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DIGEST 

Egyptian Pharoahs, Assyrian kings, Roman emperors, 

Scandinavian crusaders, Gothic princes, holy inquisitors, and 

Polish noblemen alike have devoted their energies to the de

struction of the Jews. So it was :not without some familiarity 

that the Jew~of Europe faced the Nazi extermination machine. 

For some reason, however, one very difficult to ascertain, we 

have failed to understand the pheniomenon. Generally, our at

tempts to understand have been through imag_inative literature. 

This method has been, to some extent, successful in dealing 

with the impact-of-destruction. The fact-of-destruction, how-

ever, has been illusive. Although I believe that imaginative 

material is an effective vehicle toward understanding, it seems 

imperative that one first begin wi'th a scientific study of the 

facts. Having done this, the otheir material will readily fall 

into place and an understanding of the Holocaust will be reached. 

As a beginning step, I have attemp1ted to survey the facts-

historical, psychological, and theological--interpret them and 

conclude with the effects that they had upon the survivors as 

they tried to put them into a meaningful perspective. 

Chapter I deals with the strategy the Nazis used in the 

process of destruction. We begin with the relocation of the 

non-urban Jews into the large cities, the ghettoization, the 

transportation to the camps, arrival and processing and conclude 

with the camp life itself. For the statistics of the camp, e.g., 

food rations, medical supplies, etc., we use the 'official' 

German records confiscated following the War. 



Chapter II deals with the camp personality as it devel

oped• A study of prisoner behavic1r indicates that a paradigm

personali ty developed in logical s:tages among those prisoners 

who survived. This chapter describes and discusses that per

sonality. 

Chapter III deals with the prisoners' feelings about 

death. This is important for it presents to us how an over

whelming encounter with death can and was successfully dealt 

with. It also indicates the beginnings of a new life-style 

that could possibly be considered the basis of the Israel 

community. 

Chapter IV deals with the question of passivity among 

the prisoners. This chapter is written as a response to those 

who would indict European Jewry with the following comment: 

"European Jewry left the historical stage without dignity." 

In this chapter we apply psycholog:ical axioms which indicate 

that "appropriate" behavior could not and should not have been 

expected. \'le find that all behavior is a reaction to experience 

and condition.s--and that one cannot judge behavior on the basis 

of other time-place s.ituations. 

Chapter V deals with the conditions of the survivors 

following release from the camps. Here we find that from a 

psychological perspective, "liberation" did not in fact occur 

until 1948 and the establishment of the State of Israel, 

Ch t VI deals with the psychology of survivor behavior. · aper 

We have here an accounting of the traumatic experiences--de-

. ·:i..· solat:i..·on, somatization, and guilt--with which the press ion, 
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survivor was faced, An analysis of this behavior indicates 

that we are not yet free of our responsibilities vis-a-vis 

the survivors, 

Chapter VII deals with Holocaust theology. This was 

a result of survivors' and contemporary theologians' attempts 

to find meaning in the Holocaust 19xperience. The main 

"theologies" discussed are 1. the traditional G-d concept, 

2, salvation through suffering: F1rankl, 3. G-d is dead, and 

4. nationalism--secularism. 

The thesis concludes with what the author believes 

are the two major effects of the Holocaust, the psychological 

and the historico-political, The psychological effects are a 

more militant attitude towards the preservation of world Jewry 

as well as a strong communal orientation. The historico

political effect was the establishment of the State of Israel. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Killing Jews is not a new thing. Egyptian Pharoahs, 

Assyrian .kings, Roman emperors, Scandinavian crusaders, Gothic 

princes, holy inquisitors and Pol'ish nobleme n alike have de 

voted their energies to the destruction of the Jews. It was 

therefore not without some previous familiarity with the phe

nomenon that the Jews of Europe faced the murderous Nazi_ hordes 

tha~ were unleashed upon them from 1933-1945. To this his-

t:orical event, we give the title, "Holocaust." Given all our 
. . 

experiences with those previous attempts to obliterate the 

Jew, and the temporal proximity of the Holocaust, one would 

think that the Jews would be able to comprehend and possibly 

even accept what seems inevitable.. Despite this, we have 

failed somehow to take in or to understand what happened much 

less to accept it. 

