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Excellencies, honored guests, students, colleagues, friends, ladies and gentlemen: 
Holocaust denial is often treated as a matter of history –  history degraded and history distorted – but history 
nonetheless.  In this presentation I shall argue that, while it presents itself as that, it is really something quite 
different.  It is  classic antisemitism.   
This presentation addresses three areas:  

• it highlights and examines the basic premises, tactics, and strategic objectives of Holocaust deniers;  
• it demonstrates how deniers have encased their arguments in a veneer of seemingly rational 

discourse to camouflage their antisemitism and distortions of history; 
• it argues that ultimately denial is not a result of cognitive lacunae but of antisemitism.   

*        *       *       * 
Before turning to the heart of this presentation, I wish to contextualize the significance of Holocaust denial.  When I 
first heard about Holocaust denial, I laughed.  Dismissing deniers as crazed outliers, I turned to other matters.  Then 
two leading Holocaust scholars urged me look more closely at the topic.  Why, they wondered, were deniers gaining 
any traction?   When colleagues learned that I was writing about denial, they echoed my initial reaction. “These 
people are dolts,” they insisted. “Forget about them.”  These colleagues dismissed, as I had, Holocaust denial as the 
contemporary equivalent of flat-earth theory.  They considered it so beyond the parameters of logical thought, that 
any attention to it was superfluous.  Some of these skeptics went further and contended that attention to denial, even 
within the context of academic research, was, more than useless. It was counter-productive in that it gave free 
publicity to this hateful premise.  Deniers, these critics argued, benefitted from the efforts to study them.  
 
Once I began working on this topic, my views changed.  I began to take them more seriously.  I have come to believe 
-- and continue to believe -- that there was and is good reason not to ignore deniers.  First of all, they engage in an 
assault on history and memory and it is dangerous to ignore such attacks.  They have the means to work their way 
into the broader public’s understanding of events.  The second reason that they are worthy of our attention is that 
deniers rely on a modus operandi that can easily camouflage their true intentions.  They present themselves as 
neutral investigators whose only objective is to correct mistakes in history.  Because of their skills at hiding their 
actual goals, many laypeople may well find it hard to identify their arguments as Holocaust denial and, ipso facto, 
false.  The third reason why deniers are worthy of our attention is because they have become particularly adept at 
the use of social media. It has given them a new “lease on life” and allowed them to spread seemingly rational 
arguments about the Holocaust to a vast audience. 
  
Having shared with you the reasons for taking them seriously, let me unequivocally say, that my goal is not to arouse 
fear and foreboding.  I do not believe that deniers currently have the ability to materially distort the history of the 
Holocaust.  In fact, if there is a contemporary threat to the history of the Holocaust it is, not denial, but ignorance 
about the event. There are far more people alive have but the haziest notion of what the Holocaust was, than those 
who believe it did not happen. My observations about Holocaust denial should, therefore, be heard, not as a cry of 
alarm or impending assault, but rather as a call for sustained and serious caution and attention, but not alarm.  

*   *  *   *  * 
 
The Basic Premises of Traditional Hard-Core Denial 
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Though not all Holocaust deniers propound the same arguments, certain claims are common to most of them.   
1. There was no attempt by the Third Reich to wipe out the Jews of Europe.  Any notion of an organized 

effort to annihilate the Jews is false. 
2. Some Jews may have suffered and even been killed, but they were not singled out for mass annihilation.  

They, together with millions of other people, were the victims of war-related privations.  Efforts to single 
out Jewish victims is a malicious distortion of history. 

3. Hitler's Germany was not the instigator of World War II.  Responsibility for the war must be shared with 
the Allies and, even more so, with the Jews.  

4. Those Jews who were incarcerated in concentration camps were placed there by the Germans for their 
own protection, to save them from the righteous anger and hostility of German “Aryans.”  

5. The number 6,000,000 is an exaggeration which was fabricated by Jews in the postwar period.   The 
number of Jews actually killed by the Nazis and their allies is at most equal to, but probably smaller than, 
the number of Germans civilians who were killed in Allied bombing raids.  

6. Gas chambers are a scientific impossibility.  Therefore, the claims that they existed are false. This 
calumny is used to blacken the Third Reich’s and even contemporary Germany’s reputation. 

7. The Allies’ primary foe in the 1930s and 1940s was the Soviet Union.  Their focus should have been on 
defeating Stalin’s regime, not Hitler’s Germany. The Jews helped to maneuver the Allies into fighting 
Germany, rather than the true Allies’ true enemy, the USSR. 

8. The reason Jews created this myth was to convince the world to give them a state and to win 
tremendous sums of money from the Germans in the form of reparations. 

