
Hitler's War 
by David Irving 
(Viking; 926 pp.; $17.50) 

Robin W. Winks 

David Irving has written a preposterous 
book that will be taken seriously by 
some people who should know better. 
His publisher tells us that Irving is a 
"British journalist and historian. " 
While he may be the one, he certainly 
isn't the other. Yet we can be certain 
that this book will set on the shelf as 
History. and that for every reviewx 
who condemns the book as "rev\- 
sionism run amuck" there will bt 
another who feels that Irving's view 
represents a "creative reevaluation." 
That is too bad, for lurking behind the 
attacks will be emotional reactions of 
reviewers to the wrong issue. 

Let us deal with that issue first, in  
ordcr to return a bit more calmly to the 
rcal problcms thc hook presents. Irving 
concludes that Adolph Hitler neither 
advocated. nor knew about until 19.11, 
the systematic program to exterminate 
the Jews of Germany and its conquered 
lands. Rather, Irving argues, Hitler was 
deceived by his subordinates into be- 
lieving that the Jews were simply being 
taken east to labor camps. From this 
conclusion will flow an angry series of 
rejoinders to Irving. and no doubt at 
least some spirited defenses, that focus 
on the question of the Holocaust. This is 
not what the book is about. but i t  is 
undoubtedly what makes the book 
newsworthy. Irving has set out to see the 
war as Hitler saw i t ,  and time and again 
he allows himself to become an advo- 
cate of Hitler's view rather than a 
chronicler of that view. The entire con- 
struction of the book, its organization, 
its research. the force of its argument. 
its massive index (which passes judg- 
ments even within its entries, as in this 
one: "United States: ... Hitler's opinion 
on when she would enter war. 57. 155. 
161, 190, 222, 283-84; ... neutrality 
violations, Hitler's nonprovocative re- 
sponse to, 190. 254-56, 271-72, 292. 
323. 345 ...) is bent to serve the single 
purpose of showing us Hitler the ra- 
tional leader, who made reasonable de- 
mands upon European nations. his al- 
lies, and his people. and who was re- 
warded time and again with bad luck. 
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deception. and misunderstanding. The when they engage in the act of looking 
book is by no means a whitewash of something up, he believes he is writing 
Hitler, for it  does not fail to remind us of history when he sets down chronologi- 
his unsavory side. But i t  is as close to a cally a series of documented factual 
sympathetic portrait as the evidence can statements. The problem is that there 
possibly permit anyone intent upon are a good many people out there in the 
creating such a portrait. semiliterate world who are prepared to 

This, too, could be a useful exercise. use such functional definitions of both 
for we do need to see Hitler as he saw research and history. These are the same 
himself, and we do need to be shown people who scorn "academic history" 
that history often presents ambivalent for its safeguards. its methodologies. its 
possibilities for interpretation. Irving footnotes, its reservations, and its dull- 
clearly is angry with the historical ness. 
truism that i t  is the victor who writes the Hitler's li'nr is what the popular re- 
histories. In this and in a succession of view journals like to call "massively 
other books, including one devoted to documented." Irving tells us. and I 
the destruction of Dresden, Irving believe him. that the book took him 
struggles to break through the barriers twelve years (although he publishcd 
the truism represents. much else during this time. all in the 

Were he a good historian, one could nature of by-products), and the "select 
forgive him his conclusions, and one bibliography" runs to five closcly 
would be forced, at the very least. to packed pages. There are three pages of 
weigh carefully his arguments. But he is abbreviations to alcrt the reader to thc 
not a good historian. He is to the writing primary sources consulted, over se- 
of history what those people who work venty pagesof notes. and the dust jacket 
f o r  Tinre and cal l  themselves  re- is adorned with a picture of the author, 
searchers are to research; that is, just as quoted as saying "I like to think that I 
thsy believe they are doing research chose precisely the right ten years to 
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work on Hitler. Any earlier. and the 
archives would not have begun to dis- 
gorge their captured papers; any later, 
and those who c x x  c!osest to enjoying 
Hitler's confidence would have died." 
Prcsumably Irving's own judgment is 
that h i s  primary contribution is as a 
researcher, since i t  is about this aspect 
of his work, and not its conclusions, that 
he chooses to be quoted. 