Elie Wiesel, one of the more articulate of the victims 

described this 'inability': "Some events do take place but are 

not true; others are--although thE!Y never occurred. 11 1 Perhaps 

i .t is due to the vast, almost incc1mprehensible number of Jew

ish victims--6 million. Had it been fifty, one hundred, we 

might be able to understand. But 6 million seems beyond the 

human ability to accept as part of one's reality. Six million 

seems illusory, but the destruction of 6 million Jews is an 

historical fact. It took place all over Europe and in Russia 

B b . y r Dachau, Bergen-Belsen, and Auschwitz. in places like a i a , 
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And the facts of the destruction :are attested to. "The 

chronicled facts which allow us to catalogue and inventory 

what transpired in these places are .so overwhelmingly vast 

as to be altogether numbing .•• "2 Still, we find that we 

are unable to absorb the events of the Holocaust. We read 

about them and we feel that Anne Jl"rank is Alice in Hell 

without a looking glass, and we too are lost. Our imagina

tions are staggered by the 'facts.' Somehow they haven't 

helped us to understand. 

This understanding, howeve:r, I believe to be imperative 

for all humanity. The first reason is because it happened. 

Any event especially one that had such dramatic effect de

serves to be understood, To disr1egard it would be to live 

only in the present. Secondly, w1e must understand the event 

not just historically but relate it to the present and derive 

what insights we can. To ignore 'it would be to lose an op

portunity for guidance- -for histo:r::y is the guide for the pre

sent and the future. Without it we would be like the trav

eler without a map. And, finally, we have an obligation to 

memorialize the victims. The Holocaust was a result of 

-· •human behavior', albeit an aberation of behavior. As humans, 

we, therefore have a responsibility to put back together what 

we had a hand in taklng apart. W1e owe it to those who suf -

fered ·and survived, and to those whose memories cry out to 

be remembered. 

One attempt to deal with the Holocaust is through 

imaginative literature. The creative use of words to express 
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an emotion has been a successful mode of understanding if 

not the fact-of destruction, certainly the impact-of-de

struction. It is true that the ':fact' can be sterile, but 

reality is sterile~-the Holocaust seems to have proven this. 

Therefore, to try to understand the Holocaust in terms other 

than fact is to understand it in terms other than its real

ity. It is only with a grasp on the facts that the fiction 

wi 11 have its impact. It is therc3f ore, the task of this 

paper to deal with the 'facts,' pc3rhaps in a partially new 

perspective, so that along with the emotion of the fictional, 

we might understand a bit more abc)ut the reality of what 

took place. 

The method we will use is f irst to describe the 

phenomenon as best we can. For this, there is an abundance 

of first-person accounts as well as official German reports 

confiscated following the war. Secondly, we will interpret 

the subjective responses of the inmates to the experience 

using appropriate psychological concepts. Along with this, 

we will discuss the personality changes that took place as 

the prisoners attempted to integrate the experience into 

meaningful and acceptable patterns. For this, we will draw 
-· 

on clinical observations and impressions made after the 

experience by psychologists and psychoanalysts who survived 

the camps. We will also draw on psychological studies done 

as a follow-up to the experience by psychologists who were 

not directly involved. Finally, ·we will deal with the effects 

of the Holocaust in determining a general world view (theo-
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logical). This is significant as it indicates the existen-
-

tial impasse created by the Holocaust. 

As a Jew the ta~lc will be most difficult. Each fact 

acts as a dagger in the soul of the Jew. And yet his being 

is intrinsically tied up with the fact of his destruction. 