9. The true victims of the war were the German people, who suffered during the war at the hands of the 
Allies and were forced to bear the terrible burden of the Holocaust after the war.1  

Explaining Away the Evidence 

Because the Holocaust has the dubious distinction of being the best documented genocide in the world, deniers 
must find a means of explaining away evidence that leaves no doubt about the existence of a genocide.   In face of 
“indisputable” evidence they offer an array of non-sinister explanations.  These include, among many others: 

1. The supposed gas chambers at Auschwitz-Birkenau, for example, were, in fact, air raid shelters.  This claim, 
of course, makes no sense.  They were not large enough to accommodate even a fraction of the inmates 
and they were practically a kilometer from where they SS lived so they could not be for them.2 

2. The cans of Zyklon B gas found in places such as Auschwitz-Birkenau after the war were used for fumigation 
only and not for genocidal purposes.  This claim by deniers illustrates how they take a fact -- Zyklon B was 
used for fumigation – and twist it so that it supports their argument. The fact that Zyklon B was used for 
fumigation, does not preclude its being used for other purposes, in this case the poisoning of people.  It is 
striking that there was a tremendous spike in orders for the gas exactly at the precise time when the killings 
were at their height. The increase in orders for the gas can be dovetailed with the rate of killings.3 

3. Terms, such as “ausrotten,” which have been given sinister explanations by the Jews, are really benign and 
mean uprooting a community, not physically destroying it.4  In his testimony at Irving v. Penguin UK and 
Deborah Lipstadt (2000), Christopher Browning discussed this extensively.*  He demonstrated for the court 
how Jews from Vitebsk are cited in one German document as being given ‘special treatment.’  Another 

                                                
* In 1996, I was sued for libel by Holocaust denier David Irving for having described him as a denier, a 
falsifier of history, and a right-wing polemicist.  The case was heard by the High Court in London in 2000. 
The witnesses for the defense including the historians Richard Evans, Christopher Browning, Peter 
Longerich, and Robert Jan van Pelt.  The expert reports they submitted to the court, the transcripts of the 
court sessions, and a compendium of materials which demonstrated the falsehoods embedded in the claims 
of Holocaust deniers can be found at the HDOT (Holocaust Denial on Trial) website established by my 
university, Emory University.  www.hdot.org   Because this trial is considered the definitive courtroom 
exposition of  Irving’s and many other deniers’ lies and distortions and because this material is readily 
available to the public, I rely on it heavily in this presentation. For a full discussion of the trial see my 
History on Trial (2005), recently reissued as Denial (2016). 
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German document later states baldly that 4,900 of the Jews of Vitebsk were “shot.” He points out how these 
words were used interchangeably and mixed with execution, shooting, liquidation, and extermination.5  The 
1941-42 Einsatzgruppen reports document the precise number of Jews – divided into men, women, children 
– shot in the eastern territories.6  Deniers contend that those Jews who are listed as having been murdered 
during these operations were killed because they were partisans, criminals, spies, or subversives, not 
because they were Jews.   Germany was, therefore, justified in killing them.7  Deniers cannot, however, 
contest the fact that the Jager report, one of these Einsatzgruppen reports, provides precise dates and 
places were Jews were murdered, dividing the victims into Jews, Jewesses, and Jewish children.  There 
would have been no political or strategic rationale for murdering Jews.8  

Deniers’ Tactics  

In addition to trying to explain away the evidence by offering benign - but invalid - explanations, deniers rely on other 
tactics. The demand that they be shown one particular document, particularly an order directly from Hitler authorizing 
the Holocaust.  Ignoring the reams of other evidence attesting to the Holocaust, deniers insist that the “truth” of the 
Holocaust is totally dependent on this one document.  Unless such a document is produced, deniers argue, there is 
no proof of the Holocaust.  An article on the web site for the Committee on Open Debate on the Holocaust 
(CODOH), a Holocaust denial organization, maintains that, if such an order was issued, "it would have been 
located... Since none has been found, the conclusion is inescapable: There was no policy to exterminate Jews by the 
Nazi government."9  On one occasion, David Irving interrupted a lecture I was giving on denial to challenge me to 
produce this one document.  He then turned to the audience of students and, waving, what he said was, a $1000, 
offered to give it to them if they could produce this order.   

There are a variety of ways to demonstrate the illogical and ahistorical nature of such an argument.  This is a 
document which, virtually all historians in the relevant fields agree, probably does not exist.  In all likelihood, Hitler 
did not want to affix his signature to such an order especially after the German public was so critical of the T4 
program, the killing of those whom the Nazis considered to be “unworthy of life,” i.e. handicapped or those afflicted 
with a genetic disease.10  Furthermore, as historian Peter Longerich noted in the report he prepared for the court in 
David Irving v. Penguin UK and Deborah Lipstadt, while Hitler avoided giving a clear written order to exterminate 
Jewish civilians and also avoided speaking openly about the killings, there is abundant evidence that he was “deeply 
involved in the anti-Jewish policy during the war, particularly when it reached a murderous stage.” Hitler’s various 
oral and written comments on the topic of the "Jewish question" reveal, in Longerich’s words  “his essential 
commitment to radicalize persecution to the extreme.” Additionally, in the Reichsführer SS Heinrich Himmler’s letters 
and speeches one finds a number of references to the mass killing of the Jews as an effort he had to fulfill “on behalf 
of the highest authority in the Third Reich—Hitler.”11  