The apparatus thus displayed falls 
into the category that might be called, 
"My God, look at the research I have 
done." I t  is calculated to overwhelm, to 
leave the reader who believes history is 
largely a matter of looking things up 
i n  manuscripts and official records 
stunned wirh the thoroughness of i t  all. 
One cannot believe that any material has 
been overlooked. or that a file may have 
been used only selectively. The force of 
the display dispells the unease with 
which one examines the "select bibli- 
ography." In  fact, the material dumped 
before us reflects the undergraduate's 
bushel-basket routine of throwing so 
many facts. so badly assembled. upon 
the table that i t  is impossible to tell what 
is important and what is not. 

The author is quoted as saying. " I  
love researching. finding new doc- 
uments. bearing all the facts in mind and 
trying to make the unexplained one f i t .  
getting hold of stuff that others have not 
got and piecing i t  together in  my mind." 
The idea of historians as detectives with 
a vengeance is utterly wrongheaded. 
The professional historian knows that 
"all the facts" do not need to be in 
mind, for in  the act of research one 
makes judgments about those that are 
meaningful and those that are not. those 
that require priority in any cause-and- 
effect sequence and those that are of 
secondary importance. The writing of 
history is not simply taking all the facts 
as though they were equa:'. significant 
(or even equally true) and finding some 
way to make them all f i t  in-as though 
one had a great puzzle of 250 pieces and 
until every piece is used the story has 
not been told. Some of the pieces. the 
historian usually finds, belong to a dif- 
ferent puzzle; some of them are so faded 
that one can never ,  except  by 
guesswork-not deduction-fit them 
anywhere; some of them are ringers. 

It is instructive to compare Irving's 
approach to four specific issues with the 
approach taken in another rcent book on 
Hitler, The Psychoparheric God. by 
Robert G.L.  Waite (Basic Books, 

1977), a professional scholar, and by 
two other "journalist historians," one 
German and one American, Joachim 
Frs t  ( H i r l c r ,  Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1974) and John Toland 
(Adolf Hirlrr, Doubleday. 1977). The 
four issues I chose are Hitler's decision 
with respect to Dunkirk, his decision to 
invade Russia. his declaration of war on 
the United States, and the evidence 
about the Final Solution. What strikes 
us at once is that each of the four authors 
clearly has different priorities, as we 
would expect. and that equal treatment 
is not (and was not expected to be) 
accorded these events. Waite's conclu- 
sion that Hitler's decisions over Dun- 
kirk or Russia arose from a death wish, 
or that he exterminated Jews because he 
hated his father-obviously I sum- 
marize Waite 's  argument  too 
siniplistically-leaves me no less un-  
comfortable than Irving's conclusions. 
The sharp contrast here is between Ir- 
ving's tendency to want every docu- 
ment to mean precisely what i t  says- 
hence the faith put i n  finding fresh 
documents-and Waite's obvious con- 
viction that action speaks louder than 
documentation and that documents 
may hide several meanings. The profes- 
sional's instincts. and all of our percep- 
tions about human behavior. surely 
would lead most of us toward the more 
ambiguous conclusions of Waite. 

Consider the subject over which Ir- 
ving no doubt will be attacked most 
frequently: his contention that Hitler 
should not be blamed for the Final Solu- 
tion. The force of his argument rests 
heavily on one piece of "incontrovert- 
ible evidence"-that Heinrich Himmler 
noted in his telephone log, after a con- 
versation with Hitler on November 30, 
1931, "Kriric Liqiridicricrrg" ("No liq- 
uidation"). Irving concludes that Hitler 
had thus ordered there was to be no 
liquidation. (Irving presents other evi- 
dence for his conclusion, but i t  is all far 
flimsier than this "incontrovertible evi- 
dence.)That Himmlermadesuchanota- 
tion, and that i t  followed upon a conver- 
sation with Hitler about liquidation. 
may quite properly be argued from the 
annotation in the log, but little else. The 
statement could equally well mean: 
"What. no liquidation recently?" in 
anger; or "No liquidation just now. 
things are delicate [look again at the 
date] just now in several foreign mat- 
ters"; or any of a variety of other mean- 

ings. I n  short. who is to know what this 
statement means? 