The taslc for the Jew is even more imperative then. Just as 

the halachists and midrashists attempted to record and dra

matize the hurban, the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 and the 

subsequent exile of the Jews across the face of the earth, 

they also attempted to interpret and derive meaning of his-

toric-religious significance from the event. The Holocaust 

is our modern hurban. We, too, following in our tradition 

are called upon not to disregard an event of such magnitude 

and significance to our people. As Jews, and even more so, 

as rabbis, we are asked to perce.i ve, to understand, and to 

derive such meaning as to give hope to those generations of 

Jews who follow such a catastrophe . The task, therefore, is 

undertaken. Only then can we again rise to a call to wor

ship and affirm our belief in what is just, right and good 

in the heavens as well as on the earth, 



I. STRATEGY FOR DESTRUCTION 

"How doth the city sit solitary, 
That was full of people! How is 
she become as a widow! She that 
was great among the nations •• • " 

LAt'1ENT AT IONS l : l 

The great masses of European pe,ople were unaware of 

the devastating effects Hitler's Germany was to have upon 

the m. The events from Hitler's rise in 1933 until the de

struction of the synagogues of Germany in 1938 had little 

significance for most of .the Jews who were soon to live in 

the Nazi-occupied territories. Even the 600 ,000 German Jews 

remained relatively unaffected. · 

As the Nazis began to storm across Europe and annex 

nations under the sign of the swas tika, they did, not distin

guish the Jews from the other conquered peoples. Gradually, 

however, the position of the Jews with respect to the rest 

of the populace began to change, and, consequently, they 

were unprepared for what was about to take place. 

The basic factor in the ••• lack of prepa
ration for armed resistance was psychological; 
we did not at first believe the Resettlement Oper
ation to be what in fact it: was ••• For genera
tions East European Jews hald lool<ed ty Berlin as 
the symbol of law, order and culture . 

For the most part, the J ews: believed themselves to be 

part of the ger:ieral secular culture in which they had par-

5 
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ticipated, For example, over 50% of the lawyers in Berlin 

in the 1920's were Jewish, Thus; they were unprepared to 

see themselves as something apart from the rest of . the na

tion or to see Berlin made into a spurious state. Up until 

this point, pogroms and the killing of hundreds of Jews were 

seen as particular incidents and not as a major reflection 

of common opinion. For the first time anti-Semitism became 

not only the attitude of the masses but legalized _as nation

al policy. 

RELOCATION 

Orders to relocate into special sections of the large 

cities indicated that the Jews labored under a false sense 

of security. Even these orders did not have the effect one 

would have expected; the ghettoization was accepted in the 

main, for most of the Jews already lived and worked in such 

areas, Once the remaining Jews had relocated, the Germans 

began to fence them in. For example, in Warsaw, walls were 

built and one could enter or leave the area only through 

guarded gates set up at strategic positions along the wall. 

One needed a permit to leave the ghetto. The authorities 

took a careful census of all Jews in the area; a Jewish po

lice force was formed to maintain the 'peace• of the ghetto; 

the Judenrat, the Jewish community council, was given admin

istrative responsibility. Generally speaking, the ghettos 

continued on a day-to-day basis in a peaceful atmosphere: 

life was difficult, but bearable. 
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TRANSPORTATION 

The next procedure is described in the following: 

A proclamation was made in the ghetto that a 
•transport• (Umsiedling) was to take place and 

· therefore the population ( o:r a certain number 
of the population) was to assemble at a certain 
place (usually a railroad yard). In Holland 
and France, Whole communiti•es were arrested at 
one time and sent to temporary camps, from which 
they were eventually transf•~rred to Death camps 
in Poland.L 

Authorities argue as to whether or not, at this point, the 

people were aware that their final destination was a death 

camp. It seems likely that given 1the circumstances which 

surrounded this whole proceeding , and the chaos which must 

have tal<en place, very £ew, if any, were aware of their fu-

ture, By-in-large, the people believed that either they were 

being taken to remote agricultural communities to be reset

tled again (as those in Warsaw \~ere told) or that the pur

pose of .the camps was " , •• originally, that the internees 

should survive and be transformed to new individuals, bet-

ter suited to live under and co-opE3rate with the new regime. 
-

(Bettelheim 1943) 03 

Following the initial stage of imprisonment, ghetto-

ization, the victims faced what fmr many would be their final 

'relocation•--the transport to the camp. 