But one not be familiar with the historical data to recognize that reputable historians rarely, if ever, base their 
conclusions about an event on one document alone, particularly when the event is of this magnitude and when a 
cache of evidence — from perpetrators, bystanders, and survivors — attest to the event’s reality. Deniers also ignore 
the fact that, given the Nazis intent on maintaining secrecy regarding the “final solution,” no incompatibility exists 
between the actuality of the genocide of European Jewry and the absence of any written orders from Hitler calling for 
that destruction.  Finally, there is, of course, a logical fallacy in this contention by the deniers.  Deniers insist that 
Jews forged the various documents that document the Holocaust.  Why then did “the Jews” not simply forge this one 
document and make sure it was planted in a place where it would be “discovered” as proof of the existence of a 
killing program?  Doing so would have deprived deniers of their pivotal argument.  

Another tactic on which deniers rely is what I call “immoral equivalencies.”  The “myth” of the Holocaust, deniers 
contend, is a means of camouflaging Allied wrongs.  Deniers argue that, not only did the Third Reich not commit this 
genocide, but the Allies were guilty of crimes of the same, if not more severe, magnitude, than those which Germans 
are accused of committing.  For example, deniers equate the Third Reich’s concentration camps with the camps 
Americans had for American citizens of Japanese descent.  As wrong, immoral, and illegal as the latter were, they do 
not compare in any manner, shape, or form with a Dachau, Buchenwald, Treblinka or Auschwitz-Birkenau.  A 
number of years ago I had the dubious pleasure of spending a day interviewing French Holocaust denier Robert 
Faurisson at his home in Vichy.  Faurisson, one of the movement’s elders, began by stating: “War is terrible.  People 
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do awful things in wars.  All sides are guilty.”  He proceeded to spend the next few hours arguing that both the Nazis 
and the Allies committed equal wrongs.†  
 
Going a step further than immoral equivalencies, deniers invert the perpetrator and the victims.  The Allies, who were 
the pawns of the Jews, were, they argue, worse than Germans.  Germans may, deniers concede, have allowed 
100,000 people to die at Auschwitz-Birkenau Birkenau over 4 years.  But the Allies killed many more than that in the 
bombing of German cities in one night.  (Note: the 100,000 number is a number that bears no relationship to any 
evidence.)  In yet another example of accusing the Allies of worse crimes than the Nazis, Holocaust denier David 
Irving told an audience of his followers: 

Ladies and gentlemen, fifty thousand people were killed in Auschwitz… from 1942 to 1944. That is a crime, 
as I said. Fifty thousand innocent people. It’s about as many people who died in Auschwitz in those three 
years as we British killed in Hamburg in one night.  

His comments were met with applause.12    He relied on a similar tactic in a 1991 television interview.  After 
contending that 100,000 people died at Auschwitz-Birkenau, he proceeded to argue:  

“So even if we’re generous and say about one quarter of them [the 100,000] were killed by hanging or 
shooting.  25,000 is a crime, that’s true.  25,000 innocent people executed by one means or another.  But we 
[the Allies] killed that many people burning them alive in one night, not in three years, in a city like Pforzheim. 
We killed five times that number in Dresden in one night.”13    

In a similar vein, deniers, led by Irving, have made a particular point of focusing on the bombing of Dresden.  They 
do so because many people consider it to be an Allied war crime.  Building on this pre-existing sentiment, deniers 
declare the bombing of that city to be a far greater crime against the German people than anything committed by the 
Germans against the Allies.  In order to make this argument, deniers inflate the Dresden death toll, often raising it to 
as high as 250,000.14  (The number given by the official historian of Dresden in the immediate aftermath of the war 
was approximately 20,000.  Subsequent analysis by German historians reached the approximately same result, 
between 22-25,000.15)  
 
Deniers often use neutral “evenhanded” language.  They will subtly choose language which in and of itself reinforces 
their claims. For example, deniers will use the word “died,” rather than were “murdered,” at Auschwitz-Birkenau. 
Consider Irving’s comments in a television documentary that was screened on November 28, 1991.  “Look at 
Auschwitz.  About 100,000 people died in Auschwitz.  Most of them died of epidemics, as we now know….”16  This 
choice of a verb – died instead of murdered – suggests, of course, that the victims’ demise was benign and not part 
of a genocidal effort.   Ultimately, according to deniers, the Germans were the victims.  They endured wartime 
starvation, invasions, victors' vengeance at Nuremberg, and brutal occupation by both Soviet and Allied occupiers.  
Then, in the ultimate miscarriage of justice, it was the Germans who were forced to bear, not just the historical 
shame, but the financial burden of having committed an act that has become emblematic of the concept of genocide.    
 