What we do know is that Hitler hated 
Jews, that he publicly stated he intended 
to destroy them, that he warned of the 
possibility of the destruction of Jewry in 
Europe, and even, o n  Irving's own evi- 
dence, that he was obsessed with inter- 
national Jewry. "Roosevelt. and behind 
him the big Jewish financiers, want 
war-they have no choice, because a 
German victory in Europe would cause 
the American Jews enormous capital 
losses in Europe. I only regret we still 
have no aircraft able to bomb American 
towns. I would dearly like to teach the 
Jews of America what it's like." This is 
Admiral Erich Raeder to Hitler. And 
while i t  is not a direct advocacy of a 
final solution, i t  seems to me to capture 
quite nicely the tone of Hitler's own 
communications on the subject of Jews. 
That Hitler knew of and approved the 
policy of extermination seems to me to 
have been proved elsewhere, and to be 
given support by much of Irving's own 
material; i t  surely is an historic quibble 
to ask whether he personally ordered 
that extermination. which is not the 
principal question at issue. Whether 
Nixon ordered the Watergate break-in, 
as opposed to condoning it .  defending 
i t .  and covering up for i t .  is a trite but apt 
parallel. 

As I said. Irving's book will  be at- 
tacked. often out of sheer anger with his 
conclusions (one such review has al- 
ready appeared in the N w  Leader, all 
laughs and innuendo). He will be ac- 
cused of seeing Hitler as a hero. This is 
not so. Irving sees Hitler as a normal 
man. sometimes able, as many normal 
men are, to rise above himself; he 
suggests that he had a sense of humor 
(and why not; Hitler's evil is not made 
the greater by proving him a ghoul), that 
he was kind to women, that he was 
ill-served by subordinates. All this may 
be true. That is not what really matters. 
What matters is that Hitler was not a 
normal man. as  Waite's book makes 
abundantly clear. however cautious one 
may wish to be about psychoanalytical 
history. He was also evil, not alone for 
the Final Solution. though for that too. 
And he was often disasterously wrong, 
even allowing for bungling assistants. 

Irving expresses anger that his Ger- 
man publishers omitted material with- 
out telling him they intended to do so, 
because his conclusions were "an af- 
front to established historical opinion." 

, 
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In this  the publishing house was wrong 
and Irving was right. for affront or not. 
he is entitled to his views. But that 
Irving writes bad history in a bad cause 
might have justly given his publishers 
second thoughts. 

Today the visitor to Linz, Austria, 
finds no reminder of Adolf Hitler. But 
sixteen miles to the east of his birthplace 
lies Mauthausen. which in 1949 the 
Austrian Government wisely declared 
an historic monument. Here was the 
great quarry in which so many Jews 

died: here are the remains of the camp in 
which nearly 200,000 people were ex- 
terminated between 1938 and 1945. On 
the plateau above the quarry many na- 
tions have erected memorials to their 
dead. Some few of the memorials coun- 
sel forgiveness, most speak of pain and  
suffering. One monument speaks for 
history above all: a gigantic strand of 
barbed wire, rising straight up into ths' 
s k y ,  on which the Hungarians have 
placed the inscription. "Forget? For- 
give? Never!" 

A History of the Churches 

by Robert T. Handy 
in the United States and Canada 

(Oxford University Press; 480 pp.; $19.95) 

Martin E. Marty 

Osl'ord proposes a twenty-volume "Ox- 
lord History 01' rlrc Christian Church.'' 
Emphasis niinc. as thcy say. for Robert 
T. Handy has  written on the 
"churches." not the "Church." His  is 
the l'irst in the American canon of gen- 
eral histories to go far toward tackling 
the theological reality behind ihe in-  
stitutional forms on the bewildering 
landscape of American pluralism. I n  
that canon I count six titles that deal 
with "religion" and i \vo  with "Chris- 
t ianity . '. 