On the tracks, an endless train waited. 
Not pas~~~ger coaches.but cattle cars, e~ch filled 
to bursting with candidates for deportation .•• 

Protest was useless. It was our turn. The 
soldiers began to close in and pus~ us: Like sheep 

were driven and compelled to climb l.nto an empty 
·~:ttle car ••• Then the single door was rolled shut 
behind us. I do not remember whether we wept or 
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shouted •. The t:ain was under way. 
. Nine~y-Sl.X persons had been thrust into Ot.Jr 

car, includl.ng Jnany children who were squeezed in 
among the luggage ••• in a space that would }}.ave 
accomogated only eight hors~~s. Yet this was not the 
worst. . 

.••• Sanitary disposal was out of the questLon ••• 
A torrid sun heated the walls until the air became 
s~ff ocating. The interior was almost completely 
b~ack, f?r the daylight that filtered through the 
little window sufficed to light only that corner. 
After a while we decided it was better that way. 
The scene was becoming more and more unatt:ractive.S 

••• Soon there were incidents and, later, se
rious quarrels. Thus, little by little, the atmos
phere was poisoned •• , Soon the situation was intol
erable: Men, women and ehildren we:te strugglin& 
hysterically for every squaxe inch,6 

Three children were lying near the door. 
They looked hot and feverish. One of the doctors 
examined them and stood bacl:~ agast. They were ill 
with scarlet fever!l 

It was impossible to isolate the youngsters. 
The only 'quarantine' we could enforce was to have 
those gho were near the ~nf13cted ones turn their 
backs. 

On the second day onje of the le9.ding merchants 
from Cluj suffered a hea,rt .attack. His son, also a 
doctor, kne 1 t beside him. 1fli thout drugs he was pow
erless, and could on~y watch his father expire while 
the train rushed on. 

The cattle car had become an abbatoir. More 
and more prayers for the de;ad rose in the stifling 
atmosphere. But the S.S. would neither let us bury 
nor remove them. We had to live with our corpses 
around us. The dead, the parched, the famished and 
the mad moist all travel together in the wooden 
geheuna. 1 

. Then at the end of the seve?fh day, the 
death car halted. We had arrived. 

ARRIVAL 

Those prisoners who survived the transport had yet to 
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face what was for many, the most traumatic experience of all. 

Immediately upon arrival at the camp, the first selection 

tool< place. All Mothers with children and those judged unfit 

for work were sent to the infamous gas showers, while those 

who had been selected to live were separated from their fam

ilies and. friends. Because of the lack of awareness concern

ing the fate of loved ones 1 the prisoner had an intense fee1-· 

ing of is.elation. His awareness was limited to the fact of 

his own isolation. 

Even though the individual prisoner--especially 
at the beginning of the extermination--was unaware 
of the fate which had befallen those of his family 
who had come in the same transport, the mere ex
perience of the suddr2 and brutal isolation was no 
doubt of importance. 

The guards then stripped the remaining prisoners of 

all possessions, shaved their headls, issued prison uniforms 

with the yellow star-of-David, andl tatooed their arms with 

indelible numbers. They were then taken to their barracks, 

the physical conditions of which were abominable. 

Nine out of ten prisoners had no bed in camp. · The 
huts were four walls, partly without windows, with
out doors the roofs were leaky, every raindrop 
that fell, found its way in .. No bed, just the re
mains of them, no stoves, nothing, no chairs, no 
benches, no light. In some of the huts there were 
1500 people.13 

This particular camp described was Belsen, but there can be 

no doubt that the living accomodations for most prisoners 

for r odents whose presence in the camps was were unfit even 

most unusual. 
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LIFE IN THE C.AMP 

From the very beginning, li.fe in the camp was next 

to intolerable. 

•.••they were sometimes exposed to meaningless 
Journeys often lasting two weeks on end, right 
up to ~he day.when they were liberated by the 
?-dvanci.n? ~llied troops. Even though the exist
ing coi:iditions were not everywhere exactly like 
those l.n Belsen, almost all the prisoners were 
tormented by hunger, disease, and ill-treatment, 
to an ever-increasing degree.14 

This description merely begins to indicate the kind of life 

which each prisoner was personally called upon to face. One 

can see that the opportunity to work, to do something possi

bly constructive would be seen by the prisoners as a salva

tion, a respite from the dirt and filth which permeated the 

atmosphere of the camps. 