Another tactic employed by deniers is to attack sources including those that, in the context of the global history of 
this genocide, seem relatively insignificant.  For example, they argue that the Diary of Anne Frank is a bogus 
document written in ballpoint pen (and therefore written after the war).  All their arguments about the Diary have 
been extensively and conclusively answered by Netherlands State Institute for War Documentation and published in 
The Diary of Anne Frank: The Critical Edition.17  The question remains: why do they place such emphasis on a 
young girl’s diary?  Because the Diary is, not only the entry point for so many young people into the history of this 
genocide, but has become as emblematic of the Holocaust as the gas chambers at Auschwitz-Birkenau.  Deniers are 
convinced that, if they can somehow create doubts about the authenticity of the Diary, they can then create doubts 
about the entire historical event.18  Similarly, they try to sow seeds of doubt around the experiences endured by Elie 
Wiesel during the Holocaust.  Wiesel, who became the quintessential Holocaust victim, was a commanding presence 
in many countries. He could reach audiences well outside the fold of the Jewish community.  He regularly consulted 
with world leaders. Deniers, anxious to shed doubt upon his credibility, attack the authenticity of his book Night and 
argue that he makes an array of false claims about what he endured and where he endured it.  As the is the case 

                                                
†  The same argument is often made regarding the Rwandan genocide.  Despite overwhelming evidence of 
Hutu sponsored attempts to massacre Tutsis, some people contend that this was not a genocide but a civil 
war with wrongs on “both” sides.  See for example: James Wizeye, “The Claim Tutsis Caused Rwanda's 
Genocide Is Pure Revisionism,” The Guardian, July 25, 2011,  
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/jul/25/tutsi-rwanda-genocide-hutu  
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with the Diary of Anne Frank, they believe that if they create doubts about Wiesel, they can instill doubts about all 
else connected with the Holocaust.  David Irving has often taken particular pleasure in poking fun at Wiesel, who he 
delights in calling “Weasel.” Claiming, falsely, that there is an index card entry for every Jew who was at Auschwitz-
Birkenau, Irving told an audience to great laughter:  

“Suddenly a lot of people aren’t claiming to be Auschwitz survivors any more. Elie Wiesel, for one, for example, 
he has always been uncertain whether it was Auschwitz he had been in, or Dachau, or Buchenwald. [Laughter] 
Well, I say that, because there’s a photograph, a photograph, in which he identifies himself as being a prisoner in 
a photograph of various prisoners in a bunk-house in a barracks in the concentration camp in Buchenwald, and 
he said, “Yes, that’s me”. But it turns out that photograph was in Auschwitz and he says, “Ohh, yes, I meant 
Auschwitz.” I mean, what can we do about these people? And poor Mr. Wiesel, I mean, it’s terribly bad luck to be 
called ‘Weasel’ but that’s no excuse [Laughter]19 

Irving is not alone in attacking Wiesel, though his attacks are among the most prominent.20 

EXTREMISM POSING AS RATIONAL DISCOURSE: 
 
At the outset of this presentation, I noted that, though I initially laughed when I learned that there was such a thing as 
“Holocaust denial,” I changed my opinion after delving into a study of deniers.  The reason for this change was not 
due to the arguments they make.  I knew those were false.  Nor, did I fear deniers because they were making 
tremendous inroads on public opinion and were convincing broad numbers of people that the Holocaust was a myth. 
It was their tactics, that convinced me to consider a serious threat.  I noted how their tactics had evolved from the 
period immediately following World War II until the late 1970s. Holocaust denial has been extant since the immediate 
aftermath of the war. In the initial years after the war most deniers were overt neo-Nazis – or just plain Nazis -- who 
celebrated Hitler’s birthday with cake and ice cream and openly sought his rehabilitation. Their denial was linked to 
their adulation of Hitler and the Third Reich. These deniers were so far on the fringe of the political spectrum as to 
appear to most people to be complete outliers.21  In the 1970s deniers began to adopt a different approach, one that 
enhanced their potential impact.  This new approach allowed deniers to camouflage their true intentions.  Gone were 
the SS-like uniforms, the Siege Heli salutes, and meeting halls bedecked with swastikas in the halls where they 
meet.  In their stead were institutions, publications, and individuals, all of which projected a balanced academic 
veneer.  Their preferred name, “revisionists,” was designed to suggest that they simply wish to revise “mistakes” in 
history.  The institute they established had a name that suggested it was a dull scholarly enterprise, the Institute for 
Historical Review.  The name of their journal did the same, the Journal for Historical Review.  The programs for their 
gatherings and conferences suggested that these were mundane academic confabs.  But when one looked beneath 
the surface, one found there the same extremism, antisemitism, and racism. Nothing in the names or their external 
demeanor suggested their real agenda.   
 
