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We must start by trying to remember what exactly it is that happened not so long ago - the Holocaust, a phenomenon that is still hard to comprehend even today, over 60 years after the event.  This was, we must never forget, a conscious, planned and organised project by a modern state to kill, to murder millions of people.  Although it took place under the cover of a war, a world war between states, it was itself a war, a war against Jews.  And the Jews were killed in this war because they were Jews. 
This is not to say that the Jews were the only victims of the Nazis.  The Nazis killed huge numbers of people – the Roma and the Sinti, Russians (in especially huge numbers), Poles, “Slavs” (as they defined them), homosexuals, political opponents -  to name only some. We should remember them all today.  There is no hierarchy of suffering involved here and there can be no such hierarchy – each death was what it was, the death of a human being, the extinction of an equally precious life
This was a murderous regime, a genocidal regime, the most radical such regime we have witnessed in modern times (so far, although others have come and are coming ever closer).  It was radical in at least four interconnected ways.  It was radical, firstly, in that the aim was to kill all the Jews everywhere - not just German Jews but Jews from across Europe, from North Africa, anywhere they could lay their hands on them. Secondly, it was an end in itself – not a means to any other end, to gain territory, or resources or power.  Thirdly, immense resources were devoted to this end, even at the expense of the war against the Allies, against the British, the Americans, the Soviets. And, fourthly, it was an extraordinarily radical process – the Nazis turned what was most productive about modern society, techniques of mass production, factories, into a machinery of destruction.  The extermination camps, camps that is which were set up not (just) to imprison and/or to exploit people but to kill them, were effectively factories of death – they were not designed primarily to produce goods or commodities for profit or exchange but only or rather corpses, ashes, death itself.
All of this was accompanied from the beginning by a hate-filled rhetoric, an ideology of hate, openly advertised, openly expressed.  It was an ideology which identified those the Nazis hated quite clearly and precisely.  In the Nazi imagination, the Jews were the source of all that was wrong with the world. Hitler constructed in his mind a vast conspiracy of Jews - Jews who (he claimed) held immense, power, pulled all the strings: they were (absurdly) held to be behind not just capitalism but communism too. Supposedly immensely powerful, they were however not fully or really human at all but radically inferior, sub-human - rats, vermin, animals, beasts.  If Germany, if the world, was to be “saved”, then the Jews had to be got rid of, expelled, ultimately exterminated.
This was an ideology which was expressed, disseminated everywhere - in writings, in speeches, on film, on the radio, in the press and (not least) in educational materials that were used in every classroom, in every primary school, in every secondary school, even in Universities.  No one listening to any of this, reading any of this, watching any of this, could have been in any doubt as to what the Nazis believed.  But many people, the majority of people, chose to ignore it.  They treated it as “just” rhetoric. When Hitler was not yet in power, they thought he was “just” a demagogue.  When he came to power, they thought he would be “tamed” by power, by those who worked with him and for him.
But it was exactly the opposite.  Those who worked for him, did not tame him at all - the reverse.  They implemented his beliefs with efficiency, with effectiveness, with zeal and with commitment, at every level.  They put his ideas into practice.  They wrote legislation, stripping Jews of citizenship (the Nuremburg laws).  They removed Jews from schools (both pupils and teachers), they took away their jobs, they forced them from their homes, they condemned them to what Daniel Goldhagen has called “social death”, before they began to kill them in earnest.  For this, they needed the willing participation of the police, of the army, alongside the SS, to round Jews up for shooting  - well over a million were killed that way, which is often forgotten. This was all before the extermination camps began their deadly work.  Millions were herded by the police, by the army, as well as the SS, into ghettoes, then (if they had not starved to death there) transported to the camps for gassing.  And then, at the end, when few enough were left, those who had survived somehow so far were marched back to Germany on the infamous “death marches”.

All of this took immense organisation (and ingenuity).  It was not spontaneous or random but planned and co-ordinated. 
We can and must learn many lessons from this catastrophic experience. But one is that it is a fatal mistake to ignore what people say.  And this holds true for all genocides before and after the Holocaust.  For sadly, tragically, the Holocaust was not the last – if anything there have been more genocides since the Holocaust than there were before.  There have been genocides in places as afar afield as Bangladesh, Guatemala, Cambodia, Indonesia, Kurdistan, Cambodia, Rwanda, Bosnia, Kosovo, and now Darfur.

In each case, the killers have advertised what they were going to, identified and targeted the group that they wanted to get rid of, dehumanised and stigmatised them, before and as they set about murdering them.

These advertisements are so many warning signs.  Once people start saying things like this, it is not long before they can act on them.  Once they start acting on them, in little ways, it is not long before they may be able to do so in bigger ways, especially if they get their hands on the levers of power, the apparatus of the modern state.
We have seen too much of this to plead surprise when it happens, to claim we did not know what was going to happen. . We can know and we do know and our responsibility is clear.  It is to challenge these ideas, the ideology of hate, from the beginning, at its source, whenever and wherever it rears its ugly head.  For the Holocaust would not have been possible if people ( and not just governments and not just in Germany) had seen it as their responsibility to stand up to this hatred, to express solidarity with the Jews, to offer them help and support when the first attacks came, in word and in deed.

Remembering the Holocaust means that we have to look both backwards and forwards, to understand what happened, to see how it happened and above all to try to make sure that it does not happen again.
