saw the publication of a book called Biological Exuberance: Animal
Homosexuality and Natural Diversity that made a comprehensive and convincing
case for an extraordinary range of non-heteronormative behavior among animals.
Sexual behavior in the animal kingdom is as diverse, complex and multivalent across
all species as it is in homo sapiens. Equally fascinating was that this behavior had
been observed and described in great detail by zoologists for hundreds of years only
to be mischaracterized due to the cultural biases of the scientists. They lived in a
world where homosexuality and non-heteronormative practices did not exist or
were considered so deviant as to be without precedent in the “natural” world. They
saw it, but couldn’t see it.

This is the panel of judges for Theatertreffen:

Judges for Theatertreffen 2013

And here are the faces of TCG’s recent “I Am Theater” campaign:
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TCG’s “I Am Theater”

Germany – and most of Western Europe for that matter – may aspire to cultural
inclusivity but their cultural biases are so deeply rooted as to be invisible to
themselves. They see it, but can’t see it – a condition, I suspect, that underlies many
of problems when the West (including The U.S.) seeks to “”help” or fix” other
cultures without actually understanding them.

At a welcome lunch hosted by the Federal Foreign Office, the Division Head made a
speech extolling Germany’s commitment to the soft power of cultural exchange. I
admire and applaud this, and I am a grateful beneficiary of their largesse. The fact
that they convened a diverse group of theater practitioners from around the world
for a week is, to me anyway, demonstrable proof of the success of this strategy.

At the same time, I couldn’t help but be struck by the disconnect between the
aspiration and the reality. All of the government officials and functionaries,
diplomats and administrators were white. But the young team assembled by the
Goethe Institut to guide our group was a veritable Benetton ad. The team consisted
of Boris Abel, Özlem Cosen, Natalija Yefimkina and Moritz Meutzner – all of them
excellent, capable, friendly and knowledgeable guides. Over the course of the week
we learned that Boris is of mixed German/Cuban origins, Özlem of Turkish descent
and Natalija emigrated from Ukraine as a child. Moritz, who was indubitably
German, rounded out the team.

I’ve been in the theater my whole life; I’m not unaware of stagecraft.
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Over the course of a week of theatergoing in Berlin I saw no brown, black or yellow
faces on stage, no Turks or Arabs or Muslims or living Jews. In our seminars we saw
no people of color as artists, directors, dramaturgs, curators, critics or educators.

This isn’t really a problem except insofar as we are living in an increasingly diverse
and culturally complex world and Germany’s noble efforts towards global
reconcilation – for that is how I feel compelled to characterize it – require more
than stagecraft and beautiful glass government buildings admirably reinforcing core
values of transparency and openness. It means actually including diverse voices in
the systems of power and civic space.

On one of the rare occasions I wandered away from the group, I struck up a
conversation with a local who had immigrated from the Former Soviet Union. He
told me about the Turks, the Africans, the Arabs and all the other people from
around the world who found themselves settling in Berlin. “But no mattter how long
we are here, no matter how well we speak German, no matter what we do, we will
never really be German. Not in the eyes of the Germans.”

And the same could be said of England, France, The Netherlands and most of
Western Europe. With national identities predicated on the need for a visible and
disenfranchised Other, they are paralyzed when attempting to negotiate difference
and engage meaningfully with the unassimilable.

In a meeting with Theatertreffen Festival Director Yvonne Büdenhölzer and
Theatertreffen Stückemarkt director Christina Zintl, Ms. Zintl off-handedly
remarked that much of the work she was reading, and much of the discourse of the
moment, was engaged with the idea of the End of History, with the idea that we are
at the twilight of a great era. I have heard this trope frequently from colleagues in
Europe.

Later, in conversation with Prakash Belawadi, we both remarked how narrow,
shortsighted and self-centered this notion seems. “My country,” he said, “has over a
billion people and thousands of years of history and we feel as if we are just
beginning.”

While The United States and Europe share a similar colonial outlook towards the
rest of the world, America differs in that it is a nation of people from other places
and even now, in these dark times, anyone who comes here (legally, admittedly,
though sometimes even illegally) and sticks it out long enough, is an American. We
fight about it, sometimes horribly and in ugly tones, but it is all out in the open.