COUNTERING DENIERS’ CLAIMS 
 
There are a number of approaches to countering deniers’ claims.  The most obvious one is to rely on the myriad of 
documents that prove their claims to be utterly false.  One can also use basic logic to demonstrate the basic fallacy 
in Holocaust denial.  For deniers to be correct in their contention that the Holocaust was a myth, who must be 
wrong?  The victims, those who say, “This is my story; this is what happened to me.”   But it is not only the victims 
who must be wrong in order for deniers to be right.  The bystanders, including the Poles in villages near the camps, 
watched the trains enter the camps day after day filled with people and leave empty.  There were also those such as 
the train engineer whom Claude Lanzmann interviewed in his epic documentary, Shoah.  He repeatedly drove the 
trains into the camp day and left with them empty.  They knew that there was not enough room in those camps to 
absorb all those being brought to the camps.  Those who lived nearby could smell the burning flesh.  There were 
Poles such as Jan Karski who, after sneaking into both a ghetto and an extermination camp, brought his eyewitness 
report to both London and Washington.22  There were Germans such as the industrialist Eduard Schulte, the head of 
a mining company that had a branch near Auschwitz-Birkenau and who learned from SS officers what was taking 
place in the camp.  He gave the information on the gassing to the representative of the World Jewish Congress in 
Switzerland, Gerhard Riegner.23  Another “bystander” was the renegade SS officer, Kurt Gerstein, who witnessed a 
gassing in Belzec and then told a Swedish diplomat about it.24    But these were not the only eyewitnesses.  Scores of 
eyewitnesses on the eastern front, where the German Einsatzgruppen together with local militia murdered 
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approximately 1,000,000 Jews, have given precise and detailed testimony about the genocide.25   Who also would 
have to be wrong? The thousands of historians who work on this topic, including North American, European, Israeli, 
South American, Australian, and Asian, among others.  They would all have had to either been duped or they would 
have to be part of the very conspiracy itself.  It beggars the imagination to think that these historians and other 
scholars have all been fooled by this charade.  
 
And yet, there is one additional source that must be wrong in order for the deniers’ assertions to be right. I speak, of 
course, of the perpetrators.  In fact, from a deductive or forensic perspective, this last source may be the most 
critically important. The perpetrators are, of course, those best situated to challenge or to buttress the deniers’ 
claims.  In fact, their testimony is more powerful than that of the victims because, as in all legal systems, the 
perpetrator’s admission of guilt has more clout than the victim’s accusation.  Not only have the perpetrators not 
denied the killings, but they have affirmed that they happened.  How, then, can deniers explain that in not one war 
crimes trial since the end of World War II has a perpetrator of any nationality denied that these events occurred?   
They may have said “I was forced to kill,” but not one asserted that it did not happen.  In fact, not only have 
perpetrators not denied that it happened, but they have provided some of the most critical historical detail about the 
killing process.  This was the case at the Eichmann trial (1961), the Auschwitz Frankfurt Trial (1963) and a series of 
other war crimes trials.26  Deniers attempt to shed doubt on these German admissions of guilt by arguing that these 
perpetrators were in Allied hands as prisoners of war when they admitted to the crime of genocide.  According to 
deniers, the Allies, acting at the behest of the Jews, forced the German POWs to make these admissions. But what 
precisely could the Allies have threatened them with that was worse than the punishment they would have faced as a 
result of their admissions of guilt?  (Did their captors say, “I will kill you unless you admit to having committed mass 
murder”?)  Had the perpetrators confessed to such wrongdoings it would have guaranteed that they would be 
severely punished. In short, there was nothing their captors could do to them. Conspiracy theorists are, of course, 
not interested in being bound by such logic.  
 
Why, if Germany was innocent of this massive crime, did it accept this financial and moral burden after the war?  
Deniers contend that Jews were so successful in spreading the myth of the Holocaust and in planting evidence, that 
Germany had no choice but to accept the burden of guilt despite being innocent.   The Jews, deniers will argue, 
made it clear to Germany that acknowledging guilt for this horrific crime was the only way it could be readmitted to 
the family of civilized nations.  Here too there is a logical fallacy in deniers’ claims.  German leaders surely must 
have recognized that, admitting responsibility for an unprecedented genocidal attempt to wipe out an entire people 
from one end of a continent to the other and beyond, would impose upon their country a hideous legacy.  They would 
be admitting, falsely according to deniers, to having committed an unprecedented criminal act.  And this is precisely 
what happened.  in order to be accepted into the family of nation, the Germans accepted responsibility for a horrific 
and unprecedented crime, one, that deniers argue, they did not do.  The problem with deniers’ claim about this is 
that, today, even after more than seven decades, Germany bears the burden of the genocide.  Its political policies 
and behavior are viewed by the world through the prism of this genocide.   
 
Deniers claim that many of the myriad of documents that attest to the mass killing of Jews were forged.  But forging 
and planting those documents would have been an exceptionally difficult, if not impossible, task.  Official German 
documents from the period bear identification numbers, file designations, and a series of other extensive markings.  
A forged document would have had to bear a number that corresponded to those that preceded it and followed it in 
the file. The forged document would have had to be in the same typeface and have the same strength typewriter 
ribbon.  (Most people under the agree of 40 have no conception of what that is.)  Moreover, copies of the same 
document would have had to have been planted in other files.  For example, a letter would have had to have been 
placed in the recipient’s file and a copy of the letter in the sender’s file.  In short, documents of this nature cannot be 
created out of thin air and produced en masse.   
 
