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INTRODUCTION

Microcosms of the Holocaust: Exploring New Venues into
Small-Scale Research of the Holocaust
Geraldien von Frijtag Drabbe Künzela and Valeria Galimib

aDepartment of History and Art History, Utrecht University, Utrecht, The Netherlands; bHistory, Archeology,
Geography, Fine and Performing Arts (SAGAS) Department, University of Florence, Florence, Italy

The massive scale of the Nazi-persecution of Jews in Europe, resulting in the death of
almost six million people, makes it easy to forget that the Holocaust was also an intimate
history, taking place around the corner, in the street, on the hallway. As much as it is a story
of industrial killing in Auschwitz, of Nazi racial mania, of the power of the state apparatus
and its repressive institutions of police and military, of the fanaticism of ethnonationalism
and of institutional collaboration in the occupied countries of Europe, it is the story of
more mundane civilians and their agency during genocide, of “ordinary” Jewish-Gentile
relations and how they developed under the immense pressure of Nazi-rule.

The current Holocaust scholarship is well aware of this. For some time, Holocaust histor-
iography was perhaps fixed on the discussion of decisions made by Hitler and his entou-
rage to implement the Final Solution plan, on the analysis of the functioning of the Nazi
extermination machine: yet since the onset of the new millennium and the so-called
“spatial turn” in Holocaust research, close-up portraits of local communities and units
are growing in number.1 Whatever their differences in methods, perspectives and
topics, these studies illustrate the impact of local, sometimes even individual circum-
stances and relations on the genocidal process, as well as the complexity of the dramatis
personae, which makes a qualification in perpetrators, victims and bystanders often over-
simplifying and untenable. In this special issue, we aim to contribute to this recent trend in
our scholarship, by exploring new analytical tools from outside the field of Holocaust
studies that in our opinion could open new research venues. The focus is on what Patricia
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Justino has coined the “micro-foundations” of conflict: individuals’ behaviour and their
relations and interactions.2

Inevitably, our work engages with microhistory. According to its founding father, Carlo
Ginzburg, microhistory is “the intensive historical investigation of a relatively well-defined
smaller object, most often a single event, or a village community, a group of families, even
an individual person.”3 Since Ginzburg uttered these words, in 1980, the concept has been
widened and deepened, and differentiated. Some argue that microhistory is about the
altering of scale of analysis and about zooming in onto this “well-defined smaller
object” which would lead to a picture of the past deviant from more traditional investi-
gations of nations and states: multiplication of scales per se is their goal. For others, it is
not the multiplication, but the integration of different levels of analysis that will yield
new interpretations of commonly accepted grand narratives.4 According to French Holo-
caust-scholars Claire Zalc and Tal Bruttmann, the introduction of microhistory into our field
of research could be beneficial, as a shift of the scale of analysis will reveal “the diversity
and complexity of the processes by deconstructing an entire monolithic approach without
limiting oneself to the borders of a particular locality or group.”5 In this special issue we
favour a micro-historical approach, understanding it not just as a reduction of scale, but
as a construction of an object of investigation that represents a social world in itself: “a
microcosm.”6

We employ microhistory also, because it offers a gateway to a different dimension of
analysis: that of emotions and feelings, perceptions and beliefs. Alon Confino and Dan
Stone have both repeatedly plead for the integration of cultural history into Holocaust-
scholarship and more awareness for narratives and thoughts, ideas and fantasies of the
actors: of both individual Jews and individual Gentiles.7 How did they view themselves
and others around them? Whom did they consider their peers? How did Nazi-policy
affect their feelings and perceptions about themselves and others? Did friendships turn
into networks of rescue or, conversely, were pre-war relations an obstacle during the
years of persecution? How were these relationships rebuilt after the war? How did violence
against Jews transform the way Jews were viewed by non-Jews? The contributions of this
special issue include this dimension of analysis and thus concentrate on Gentile-Jewish
relations, the fabric of the actors’ social webs, their systems of beliefs and emotions
and, more broadly put, on mechanisms of identity formation.

For some of the contributors, sociological work on “neighbourhood effects” has been
highly inspiring. In the 1990s Dutch sociologist Abram de Swaan wrote two important
studies on the Rwandan genocide.8 According to de Swaan, identifications are numerous

2 Philip Verwimp, Patricia Justino, and Tilman Brück, “The Analysis of Conflict: A Micro-Level Perspective,” Journal of Peace
Research 46, no. 3 (2009): 307–14.