Americans – regardless of origin – are nothing if not plain spoken and distrustful of
pretense. This can be problematic insofar as it has often led to anti-intellectualism,
but it can be helpful when negotiating cultural difference. America is more nuanced
and complicated than Europe wants to believe and Americans – regardless of
cultural origin – are not stupid; we are not naive, we are not unsophisticated, we are
different.

I imagine that part of why assimilation has historically been so successful in the
United States is the bargain of material comfort and safety. If you come to America
you can keep most of your culture, customs and religion and mostly folks will just
leave you alone. As long as you opt in to “The American Dream”, you’re one of us.
You may have to adapt just a bit or let go of some of your identity, more likely you’ll
commodify your identity into an act, using show business as a vehicle for
assimilation. But you’re one of us. And to this day, despite all the complications, this
mostly holds true.

But a similar bargain doesn’t exist in Europe, there’s no incentive to give up your
identity. If you come from some other country or culture to seek a better life, it
doesn’t matter how much you adapt, they’ll never let you in. Ever.

vAfter a week in Berlin that included seeing epic productions of Medea, Oedipus,
War and Peace and a Castellucci staging of an epistolary novel by the German
Romantic poet Holderlin, I think I began to understand, at least a little bit, the scope
of the German imagination and sense of self.

Through engagement with German culture, one can imagine Germany’s self-
conception as Tragic Hero, as Oedipus, a country whose greatest strengths, in excess,
became its tragic flaw. Its sense of order, honor, justice and respect, the German
passion for rigorous intellectual inquiry, science and philosophy, the precision of its
language and the formal protocols of everyday life are what have allowed it to at
once achieve greatness and commit its greatest atrocity.

One can imagine how much German culture must have appealed to the Jewish
imagination, the legalistic Talmudic mind, with its endless obsession with
categorization and minutiae, with codifying and describing in excruciating detail the
protocols of everyday life, the exact parameters of right action. One can imagine the
joy and ambition of Germany’s Jews upon Emancipation in 1871 – yes, that’s right,
Germany emancipated its Jews after America emancipated its slaves – as they
entered an era of freedom and assimilation.
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Finally free to live outside their ghettos, finally allowed, legally anyway, to pursue
any profession they chose, to be free, at least theoretically, from the constant threat
of violence. They flocked to this bright and shining promise of a Germany built on
order, philosophy, industry and grand ideas; a Germany at the height of its powers
and colonial ambitions and they contributed to its success.

So one can equally imagine how, in the disorder and chaos after WWI, the German
public became alarmed.Amidst the disorienting acceleration and velocity of this new
mechanical age, facing an influx of new ideas, values and loose social mores
imported from America and Russia, a large swath of Germany’s populace felt
threatened.

One can imagine how unsettled many German citizens must have felt during the
messy, tumultuous democracy of the Weimar Republic and amidst the financial woes
that beset the country in the wake of the market crash leading to the Great
Depression. One can imagine how the titans of German industry felt threatened as
well and how, collectively, they looked at these arriviste Jews, newly freed from
their filthy ghettos and fouling the streets of the Fatherland, and saw in them an
existential threat to the essential German character.

Disoriented, alienated and poverty stricken, the citizens of the German polis no
doubt sought a hero to restore their rightful place in a new world order, and a nation
in ecstasy unleashed an orgy of violence, an intoxicated bacchanal of destruction that
rent Europe asunder. And when the fugue subsided and sense returned, Germany
looked at what it had done, it gazed down at its bloodied hands and clothing rent
asunder, ash-covered, beaten and depleted, and no longer recognized itself.

Our visit to Berlin started with a bus tour, led by the aforementioned and
remarkable Boris Abel, who over the course of our stay would reveal himself to be a
true Renaissance man and one of the most knowledgeable guides I’ve ever had the
good fortune to meet. Boris left no question unanswered on all topics from German
history to art criticism to philosophy, architecture and beyond.