The list of illogical arguments goes on.  Deniers contend that had the Third Reich, a regime they consider to be the 
epitome of efficiency and power, wished to murder all the Jews it would have ensured that no witnesses remained 
alive to attest to the existence of death camps and the genocide.  Therefore, deniers conclude, the very fact that 
there were “survivors” alive at the end of the war, constitutes proof that there was no genocide. Had there been a 
genocide, the Nazis would never have allowed witnesses to survive. One need not be familiar with any of the 
documentary evidence to identify this argument’s inherent fallacy. The deniers’ argument is premised on the notion 
that the Third Reich succeeded at all it attempted to do and it would never have been so slipshod as to leave 
witnesses alive. The problem with this claim is Germany was also intent on winning the war.  Yet, it lost. Therefore, 
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the assumption that the Third Reich succeeded at all it set out to do is an entirely false premise.  Anything that 
follows from that premise is equally false.  
 
Responding to Holocaust Deniers: Forensic Strategies  
 
In defending the libel charges against me brought by David Irving, my legal teach had the option of two different 
forensic strategies.  Here too, we had to choose the most efficacious way of countering deniers’ spurious arguments. 
We could have set before the court the massive documentary, material, and testimonial evidence of the Holocaust in 
order to conclusively prove what happened.  I call this the affirmative approach, i.e. one is affirming the facts of the 
Holocaust.  This is a constructive approach to teaching about the Holocaust and demonstrating the absurdity of 
deniers’ claims.  However, that strategy would have created a level playing field, a debate about the Holocaust.  The 
historical documentation we submitted to the court would have been poised against Irving and other deniers’ lies and 
distortions.  We did not doubt that we could demonstrate that these documents were genuine.  However, that effort 
would have turned the courtroom into a venue for a debate about the existence of the Holocaust.  This is what 
happened in the Toronto trials of Ernst Zündel in 1988.‡ Each day newspapers reported on the debates in the 
courtroom, e.g. were there swimming pools at Auschwitz-Birkenau?   
 
I told my lawyers and they agreed, that, while there is much to debate about the Holocaust, there is no room to 
debate whether it happened or not.  The Holocaust itself should be a matter of extensive research.  That research 
should be and is the subject of debate among scholars.  But the existence of the Holocaust  itself is not a matter of 
debate.  We do not debate whether World War II happened or whether the earth is flat.  Unwilling to allow the court 
to become the venue for such a debate, we chose another route.  Since the UK legal system placed the burden of 
proof was on the defendant, we had to prove that what I said about him was true, i.e. that he was a denier and a 
falsifier of history.  We did this by following his footnotes back to the sources and demonstrating that virtually every 
claim he made about the non-existence of the Holocaust was predicated on some sort of invention, distortion, or 
outright lie. We found that he changed dates, altered the sequence of events, quoted incorrectly, and engaged in all 
sorts of other evidentiary distortions.27  In sum, rather than prove to the court what happened, we conclusively 
proved that what David Irving said happened did not happen.  Richard Evans, our lead historical witness, observed 
that: 

 “the overall purpose of the (expert) reports was not to show what had actually happened …. The purpose 
rather was to put before the court the evidence which any fair-minded, objective commentator would have to 
take into account in writing about these issues.  This evidence in turn provided the basis for the defense’s 
argument that Irving was neither objective nor fair minded in his treatment of the issues.”28   

We pulled the ground out from his and, by extension, other deniers’ major claims by showing that their so-called 
proofs were based on lies, inventions, and distortions.29    
 
We won a decisive victory. The judge found David Irving to be a liar, who promulgated a tendentious view of history. 
In his massive decision, the judge wrote that “it appears to me to be incontrovertible that Irving qualifies as a 
Holocaust denier.”  Most importantly the judge was convinced that Irving’s account of history “flies in the face of the 
available evidence.” It was so “perverse” and “egregious” that his claims could not be “inadvertent” mistakes on his 
part.”30 In other words, these were not the type of errors that all authors make when writing books.  They were 
deliberate falsifications designed to cast the Holocaust as a myth.31    
 
Irving’s attempt to present himself as an impartial historian, who was only interested in correcting mistakes in history, 
was challenged by the evidence we presented to the court.  We demonstrated to the court that he was also a neo-
Nazi, racist, and antisemite.  We did so for two reasons.  Firstly, to demonstrate to the judge the kind of bigoted and 
racist people with whom he keeps company and to whom he speaks.  More importantly, we wished to demonstrate 
to the court that his denial was not ex nihilo, that it was rooted in his bigoted and racist Weltanschauung.  That we 
were successful in doing so was evident from what the judge wrote in his judgment.  Irving “holds views which are 
                                                