3 Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1980), cited in: Sigurður Gylfi Magnússon and István M. Szijártó, What is Microhistory? Theory and Practice
(New York: Routledge, 2013), 4.

4 Francesca Trivellato, “Microstoria/Microhistoire/Microhistory,” French Politics, Culture & Society 33, no. 1 (2015): 122–34.
5 Claire Zalc and Tal Bruttmann, eds., Microhistories of the Shoah (New York: Berghahn Books, 2017), 4.
6 The concept of microcosm has been elaborated by Giovanni Levi as early as the 1980s. Giovanni Levi, Inheriting Power:
The Story of an Exorcist (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988).

7 Dan Stone, “Holocaust Historiography and Cultural History,” Dapim: Studies on the Shoah 29 (2009): 52–68; Alon Confino,
“Fantasies about the Jews: Cultural Reflections on the Holocaust,” History & Memory 17, no. 1 (2005): 296–322; idem,
“Forum Cultural History and the Holocaust,” German History 31, no. 1: 61–85.

8 Abram de Swaan, “Widening Circles of Identification: Emotional Concerns in Sociogenetic Perspective,” Theory, Culture &
Society 12 (1995): 25–39; idem, “Widening Circles of Disidentification: On the Psycho- and Sociogenesis of the Hatred of
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and often multiple: they could be based on kinship (family), proximity (neighbourhood),
class, profession, ethnicity or nationality – to mention just a few major “identifiers.” More-
over, they are at once inclusive and exclusive, intensely held and essentially unstable. Inte-
grating sociological theories on group formation with psychogenetic perspectives, de
Swaan considers social identification not only as a cognitive process, but also as an
emotional process: “perceived similarities and differences provide a basis for affective
involvement or detachment.”9 Changes in a person’s disposition to be emotionally con-
cerned or affected lead to changes in identification: dis-identification generally occurs
when “a face-to-face relationship between two persons was transformed into the
concept of a generalized and decontextualized relation between two timeless, irreconcil-
ably hostile categories.”10

For other contributors, the notion of “emotional community” has been a source of inspi-
ration.With her publications in the early 2000s medievalist Barbara Rosenwein gave a sig-
nificant impetus to the study of emotions in historical research. In Rosenweińs definition,
“emotional communities” are networks of mental and emotional ties between people.11 Of
major interest to her are the normative codes related to the expression of emotions, but
the concept could also be employed to indicate the role of emotions as a crucial force in
group formation, in affective relations among people, and in the vocabulary which set the
dividing line(s) in the social habitat.12

Using the work of De Swaan and Rosenwein as important heuristic tools, the special
issue contributes to our grasp of processes of individuation and of adhesive and cohesive
forces in societies under Nazi-rule. We move beyond the collection of national histories,
choosing cities as our spatial scale of analysis. Cities were everywhere: the urbanization
of Europe in the nineteenth and early twentieth century created new spaces of dense
human interaction all across the continent. In most modern cities, Jews and others lived
side by side; at least in some modern cities, Jews constituted a well-integrated part of
the city’s population. The urban setting as spatial scale of analysis makes it possible to inte-
grate Western and Eastern European Holocaust scholarship.

Our selection of case-studies involves six cities in Western and Eastern Europe: Amster-
dam, Antwerp, Florence, Thessaloniki, Vienna and Warsaw. Differences among these cities
and the specific contexts of the Holocaust are obvious. With over 350,000 members (about
thirty per cent of the city’s total population), the Jewish community of Warsaw was by far
the largest. Most Jews in Warsaw were living in Jewish quarters, were observant and spoke
Yiddish. At the same time, Jews were also to be found among the members of the city’s
social, political and cultural elites. In Vienna, the Jewish community had grown tremen-
dously in the course of the nineteenth century, despite persistent antisemitism. In the
1930s, the city counted over 176,000 Jews (over nine per cent of the city’s total popu-
lation). Most Viennese Jews were acculturated and fairly well integrated in Austrian
society.

Distant Strangers – Reflections on Rwanda,” Theory, Culture & Society 14, no. 2 (1997): 105–22. More recently, on the
mentality of “mass murderers,” idem, The Killing Compartments: The Mentality of Mass Murder (New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 2014).