Whether for scheduling geographic or dramaturgical reasons I cannot say, but the
first stop on our introductory bus tour of Berlin was The Berlin Wall Memorial and
the Topography of Terror Exhibit:
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I often gently chide my parents for their obsession with The Holocaust. They are
observant Jews and, as I mentioned earlier, The Holocaust has always loomed large
in our household. When my mother goes on a tear about IBM’s complicity in the
Holocaust by providing the Hollerith Punch Card and other state-of-the-art
technology to the Nazis, I tend to take it with a grain of salt. When she rails on about
how the Nazis funded The Holocaust and the war effort by murdering Jews and
stealing their wealth (to the tune of 120 billion Reich marks or over £12 billion at
the time) I just take a deep breath and let it go, because the past is the past and it is
time to move on.

In March 2013, Eric Lichtblau published an article in the New York Times titled,
“The Holocaust Just Got More Shocking” where he wrote:

When the research began in 2000, Dr. Megargee said he expected to find
perhaps 7,000 Nazi camps and ghettos, based on postwar estimates. But the
numbers kept climbing — first to 11,500, then 20,000, then 30,000, and now
42,500.

The numbers astound: 30,000 slave labor camps; 1,150 Jewish ghettos; 980
concentration camps; 1,000 prisonerofwar camps; 500 brothels filled with
sex slaves; and thousands of other camps used for euthanizing the elderly and
infirm, performing forced abortions, “Germanizing” prisoners or transporting
victims to killing centers.

In Berlin alone, researchers have documented some 3,000 camps and socalled
Jew houses, while Hamburg held 1,300 sites.

Walking through the Topography of Terror exhibit I came across a display showing
the non-official sites in Berlin where political targets of the Nazis were imprisoned,
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tortured or killed and where the SS and SA held meetings as of 1933-1934:

Map of Nazi Party Detention Sites in Berlin 1933-1934

I began to feel the true enormity of the Nazi enterprise.

Hitler saw a nation in financial distress with rampant unemployment, a
dysfunctional government and a deeply wounded sense of national pride and sensed
his opportunity. He employed populist, chauvinistic messaging while aligning
himself with corporate interests. In 1933 Hitler used the opportunity of the
Reichstag Fire to convince German President Paul von Hindenberg to suspend civil
liberties and arrest Hitler’s political opponents (The Communists) allowing the Nazi
Party to form a majority in Parliament, which led to the passage of The Enabling Act
which essentially ended democracy in Germany and replaced it with a dictatorship.

Hitler needed money to finance his government, so he accelerated his campaign
against the Jews as much to expropriate their wealth as to provide jobs, thus
reducing unemployment and increasing GDP. Once you have the capital you can
embark on the economic development necessary to build a world-class genocidal-
industrial complex. The construction of death camps and railway lines creates an
increased demand for labor; the manufacture of munitions, planes, tanks, guns and
poison gases requires factories, labs and even more workers.

The administration of such an endeavor, given the meticulous documentation and
data aggregation demands of the Reich, certainly created even more demand for
skilled middle managers and executives.

Reluctantly and to my mounting horror, I began to appreciate the enormous
logistical challenges of such an undertaking.  In some macabre way, the Nazi
apparatus can be seen as one of the greatest triumphs of corporate efficiency in the
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history of mankind. It can be viewed as a startling testament to effective corporate
enterprise disguised as government.

By turning Germany into a dictatorship with Hitler as CEO, the Nazis created a
vertically integrated multinational corporation that was constantly acquiring new
territories, creating new markets and creating value for its shareholders – the
German people. All they had to do was give up all their civil liberties and embrace
genocide as a business practice. And who can resist the siren song of a successful
business?

I kept staring at that display in the Topography of Terror exhibit, all those red dots
like blemishes on the map of Berlin, and I started to ask myself, “How is it possible
that a political minority can game the system to achieve and maintain power, to hold
a country hostage and transform it? Does it start with disabling the existing system
to the point where it appears broken beyond repair and then stepping in? How much
groundwork would they need to do?”

