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Speech by Professor Tim Blackman 

May I welcome you all to Middlesex University. It’s a privilege to host this year’s 

Memorial Day event.  

As the booklet you have reminds us, the Holocaust started with the public burning of 

books written by Jews and anti-Nazis, followed by expelling Jewish professors and 

students from universities.  

Universities have been, and continue to be, high up the list of where aspiring 

dictators first look to destroy their opponents. 

Like some of you here, I’m the child of parents who fought in the Second World War. 

Yet they never really talked about the horrors of that war.  

What they did share was memories of everyone getting on, pulling together, lifting 

each other’s spirits, making do. And they also shared their astonishment at how so 

many people chose to be obedient to Hitler, who they saw initially as ridiculous and 

then as deadly evil as the true terror he was unleashing became clear.  

Unlike some of you I’ve not yet seen the reality of concentration camps on the 

ground. I remember though going to Stephen Spielberg’s film Schindler’s List back in 

1993, which for me just put you there. I remember the audience leaving the cinema 

afterwards, no one speaking a word.  

It made me realise why my parents said very little of those horrors. 

They for sure knew death, injury and awful destruction. I doubt though if they knew 

what had happened in German universities in 1933.  

In those times universities were a million miles from the experience of most people, 

including my mum and dad. But in general terms what they may have heard about 

education in Germany might actually have been quite positive.  

Pre-war Germany had what was regarded by many then as the best education 

system in the world. Yet it had a very dark side. German education taught obedience. 

And so a highly educated country embraced Adolf Hitler.  

But it was also a humiliated and angry country. And therein lies such an important 

lesson: that to humiliate others is not just wrong but can be incredibly dangerous; it 

may be justified, even amusing for some, but it is deeply dehumanising, and people 

strike back.  

Today, disillusion and anger are rampant again as many people who feel left behind 

and left out start to accord blame for what’s happened to them, for their humiliation. 
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There’s an audience for any charismatic leader who wants to help them blame 

someone.   

We must learn the lessons of the past. One lesson from the war I learned from my 

parents is that basic human goodness – which is what their stories of the war were 

about - was robust in the face of the threat of tyranny, and won through.  

Another that I learned later is that we can design institutions that save us from the 

worst in ourselves: the roots of our modern system of international justice lead back 

to Nuremberg.  

But basic human goodness, and even systems of justice, are not enough. We have 

to journey in our minds and bodies to understand others, to put ourselves in their 

shoes.  

I was in New Zealand recently, where I learned more about the Western encounter 

with the Maori, often violent and still often tense despite the Treaty of Waitangi, 

progressive for its time but flawed because the British had quite a different 

understanding of property to the Maori, whose closest word to property was 

stewardship.  

Yet the Maori were far from peaceful stewards: group membership easily led to 

group-versus-group conflict, often very bloody.  

Our need for group identity is very human but also potentially dangerous. A paradox 

of human rights legislation is how it can reinforce the sense of group identity when 

that sense has also sown the seeds of genocide.  

In New Zealand I came across Ryszard Kapuscinski’s book The Other. I hadn’t come 

across his work before. 

Kapuscinski was a remarkable Polish reporter and writer, known among other things 

for his account of the Rwanda genocide. There is a key insight in his work: that it 

may not just be one group regarding itself as superior to another that can lead to 

terrible group conflict but that in the other we may see things we fear in ourselves.  

This insight, bleak though it seems, is actually full of hope. Because in others we 

come to discover ourselves. I’ll end with Kapuscinki’s own words, reflecting on the 

travels of the Greek historian Herodotus 2,500 years ago. He writes: 

‘Herodotus … realised that to get to know Others you must set off on a 

journey, go to them … He understood that to know ourselves we have to 

know Others, who act as a mirror in which we see ourselves reflected … He 

did not believe that we should isolate ourselves. Xenophobia, Herodotus 

implied, is a sickness of people who are scared by the prospect of seeing 

themselves in the mirror of the culture of Others’. 