9 De Swaan, “Widening Circles of Identification,” 25.
10 Ibid., 113.
11 Barbara Rosenwein, “Worrying about Emotions,” American Historical Review 107 (2002): 842.
12 Ibid.
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In Florence, Italy, the Jewish community counted in 1938 just over 2,000 members. Of a
population of over 300,000, this was less than one per cent. Most of them were well-inte-
grated Jews and some even adhered to fascism: episodes of Antisemitism before 1938
were negligible. Thessaloniki, since 1912 part of Greece, counted some 50,000 Jewish citi-
zens at the moment German troops entered the city in April 1941. This was still a substan-
tial percentage of the city’s population – some 25 per cent – but compared to three
decades before when more than half of the total population had been Jewish, the city
had lost a considerable part of its Jewish life. Since 1912 the Thessaloniki Jews had
faced coerced assimilation and time to time antisemitic attacks in words and deeds. In
prewar Amsterdam, antisemitic violence had been almost non-existent. In contrast with
Thessaloniki, the Jewish population of Amsterdam steadily grew in the first decades of
the twentieth century and in the 1930s, the city counted 65,000 Jews, some eight per
cent of the entire population. Most of them were highly acculturated and had left the
city’s Jewish quarter. Many had found employment in the trade and cutting of diamonds.
The emergence of diamond business in the Belgian city of Antwerp had also changed
Jewish life in this city, but in a very different way. Thousands of Eastern European
Jewish immigrants had come to Antwerp and settled down near the central station, the
heart of the diamond trade and workshops. With its 35,500 members on the eve of
WWII, this Belgian community was almost half the size of the one in Amsterdam.

Nazi-rule was not in each city the same. In Vienna, German troops arrived as early as
March 1938, leading immediately to outbursts of anti-Jewish violence. From the early
days of the Anschluss, antisemitism was part of Nazi-rule: until the start of mass deporta-
tions in 1941, public discrimination, looting and forced emigration were the main ingredi-
ents. In Warsaw, having crushed the Polish army, German local officials immediately
implemented anti-Jewish laws. Already in 1939 Jews were branded, robbed and subjected
to forced labour. In October 1940, they were pushed into the Warsaw ghetto where most
of them lived in terrible conditions – until the beginning of deportations to the German
killing centres in the summer of 1942. In that same period of time, in Thessaloniki, the
first antisemitic measure had been introduced: deportations did not begin until March
1943. In Amsterdam and Antwerp, a slow but steady stream of anti-Jewish laws had iso-
lated and depleted Jews of their wealth since early summer 1940. Large-scale deportations
commenced in July 1942. In Florence, Jews had been subjected to Mussolini’s racial laws
since 1938 but did not face deportation until September 1943.

How these developments, very different in each case, affected personal lives and
relations is central to each individual contribution. In the first article, Leon Saltiel
focuses on the lives and friendship of two respected citizens of Thessaloniki, Yomtov
Yacoel and Asher Moisis. They had been classmates, business partners, friends and in
the 1930s had grown into prominent Jewish leaders: Moisis as president of the Zionist Fed-
eration of Greece and (from 1934 onwards) as head of the Jewish Community of Thessa-
loniki; Yacoel as the Jewish Community’s legal advisor and also as president of B’nei B’rith.
Moisis had fled a month before the arrival of German troops in the city in 1941, and orga-
nized extended networks of help for Jewish escapees from his former hometown. In con-
trast, Yacoel remained, until April 1943, and shared the fate of most Jews in Thessaloniki,
who not only fell victim to German aggression but also to that of a certain group of their
gentile fellow-citizens who considered German anti-Jewish policy as a useful vehicle to cut
Jews out of the city’s landscape.
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Valeria Galimi follows the itineraries of a Florentine Jewish family during the period
from Fascism to the Holocaust. The article analyses the parallel choices and fate of two
Jews, Elio Salmon and Gualtiero Cividalli, married to two sisters and who formed a
close-knit family. The racial laws of 1938 imposed by Mussolini’s fascism surprised the
Jews of Florence, a medium-sized city with a small, but well-integrated Jewish community.
This group of Jews, who considered themselves as a part of the Italian national community,
were suddenly forced to take on a new – Jewish – identity. The 1938 racial laws caused
their trajectories to diverge: Cividalli chose exile for himself and his family and decided
to emigrate to Palestine. Elio and his family remained in Florence, passing the Nazi occu-
pation and the RSI in hiding, through dramatic events that led to their survival thanks to
his leadership and to the community of friends and acquaintances who offered aid. It was
a microcosm in which social networks and friendships intertwined.