And for some reason I started to think about gerrymandering in the United States.
There is something called the Redistricting Majority Project which is an initiative of
the Republican State Leadership Committee (a 527 Organization that was the 4th

largest SuperPAC in the 2010 election cycle) that is dedicated to redistricting.
According to their website:

At the conclusion of the 2010 national census, congressional seats will be
reapportioned to each state.  The states with a shrinking population will lose
congressional seats and states with a population boom will gain seats.  A
massive effort to redraw state legislative and congressional lines will take
place according to each state’s laws. The party controlling that effort controls
the drawing of the maps – shaping the political landscape for the next 10
years.  In 38 states, governors and state legislators play a determining role in
the redistricting process.

They self-identify as a grassroots effort, but one imagines they are about as
grassroots as The Tea Party, an insidious movement largely funded by Rupert
Murdoch and the Koch brothers.

Why does this matter? Because in the wake of the repeal of the Voting Rights Act of
1965, a host of states including Texas and Florida have hastened to enact laws
specifically designed to disenfranchise the poor and people of color. Because it is not
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merely fanciful to imagine a coalition of ruthless corporations and far right political
extremists using sophisticated media strategies to disseminate populist, chauvinistic
messages that foment racial animosity and xenophobia, aggravate existing tensions,
and create a climate of fear and perpetual war.

In such a climate, one where the economy is weak, employment is low and the
government seems broken beyond repair, people might be willing to give up their
civil liberties in exchange for the promise of material prosperity and a newly strong
country. People might be willing to do unspeakably racist, hateful things to their
neighbors in the name of national security and blind patriotism. Just ask Edward
Snowden or Chelsea (formerly Bradley) Manning; ask Lavabit and Silent Circle.

But certainly there is no comparison between the rise of Nazi power in Germany and
the rise of the extreme political right in the contemporary United States? Surely this
is hyperbolic and unfounded? Perhaps. We are different countries with different
heritages and different ways. And this is a different world. But perhaps, at the very
least, we can look backwards from the beginning of the 21st Century to the middle of
the 20th century and be instructed by the German experience. Surely 70 years,
barely two generations, is not too long ago.

If Germany’s great national atrocity is The Holocaust, America’s is the genocide of
the Native Americans and slavery.  The Native Americans have been so thoroughly
decimated and marginalized there is almost no possible way for the United States to
offer meaningful reparations. At best we can try and mitigate the damage and save
those that survive.

Slavery, however, is a different story. Gerrymandering and redistricting, the repeal
of the Voting Rights Act, the political battles raging today, still being fought along
racial lines – all of these are the legacy of slavery.

Where Germany waged war on the world, America waged war on itself, tore itself
apart in a Civil War over the moral crisis of slavery.

In Germany, the Jews are noticeable primarily through their absence. After the
Holocaust there were almost no Jews left and even today, though Jews are
returning, they exist more as historical legacy than living citizenry.
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Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe

On the other hand, African-Americans have continued to be a visible presence in the
everyday life of American society, they are in many ways the beating heart of
American culture, some of the greatest contributors to our intellectual and creative
legacy. And yet they remain outsiders, prejudiced against and disenfranchised.

You know, when Trayvon Martin was first shot, I said that this could have
been my son. Another way of saying that is that Trayvon Martin could have
been me 35 years ago. And when you think about why, in the AfricanAmerican
community at least, there’s a lot of pain around what happened here, I think
it’s important to recognize that the AfricanAmerican community is looking at
this issue through a set of experiences and history that – that doesn’t go away.

Where Germany’s path to redemption has been through repentance and restitution
to a mostly-absent victim, America’s path to redemption is a constant negotiation
with an ever-present people, people who are legally equal but to this day, even with
an African-American president, must continue to fight for their right to live in a just
and equitable society.

The Jews have done remarkably well in America. So well that most of us have
forgotten the misery of the Jewish condition until just over a century ago. We have
done so well that most of what remains of our cultural memory are the fictional,
idealized stories of shtetl life and the memory of the brief flourishing of the Jewish
Enlightenment in Western Europe, both destroyed by the The Holocaust. In our
comfort we forget the deprivations from whence we came.