‡ Ernst Zündel, a German-Canadian Holocaust denier, was prosecuted in Canada for publishing pro-Nazi 
and Holocaust denial materials.  The first trial, at which the judge declined to take judicial notice of the 
Holocaust, became a well-publicized debate about the authenticity of the Holocaust.  At the second trial, 
David Irving, appearing for the defense, openly proclaimed his conviction that Jews were not murdered as 
part of a Nazi plan of annihilation and that the gas chambers were not venues for the gassing of humans. 
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pro-Nazi and antisemitic and … he is an active protagonist and supporter of extreme right-wing policies, that would 
support the inference that he perverts the historical evidence so as to make it conform with his ideological beliefs.”32  
Regarding Irving’s racism, he declared: “I have concluded that the allegation that Irving is a racist is also 
established…. The manner in which Irving speaks of the AIDS epidemic wiping out blacks, homosexuals, drug 
addicts and others has in my view a distinctly racist flavour.”33  The judge was no less decisive regarding Irving’s 
antisemitism:  “Irving is anti-Semitic. His words are directed against Jews, either individually or collectively, in the 
sense that they are by turns hostile, critical, offensive and derisory in their references to Semitic people, their 
characteristics and appearances.”34  His association with right wing extremists was also evident to the judge.  “I am 
satisfied that Irving has associated to a significant extent with…. right-wing extremists. I have no doubt that most, if 
not all of them, are neo-Nazis who deny the Holocaust and who are racist and anti-Semitic. I also have no doubt that 
Irving was aware of their political views. His association with such individuals indicates in my judgement that Irving 
shares many of their political beliefs.”35  
 
This trial demonstrated, not only  the close tied between denial and racism and antisemitism, but that when it 
concerns deniers, we cannot speak of just facts and opinions. We must speak of facts, opinions, and lies. Deniers 
contend that their arguments constitute “opinions” and they should be part of the discussion about the Holocaust. 
But, as we conclusively showed the court, these opinions are lies, lies that deniers hope will encroach upon the true 
facts. 
 
HOLOCAUST DENIAL: AGE-OLD ANTI-SEMITISM IN NEW CLOTHING 
 
Having demonstrated deniers’ modus operandi and discussed how their distortions might be exposed, let us turn to 
the rationale offered by deniers as to why the Jews created this “myth” of a genocide. According to them, Jews 
fabricated this story in order to obtain a state and to win vast amounts of reparations, i.e. money. They were 
unconcerned about how their actions would impact millions of people.  They had only their own political and financial 
benefit in mind. They, not only sinned against Germany by making it bear an unfair moral and fiscal burden, but 
displaced another people from their land and gained sovereignty for themselves.  This “explanation” relies on classic 
antisemitic tropes.  They are tropes that are rooted in the New Testament’s deicide story. Just as the Jews 
persuaded the far more powerful Romans to succumb to their bidding and crucify the innocent Jesus, so too the 
Jews persuaded the far more powerful Allies and the world media to assist them in creating evidence of a mass 
killing.  Deniers’ accusations – the Jews planted evidence, got POWs to admit to crimes they did not commit, and 
forced Germany to shoulder a tremendous financial and moral burden – are predicated on the notion of Jewish 
power, power extensive enough to realize this vast conspiracy.  Just as the Jews wreaked havoc (and death) on 
Jesus, so too did they wreak havoc on post-war Germany by forcing it to bear the terrible moral, political, and 
financial burden of the “Holocaust.”  Just as millennia of people were deprived of Jesus’ divine goodness, so too an 
entire people was deprived of its land.  The deicide story and the way it has been taught by church fathers became 
the template for millennia of antisemitic charges.  A small number of Jews harm a large number of Christians (or any 
other ethnic or religious group) for their own material and financial gain.36  
 
At the heart of this assertion is the notion that Jews are not victims but the victimizers.  Holocaust denial is part of 
this antisemitic continuum, for it suggests that, even though the Jews were not murdered by the Germans, the Jews’ 
evil ways made them deserving of being killed.   At the crux of the matter is the need to recognize that Holocaust 
denial and, by extension, antisemitism in general, are not the result of cognitive omissions or errors. In other words, 
it’s not that antisemites do not understand that Jews do not control the banks, run the media, wish to harm others, or 
shape foreign policy.  Similarly, in the case of deniers, their denial is not founded in the fact that they are missing one 
crucial piece of information or that they have not seen just one document that will convince them of the fact that there 
was a Holocaust. It is not as if they were given the wrong information about the genocide and all that is necessary to 
return them to the path of truth is to correct that misinformation.  The antisemites’ view of Jews and the deniers’ view 
of the genocide are refracted through a prism of the nefarious and malicious qualities of the Jew.  That is why these 
irrationally absurd charges regarding this well document genocide “make sense” to deniers.  They Weltanschauung 
is shaped by prejudice.  And, consider for a moment, the etymology of the word prejudice: to pre-judge, to make up 
one’s mind without relying on the facts.  So, it is with deniers.  They know from the outset that these terrible charges 
against Jews must be true.  
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OUTLAWING HOLOCAUST DENIAL 

Some countries have responded to genocide denial, including Holocaust denial, by relaying on the law.  
Approximately half the countries in Europe, have passed laws outlawing genocide denial and, in certain cases, 
specifically Holocaust denial.§   Supporters of these laws argue that they cause pain to the victims, inculcate hatred, 
and constitute an attempt to revive a totally discredited, nefarious, and dangerous political system.  They also argue 
that Hitler and his minions also began with speech.  It is, therefore, necessary to telegraph a message that such 
statements will not be tolerated by civilized nations.   They argue – in response to those who raise the issue of 
freedom of speech – that many forms of speech are regulated, among them treason, slander, and transmission of 
government secrets. 