Michaela Raggam-Blesch looks at families of “mixed marriages” in Vienna: the Hahn,
Freiberger and Baader family who, after their forced relocation, were also more or less
neighbours in the same urban neighbourhood. Their shared fate, however, did not
necessarily lead to special friendships or feelings of connection with other couples in
“mixed marriages.” Instead, they often were deprived from any sense of belonging.
Raggam-Blesch shows that this was not always true for children from these marriages
who often managed to form new “emotional communities” of their own – at their
work, at the cemetery or in the few other public places outside their parental homes
they still were allowed to enter. These new connections helped them to deal with
daily discrimination and anti-Jewish persecution and sometimes even made them
forget the dire reality.

In Rachel Brenner’s article, the focus is mainly on three non-Jewish Poles, Zofia Kossak
and Jarosław and Anna Iwaszkiewicz, and their reactions to the persecution of Jews in
Warsaw. Although they could all three be considered as part of the prewar Polish literate
elite, Kossak and the Iwaszkiewicz’s had little in common, the first being an exponent of
Catholic (antisemitic) conservatism and the couple belonging to the city’s mixed circle
of liberal intellectuals and writers. Confronted with the massive assault on Jews, they
nevertheless grew closer, identifying with the same group of victims of persecution and
sharing the same system of beliefs and values, like that of the sanctity of human life.
Brenner convincingly argues that the Holocaust made them part of the same emotional
community: that of rescuers.

Geraldien von Frijtag Drabbe Künzel discusses three individual trajectories of Jewish
citizens of Amsterdam. Investigating the strength of social bonds between Jews and Gen-
tiles and processes of identification and disidentification, her study shows that they per-
ceived themselves as having being part of one prewar urban community, that was
essentially mixed and that knew few episodes of antisemitism. Relations with Gentiles
in those years were considered good and friendly. The German anti-Jewish policy had
enormous impact, but initially, their relations with their Gentile fellow-citizens seemed
unaffected. For one of the main actors, this drastically changed once the deportations
began and help proved hard to find. In this case and this case alone, the wartime experi-
ences caused feelings of dissociation that could eventually lead to emigration. The stories
of all three men produced important counternarratives to that of “double victimhood” in
the immediate postwar years. The three men apparently became known for their public
engagement and activism.
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Finally, Veerle Vanden Daelen analyses the tight community of a neighbourhood: two
Jewish families and their non-Jewish neighbours in the so-called “Yidishe gas” in Antwerp.
In her study the issue of help and rescue is the centrepiece and Vanden Daelen demon-
strates that proximity was not always a precondition for acts of solidarity and help. More-
over, she argues that in the cases of these families, help was sometimes rather ambiguous.
In one of the researched cases, a neighbour hid the daughter from the police, yet – by his
presence – “assisted” in hunting down two other children and appropriated belongings of
the family without their consent.

As all the contributions show, the Holocaust had a profound impact on relations
between Jews and their non-Jewish fellow-citizens, but in none of the studied cases
was the dissociation complete. Despite ceaseless antisemitic propaganda, the circles
of disidentification did not stretch to all facets of society and touch everyone: in the
case of Kossak, for example, the circles of identification broadened to include the
Jews, the old stereotypical archenemy of Polish Catholic conservatism. As far as the
Jewish individuals in the case studies are concerned, the Holocaust questioned the
prewar sense of belonging and essence of their being at large. Complex identities
were suddenly forcefully reduced to one – i.e.: Jewish – whereas fixed and firm ties to
fellow-citizens were often broken. The new situation, in which they were targets of mar-
ginalization and persecution and often dependent on the mercy and help of their non-
Jewish fellows, profoundly complicated their relations to the latter. Establishing new
identities and communities, during and after the war, was in none of the studied
cases painless.

Our scope has been limited to six cities: expansion to other cities across the map of
Europe would probably lead to a more integrative and pixelated image of the impact of
the Holocaust on European society. Furthermore, the observations of the individual con-
tributors invite additional research into some specific areas: into the effect of the Holo-
caust on matters of identity; into the genuineness of Jewish-Gentile friendships during
the interwar period and their strength during the war; into the establishment and dissol-
ution (or not) of networks of rescue; and into the paradigm of “endogenous” antisemitism
before the war. Finally, the employment of analytical tools from outside the Holocaust
scholarship in our microhistorical case studies could be an incentive to other Holocaust
scholars – to embrace cross-disciplinary approaches and to strengthen the rooting of
Holocaust studies in the academia.
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