
1 

 

History 

mailto:robins@westmont.edu


2 

 

the natural and social sciences- have deepened their understanding of the 

Holocaust.  In this class we will consider the many ways in which nature 

functioned materially and imaginatively during the Holocaust.   

 “Environmental history’s concern for the materiality of the natural environment 

offers us a tool for a better histories of the Holocaust.  By paying attention to the 

physical, biological, ecological nature of dirt, water, air, trees, and animals 

(including humans) we uncover new questions and new answers about the past” 

(Cole and Stroud).  We will consider how the environment has affected the ways 

the Holocaust was perpetrated, the victims’ experiences of the Holocaust in 

particular landscapes, be they ghettos, forest, camps, or rivers.  We will pay 

attention to the ways in which geography and the environment constituted both 

constraints and opportunities to victims -a single landscape could provide both a 

site of genocide and a shelter for victims.   

 Nature also played a critical ideological and imaginative role in the Holocaust, 

as it is deeply grounded in Nazi understandings of nature shared by many 

Western scientists in the early 1900’s.  These particular views of nature have had 

strong implications for race, land, and eugenic policies.  In considering German 

and North American discourses on race and the environment,  we will need to 

account for the paradox between their apparent concerns for nature and their 

actual treatment of both human beings and the natural world.  How is it that 

some prominent environmentalists in the United States also stood for the most 

radical racist and eugenic policies and ideologies?  How did their particular 

understanding of nature -as a set of resources such as land, or as a world ruled 

by competition- generate war, exclusion and violence?  How did this ideology 

translate on the ground as competition for territory and resources increased 

during the war? 

 

 You are invited to be critical readers of historical texts.  by the end of the semester, 

you should be able to read primary and secondary historical sources critically: 

o For primary sources, place them in their context and explain how this context 

shapes your interpretation of the text; 

o For secondary sources, identify main arguments, place them in debates 

among historians, and critically analyze them by pointing out their strengths 

and weaknesses. 

o Students will be able to analyze historical sources with appropriate 

attention to their various contexts. 

 

 

Readings 

 Engel, David.  The Holocaust:  The Third Reich and the Jews. New York:  Longman, 

2000. 
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 Lower, Wendy.  The Ravine:  A Family, A Photograph, A Holocaust Massacre 

Revealed.  Mariner Books, 2021. 

 Cole, Time. Holocaust Landscapes.  Bloomsbury Continuum, 2016 (Ebook) 

 Reader:  Primary and secondary sources 

 

 

 

 

 

Assignments 

1. In class short oral or written tests (10%) 

 

We will spend a lot of time in the first half of the semester discussing how to analyze 

primary and secondary sources. We’ll talk about the kinds of questions that we need to 

ask of and answer from these sources. For each class session, there will be something to 

read and prepare, and you must keep a journal with your notes on each source.  The 

journal needs to be typed (unless your handwriting is superb), and submitted on Canvas 

by the beginning of class.  I will randomly collect journals at the beginning of class.  Late 

work 
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3. Exams (50%) 

 

There will be four exams based on the lectures, the discussions and the readings.  The 

first exam will account for 5% of your grade, the others for 15% of your grade. 

4.
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Date 

 

 

Topic 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qsg5IwYRw9A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qsg5IwYRw9A
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Feb 13 

 

Colonialism -

Afro-Germans  

Green 

colonialism 

Reader (primary and secondary) Journal  

Source analysis 

presentation (sign up) 

 

Feb 20 

Week 7 

 

 

Nazi Nature 

and Landscape 

(3):  Zone of 

interest 

Watch film 

Exam 1 
Film presentation 1 

 

Holocaust Landscapes 
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 Primary source analysis 

presentation (sign up) 

 

Apr 3 

 

Waste Reader:  Primary and secondary 

sources 

 

Journal  

Primary source analysis 

presentation (sign up) 

 

Apr 8 

Week 13 

River:  Hungary 

as case study 

 

Cole, 151-172 (background) 

    