Work became something mu~h sought after. One could 

maintain a spark of integrity if he could perform a •useful 

task', but even this was apportioned discriminately. 

their 

Frequently the SS assigned more meaningful 
tasks (only) to old prisoners (i.e., those who had 
been in the- camp for a longer period of time). 
This indicated that f orcin,g nonsensical labor on the 
prisoners was a deliberate effort to speed their 
decline from self respecting adults to obedient 
children. There seems no doubt that the tasks they 
were given, as well as the m~l~reatmen~ they had.to 
endure contributed to the disintegration of their 
self r~spect and made it impossible to see them- 1 selves and each other as fully adult persons anymore. 5 

NUTRITION 

The conditions of the prisoners did not result from 

h 1 
·cal reactions to the situation alone. The 

psyc o ogi 
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living conditions bred diseases much worse. The quality and 

quantity of food the prisoners were given is significant. 

The statistics that will be presented are 'official amounts'. 

There is strong evidence that much of the food was "organized." 

(This is a euphemism for stolen or commandeered.) One exam

ple of this as well as why we are unable to count on the ac

curacy of the statistics should be: given as it also serves 

to indicate the pernicious character of what .occurred in the 

camps . The following account is t :old by Elie Cohen. 

In the concentration camp Neuengamme, Robert Darnau, 
in November l 9l~4, 'found in his soup a human jaw.' 
When this was reported to the commander , 'investiga
tion revealed that the kitchen Kapo and the crematory 
Kapo had agreed to sell the~ meat from the kitche~g 
to civilians and feed the prisoners on corpses.' 

The 'official' calorie count for each prisoner in the 

concentration camp Amersfoort was 2 , 222 .22. (This and sub

sequent calculations were based on the "Netherlands Food 

Products Tabulation'' published i.n May , i946.) At Auschwitz, 

the official amount .was 11,314.6 calories per week. Those 

who worked were given an additional amount of bread and sau

sage which would make the weekly consumption 15,234.16 cal

ories or 2,176.4 calories per day.. 'Officially', there was 

an amount of food provided for minimal existence over a long 

period of time; however, reports from camp prisoners indicate 

that the total was much less, e.g .. , '.'.for a long time during 

d later onl~ 1050 calories.~ Other 
1944 we had only 1750, an 

as little as 533 calories per day. 
reports suggest even less, 

Authorities seem to indicate 

the camps were . approximately 

that the needs of the men in 

3000 calories or 50% more than 
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even the 'off • · 1 l.Cl.a amounts' indicate, consequently, produc-

ing malnutrition in epidemic proportions. 

The effects of malnutrition were most visible. Cohen 

lists them as sunken eyes, projecting cheekbones, thin skin, 

skin pigmentations, edema. One doctor described his experi

ence in Belsen four weeks after liberation. "The prisoners 

were so emaciated that he could not use hi s stethoscope, as 

it bridged the space between t wo ribs and could not be made 

to touch the sl<.in between." 1 7 

This extreme malnutrition led to a general physical 

weakness, " ••• all the dispensable organ functions cease 

or are reduced to a minimum ••• the t endency of the body 

toward economization reveals itself in a preponderance of the 

vagotropic functions: bradycardia, hypotonia , hypothermia.•· 18 

This condition also led to impotence with a 'disappearance 

of libido', We shall discuss this effect in a foll6wing 

chapter. 

The majority of the prisonE!rs suffered on the one 
hand from lack of food, and on the other hand from 
lack of sleep--a result of the plague of vermin 
caused by too many persons being thrown together in 
such close quarters. While undernouri shment made 
the men apathetic, to some degree a resu~t ?f vago
tropia, chronic sleeplessness made them irritable. 
In addition to these factors, there was another-
the absence of those two toxins of civilization 
which in normal life mitigate ~~th apathy and irri
tability: caffein and tobacco. 