Given the over six-year legal battle to which David Irving subjected me for calling him a Holocaust denier, many 
people assume I would be a strong proponent of such laws.  But I am not.   First of all, the guarantees of free speech 
give people the right to make total fools of themselves.  Moreover, free speech privileges the value of that speech 
over the fear that individuals might take umbrage by its content.   
 
My argument is not based on free speech considerations alone. I do not believe laws forbidding Holocaust denial are 
either efficacious or strategically wise.  They tend to make martyrs of and arouse sympathy for the accused,  even 
among those who consider the ideas being propagated to be repugnant.  They also have the tendency to give the 
item which has been outlawed the aura of “forbidden fruit,” thereby making it more enticing and appealing to certain 
segments of society.  Among them are disaffected youth.  
 
Most importantly, however, genocide denial laws suggest that we do not have the facts and the documentation to 
prove that that Holocaust denial is an utterly false supposition.   My legal team and I defeated David Irving’s attempt 
to brand my work as libelous, not by relying on a law outlawing denial, but with historical facts.  We followed his 
footnotes back to the sources and demonstrated that his claims were based on obfuscations, inventions, and 
falsifications.   Our defeat of David Irving is a far more powerful commentary on his work because it is rooted in the 
facts and did not occur under the cover of a general law outlawing Holocaust denial.  The effort was long and quite 
costly.  Irving’s reputation as a person with something of value to say about the Holocaust was left in tatters.   
Ironically none of this would have happened had the UK had laws outlawing Holocaust denial. But my opposition to 
laws against Holocaust denial is rooted in something far more than my self-interest.  I wonder about the efficacy of 
granting to politicians the power to legislate history and to authorize what versions of history are acceptable. 
Let me add two caveats to my opposition to outlawing denial.  I believe quite strongly that those who engage in 
incitement and prompt others to engage in violence should not be granted a shield of protection by the law.   Some 
people throw stones.  Others use words to encourage people to throw stones.  Both are equally guilty.    Secondly, I 
fully understand why countries such as Germany and Austria, the countries which spawned the Holocaust, would 
have laws against Holocaust denial.  The geographic context in which something is said is of crucial importance.  
The public display of the swastika or denial of the Holocaust has a different resonance in Atlanta than it does in 
Berlin or Vienna.  I know this may be inconsistent but I am reminded of what Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote many 
years ago, “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers and 
divines.”  Some inconsistencies are legitimate.  I believe that to be so in this case. 
 
When I visited Sarajevo, a professor, who happens to be a Serb, told me that she believes such laws are necessary 
in her region.  “Denying the horrors that took place here in the mid-1990s should not be legal, at least for the near 
future.”  She argued that she lives in a country where the “rule of law” has never been imposed justly, fairly, and 
democratically.  A law outlawing denial of the crimes against humanity that occurred in the region would give people  
faith in their legal system and prevent them from trying to find other ways of seeking justice.  
 
Conclusion 
 
While Holocaust denial has not, on the whole, been persuasive in public discourse, many people wonder whether it 
will have greater success when the last of the survivors has passed away. Some fear that it will lead to a “softer” 
                                                
§ Among them are Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, France, Germany, Poland, Lithuania, Luxemburg, 
Spain, Switzerland, and Romania.   
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form, one characterized by a “yes-but” syndrome in which it is said:  yes, there were gas chambers, but probably not 
as many as is claimed; yes, there were Jews who died, but probably not as many as they claim; yes, the Germans 
did wrong, but so did the Allies; or, yes, the Jews may have been mistreated, but they deserved much of what they 
received.  The use of the Internet and various social media platforms make the spread of these ideas far easier.  
They are designed to reach and influence young people, many of whom are more skeptical about truth and less 
willing to place their faith in “experts.”  In years to come this “yes-but” revision of history --“soft” denial—is likely to be 
more prominent than outright denial of the Holocaust. Ultimately, whether soft or hard denial, both forms rely on 
traditional antisemitic tropes. To fight denial as a cognitive issue is to tilt at windmills and to enter a maze with no 
exit. To place denial within in the context of antisemitism is to expose it for what it truly is. 
 

My appreciation to Maureen McLaughlin for her work on www.hdot.org , which was an important resource 
for this paper, and for her editorial comments and assistance. 
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