In Alan Berliner’s moving documentary, Nobody’s Business, there is a wonderful
sequence where he interviews his extended family of cousins, first and second
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generation immigrants, asking them where the family is from. “Russia? Poland?
Berlin?” Nobody actually knows and his father tells him to stop asking, “Why should
I care about that?”

This is a picture of my grandfather, Moe, as a young man with his grandfather
Shmuel Groynim, taken in Greensboro, North Carolina in 1913, when Shmuel visited
America, before returning to Minsk:

My grandfather Moses with his grandfather Shmuel in 1913

Imagine a world where the past and the future could so starkly coexist in one family,
separated by a single generation?

Prior to Emancipation, Jews in Europe were subject to numerous restrictions
including requirements to wear special clothing, make special oaths of loyalty, and
pay special taxes. They suffered restrictions on their freedom to practice their
religion; they were not allowed to vote and were subject to frequent violence. They
were confined to ghettos where they were frequently locked in at night, only to have
the gates opened during times of civil unrest when rulers would foment pogroms to
distract the Christian citizenry.

The word “ghetto” comes from the name of an island near Venice where Jews were
forced to reside in the 16th Century. It was originally the site of a foundry for
artillery; a dirty, toxic, segregated part of the city where Jews could be kept out of
site but still be available when needed. It is the setting for Shakespeare’s Merchant
of Venice where Shylock memorably declaims:
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“…He hath disgraced me, and hindered me half a million; laughed at my losses,
mocked at my gains, scorned my nation, thwarted my bargains, cooled my friends,
heated mine enemies; and what’s his reason? I am a Jew. Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath
not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions? Fed with the same
food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same diseases, healed by the same
means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer, as a Christian is? If you
prick us, do we not bleed?
If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison
us, do we not die?”

This might well have been risible to an audience that believed Jews to be subhuman
agents of the Devil who consumed the blood of Christian babies for Passover and
were responsible for the death of Christ.

The Jews were expelled from England in 1290, from Spain in 1492. Norway and
Sweden, among others, prohibited the entry of Jews into their borders. They were
often not allowed to own property and were prohibited from most trades, except
moneylending, as Christian doctrine forbade the charging of interest between
Christians. Thus the origin of the European imagination of the wily, usurious,
wandering Jew, loyal to no nation, living off the labor of the honest, man of the
earth, memorialized in the virulently anti-Semitic Nazi-funded film Jud Süß that
premiered at the Venice Film Festival, winning the top award and becoming a huge
popular hit.

still image from Jud Süß (1940)

After the end of slavery, African-Americans were systematically disenfranchised
from voting, property owning, education and many trades. They were forced by
violence, economics or circumstance to live physical segregated from the
mainstream of society, allowed only to travel to their jobs as servants before
returning to their ghettos. One can speculate that the illicit trades practiced in the
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ghettos – drugs, gambling, prostitution and other vices – are not unlike the Jews’
relegation to moneylending. The black, the Jew – the Other – must take on the
sinful earthly tasks associated with commerce and the flesh to enable the white
Christian mainstream to maintain the illusion of purity and grace.

Racist Poster for the film “Native Son”

Earlier I mentioned the American bargain of material comfort and safety. If you
come to America you can keep most of your identity as long as you opt in to The
American Dream. The question of course arises, what is that dream and at what
cost?

The protagonist of Mohsin Hamid’s novel The Reluctant Fundamentalist, Changez,
is a young Pakistani in America, a Princeton graduate and rising star at the fictitious
financial firm Underwood Samson. In Manila on an assignment, he reflects on the
prosperity of Manila relative to Lahore and is disturbed by his response:

I tried not to dwell on the comparison; it was one thing to accept that New
York was more wealthy than Lahore, but quite another to swallow the fact
that Manila was as well. I felt like a long distance runner who thinks he is not
doing too badly until he glances over his shoulder and sees that the fellow who
is lapping him is not the leader of the pack, but one of the laggards. Perhaps it
was for this reason that I did something in Manila that I had never done
before: I attempted to act and speak, as much as my dignity would permit,
more like an American. The Filipinos we worked with seemed to look up to my
American colleagues, accepting them almost instinctively as members of the
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officer class of global business – and I wanted my share of that respect as well.