Film Presentation 4 -

https://perspectives.ushmm.org/item/pages-from-the-antisemitic-childrens-book-the-poisonous-mushroom/collection/everyday-encounters-with-fascism
https://perspectives.ushmm.org/item/pages-from-the-antisemitic-childrens-book-the-poisonous-mushroom/collection/everyday-encounters-with-fascism
https://perspectives.ushmm.org/item/pages-from-the-antisemitic-childrens-book-the-poisonous-mushroom/collection/everyday-encounters-with-fascism
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https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/photo/page-from-the-poisonous-mushroom
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/photo/page-from-the-poisonous-mushroom
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/photo/cover-of-a-german-antisemitic-childrens-book
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/photo/cover-of-a-german-antisemitic-childrens-book
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/photo/eugenics-poster
https://books.google.com/books?hl=fr&lr=&id=g15rfXUA2i8C&oi=fnd&pg=PA62&dq=US+race+eugenics+history&ots=hvqas_2ofA&sig=9hX8_aX6yjeHnxOy-WITUEdyJt8#v=onepage&q=US%20race%20eugenics%20history&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?hl=fr&lr=&id=g15rfXUA2i8C&oi=fnd&pg=PA62&dq=US+race+eugenics+history&ots=hvqas_2ofA&sig=9hX8_aX6yjeHnxOy-WITUEdyJt8#v=onepage&q=US%20race%20eugenics%20history&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?hl=fr&lr=&id=g15rfXUA2i8C&oi=fnd&pg=PA62&dq=US+race+eugenics+history&ots=hvqas_2ofA&sig=9hX8_aX6yjeHnxOy-WITUEdyJt8#v=onepage&q=US%20race%20eugenics%20history&f=false
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qsg5IwYRw9A
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/euthanasia-program
https://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=1558
https://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=1558
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 Secondary sources and historiography 

o Friedlander, Henry, The Origins of Nazi Genocide: Form Euthanasia to the Final 

Solution (Chapel Hill, The University of North Carolina Press, 1995), 1-21. 

o Milton, Sybil, “Gypsies and the Holocaust,” in Mitchell, Joseph R. and Helen 

Buss Mitchell (eds.), The Holocaust: Readings & Interpretations (McGraw Hill, 

2001), 218-225.  

o Lusane, Clarence, Hitler’s Black Victims:  The Historical Experience of 

European Blacks during the Nazi Era, Taylor and Francis, 2022, p. 123-132. 

 

Week 5 

 Primary source analysis 

o Environmental Nazi Laws -in Dominick, Raymond H., “The Nazis and the 

Nature Conservationists”, The Historian, 9:4, 1987, 508-538  

o Movie excerpt:  Ewiger Wald 

o Sax, Boria. Animals in the Third Reich: Pets, Scapegoats, and the Holocaust, 

New York, Continuum, 2000. 

 

 

https://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=1521
https://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=1521
https://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=1550
https://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=1550
https://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=1555
https://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=1555
https://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=1556
https://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=1556
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 Secondary sources and historiography: Is the Holocaust a Colonial Genocide? 

o Blackbourn, David.  The Conquest of Nature:  Water, Landscape, and the 

Making of Modern Germany, New York, Morton, 2006, 9-19 & 250-309 

o In conversation with Kiernan, Blood and Soil:  A World History of Genocide ad 

Extermination from Sparta to Darfur, New Haven, Yale University Press, 2007, 

21-37 and parts of chapters 6 or 8. 

o Zimmerer 

o Excerpts from Spiro, Jonathan Peter, Defending the Master Race:  

Conservation, Eugenics, and the Legacy of Madison Grant, University Press of 

New England, 2009 -Chapter 14 deals with the specific connections between 

the Third Reich and Grant’s racism 

Week 7 

 Primary source analysis 

o Movie analysis:  Zone of Interest 

 

 Secondary sources and historiography -draw on all prior readings 

 

 

Week 8 

 Primary source analysis 

o Calel Perchodnik, Am I a Murderer?  Testament of a Jewish Ghetto 

Policeman, New York, Routledge, 1996, 1-24 (excerpts) 

o Calel Perchodnik, Am I a Murderer?  Testament of a Jewish Ghetto 

Policeman, New York, Routledge, 1996, 26-51(excerpts) 

 

 Secondary sources and historiography 

o Cole, Time. Holocaust Landscapes.  Bloomsbury Continuum
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o Eliach, Yaffa, Hasidic Tales of the Holocaust (New York: Vintage Books, 1982), 

3-4, 53-55. 

 

 



https://slowfactory.earth/readings/green-colonialism-in-palestine/
https://forward.com/fast-forward/480758/jnf-planting-tree-israel-politics-controversy/
https://forward.com/fast-forward/480758/jnf-planting-tree-israel-politics-controversy/