I make s o  much ol' the title because i t  
colors the rest ot' the contents and treat- 
nicnt. Call thc subject "religion" and 
y o u  can include alongside [he churches 
the wholc cluster ol' l'aiths by which 
Aiiiericans live: Benjamin Franklin's 
"Publick Religion." Judaisni. Eastern 
and occult I'aiths. cults. and even the 
l'a5hionablc custonicr-controlled " ln -  
visible Religion." Call i t  "church" and 
you havc to conie up miraculously with 
a single reality. Take refuge i n  the gas- 
eous and insubstantial "Christianity"? 
That beems an unsatisfying half~vay 
house. Robert T. Handy did \vel1 to take 
on "churches." for the word reminds 
readers that he is struggling with the 
splendor and the scandal of gcncrations 
who conceive ol' themselves as God's 
single people yet display to themselves 
and to others bewildering variety and 
often destructive competition. 

In  one othcr respect Handy's is an 
original approach, for. just as he has the 
courage to deal with the problem of the 
church. he also locates its embodiments 
in  North America as a whole. Until now 
those who want to get out of the bind of 
United States provincialism have cho- 
sen to do coniparative work with Europe 
or. niost reccntly. with Africa. No one 
working the canon has taken on both the 
parallels and contrasts in the mixi logi- 
cal area. the North American piece of 
real es ta te .  I n  order  to minimize 
confusion-and Handy is a master 
minimizer in  the face of encompassing 
chaos-he segregates the Canadian 
story into thrce of the chapters and fuses 
the two accounts in only  two others. In 
one provocative passage he spcnds time 
reflecting on the contrasts and does i t  
so successfully that the reader wishes 
for more. Still. "equal time for Cana- 
da" is the best idea in years. given the 
drama of contrast in religious styles be- 
tween the kith and k i n  separated by the 
thinnest of national boundaries. 

Readers of Handy's earlier works will 
not bc surprised to find h im here as 
always fair-minded, even-voiced. He 
never raises his pitch. tries to t u r n  a 
phrase. bends toward the exotic expres- 
sion; seldom does he find time for anec- 
dote or illustration. No siranger to the 
dimcnsions and impact of conflict in  
American religion. he has an almost 

Olympian way of standing above the 
battle to give each group its paragraph in 
the shade. In  a way this approach is 
distoning. The angers and hatreds. fears 
and frustrations. funny moments and 
daring dreams all disappear in  his tell- 
ing. He has his eye instead on the ages, 
as if writing an "Osford History of thc 
Christian Church" (again. emphasis 
mine) calls him to clear his throat and 
then record only the truly las'ting 
achievements and resolutions. With the 
edges of conflict so dulled he almost 
does succeed in creating "Church" out 
of "churches" by a literary tour de 
force, yet no one can ever really forget 
how mutually suspicious these groups 
have been through the centuries. 

I n  the beginning the American 
churches-to-be were "outposts in  the 
Western Wilderness." a theme that u n -  
derplays the millennia1 conquest con- 
cept that. we are now finding. motivarcd 
ihe Catholic missionaries i n  the New 
World a quarter of a millenniuni bcfore 
i t  became the Protestant's niain motif. 
But before long Handy lcaves Europe 
behind and by page thirteen he has 
leaped form 1492 to 1607 to watch the 
peopling of Protestant Virginia. His 
book makes less of Indian ways than do 
most of its counterparts in our time, hut 
remember.  he is deal ing with 
"churches." not "religion." He cannot 
be accused of undervaluing faiths o f  
blacks when they show up clcarly with 
the good ship Ji~srrr in 1619. on page 
sixteen. 

Mere outposts the American niissions 
niay have been. but these national and 
churchly groups also iniported Euro- 
pean models of holy war. and even in 
Handy's neutralizing version i t  is clear 
that they began fighting over turf. as 
they still do in America's newer sub- 
urbs. In  the midst ot' these baitles come 
the Baptists and Quakers. special l a -  
writes o f  Handy, for whoni the struggle 
for religious liberty is an inevitably 
attractive theme. But he does just as 
much justice to the Great Awakenings. 
incidents thai are central to the plot ol' 
historians of religion but unknown or 
incomprehensiblc to most of the public. 
The newcoming reader might have cn- 
joyed more mibitious attempts than 
Handy provides to account t'or thcsc 
Awakenings. 

The authorot'a book on the Protestant 
nineteenth-century empire (A  Clrrisrinrr 
Airrericw : P r o ~ i ~ ~ t r i r i ~  H o p s  arrcl Hisror- 