So I learned to tell executives my father’s age, “I need it now”; I learned to cut
to the front of lines with an extraterritorial smile; and I learned to answer,
when asked where I was from, what I was from New York.

Later Changez visits his family in Lahore:

I recall the Americanness of my own gaze when I returned to Lahore that
winter when war was in the offing…I was saddened to find [our house] in such
a state – no, more than saddened, I was shamed. This was where I came from,
this was my provenance, and it smacked of lowliness.

But as I reacclimatized and my surroundings once again became familair, it
occured to me taht the house had not changed in my absence, I had changed; I
was looking about me with the eyes of a foreigner, and not just any foreigner,
but that particular type of entitled and unsympathetic American who so
annoyed me when I encountered him in the classrooms and workplaces of
[that] country’s elite.

On my final night in Berlin, a few of the symposium attendees accompanied our
guide Özlem to a party in Kreuzberg. We spent the night socializing with a diverse,
fun group of young, international artists from all over the world. I heard about
Ballhaus and Label Noir and other small theaters in Berlin that were wrestling with
cultural democracy and representation. I thought about multiculturalism in Europe
and America, about race, class, privilege and economics, about Culturebot’s
Brooklyn Commune Project and what it might take to create actual change in the
world. What is it really like and what does it really take to see things from inside
another’s experience of the world?

Looking at an issue through a set of experiences and history that doesn’t go
away…

The party was winding down and a small group was heading off for a late night dance
party at a legendary Berlin gay bar. I was exhausted and was flying the next day, so I
shared a cab back to the hotel with Sinan from Baghdad. We had the kind of
conversations that you can only have when you have a had a few drinks, when it is
3AM in a foreign country and you don’t know if you’ll ever see each other again. I
won’t recount it in detail here, because I don’t know who will read this and I can’t
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possibly know the political implications of our conversation either in Iraq or here in
America. But I learned a lot about what it looks like from the inside when America
wages war on your country.

We sat on the terrace before retiring for the evening and our conversation wound
down. Before we parted ways Sinan pointedly asked me, “Is it true? Is it freedom in
America?” “It is,” I said, “But it’s complicated.”

When people refer to The End of History, I ask, “Whose history?”

We look at the world through a set of experiences and history and that informs both
how and what we see. The West particularly has long conflated the material for the
permanent. The materialist worldview presumes that as geopolitical dominance
wanes, so too does political power. It presumes that industrial, mercantile
dominance precludes and conquers ideological dominance. But ideas transcend space
and time and endure long past the time when all physical evidence has gone to dust.

Greece hasn’t been a global power for millennia, but Homer’s tales are still told,
Socrates, Plato and Aristotle still inform our philosophy, Athenian ideals of
democracy persist to this day. The philosophy of the Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita
and the Brahmasutra are alive and well in India and it is said that during the ancient
period of Hellenic expansion the Greek and Indian schools of thought were in
frequent dialogue. Islamic science and mathematics were once the envy of the world,
Islamic scholars invented the decimal system and, in dialogue with the Greeks,
refined geometry and algebra.

The world may continually be transformed through commerce, conflict and politics,
but humankind’s greatest advances have been through the free exchange of
knowledge and ideas, independent of the marketplace. Our greatest
accomplishments are cultural and intellectual and resist mere materiality.

Looking back at the Rise of the West we can see a great wheel of progress powered
by a never-ending river of blood. And all of us in the West – Europe, The United
States and the rest – must recover at long last from the delirium of this long 20th
century, this bloody era of exploit that began with 19th century Imperialism and
ended with 9/11/2001.

Because all of us are accountable in our own way, and we can continue on a brutal
path of indifference and exploitation or work towards understanding and
interdependence. We can embrace the rising world and imbue the future with
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durable, timeless ideas or we can violently fight the demise of a world that we have
only imagined as permanent. Because, per Heraclitus, “Everything changes and
nothing remains still. You cannot step twice into the same stream.”

culturebot.org  |  by Andy Horwitz
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