DISEASE 

Infections were 'unprecedented' according to numerous 

20 - The prisoners developed scabies, impetigo, reports, 
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furuncles, carbuncles • abcesses and erysipelas. They suffered 

from extreme frostbite. To illustrate the extreme· importance 

starvation played, we should deal with another disease-

pulmonary tuberculosis--whose effects reached as many as 33% 

of the camp prisoners. It was observed that 

••• clinically, during the most serious state of star
vation tuberculosis becomes entirely subordinate. 
The famished body does not appear able to spare 
nutritive material, even for the tubercle bacilli, 
and .for the time being behaves anergically. Not 
until adequate nourishment has brought about the 
conva~escent s~ate does.pulmon~ry tuberculosis sec-
ondarily come into prominence. I · 

In other words, the effects of starvation were so great that 

other diseases were covered up for the time be ing. 

Acute infectious diseases were also prominent in the 

camp: Scarlet fever, diptheria, meningitis and typhus, Many 

of these were hidden from the Germans because of what they 

might mean and eventually did come to mean, "A diagnosis of 

any of these diseases was ••• tantamount to a.death sentence. 

Without even entering the room the camp physician would, 

as a rule,_ send t~ese isolated patients to the gas chamber, 1122 · 

Even general treatment of those prisoners with cur

able diseases was almost non-existent. Those prisoners who 

had the misfortune of being ill were given little if 

any treatment. 

F 2000 patients, in the winter of 1944-45, there 
or · 20 · · 20 

5 1 liter of cough mixture , aspirLns, pyram-
r~on tablets, about 20 grams of activated carbon,_ 
almost 400 grams oak bark, and 20 t~blets tannalbii:• 
It reaz~ed the point where ·to fall ill meant certain 

· death. 

We see this in . the statistics from Buchenwald. From 1937 
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to 1945, ~38,9?? prisoners, _b9th political and Jewish entered 

this camp; 33,462 died there. "These returns do not include 

those prisoners who were sent on death transports, nor those 

who were removed to other camps i.n very poor health, nor 

those who were executed,"~4 Many people just died there. 

LIBERATION 

For the survivors, the expjerience of maltreatment did 

not end with liberation from the iconcentrationcamps. Iron

ically, almost sadistically, most prisoners were moved from 

behind the barbed wires of the Na:zi car:nps to the barbed wire 

of the Displaced Persons camps. There, the lives of the 

prisoners remained pre-determi~ed by those in authority. 

From the survivors' perspective, liberation had not yet come. 

Whil_e the world argued as to the solution of the disposition 

of the Jews of Europe, they continued to live as prisoners. 

They had not yet 'arrived' on the world scene. It would be 

another three years--until 1948--that the world would free 

the Jews. 

CONCLUSION 

Al thougl:i we hav~_ been _p_i~~se~nted with ~he 'facts .' of 

the - ~~eatm~nt of ~he prisqQers~-the. beatings, the work, the 

s~arvation, the laclc< of care f qr the . ~icl~ an9 th~ de1..iberate 

d th de Serl.. pt ion is really inadequ_at~ f C?r: . . u~ ! First, mur ers-- e . . . . . 

these facts have no place in our world of experience. They 
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exist around a . tiI?e-pl~ce ;fc;>reigr:i to most of us • . Th~y are, 

to a great extent, inconceivable. On the other hand, the 

reality of the £acts in and of the~mselves must be brought 

into question. Perhaps as one survivor has said, 

We have i:io adequate descriptions of just what took 
place--since we have to allow for a considerable 
degree of distortion in th€~ mentality of the viewer. 
To use an image from the theory of relativity, the 
standard of measurement applied to the deformed law 
was itself _ deformed.L~ 

It is not our intention to objectively analyze the 

Germans' method of treatment of the prisoners., nor is it 

~ur intention to present the facts in order to determine 

guilt or probable cause of the behavior of the Nazis. This 

task we leave to the jurists and moralists of later .genera-

tions. _We are il_1capabl~ _ of this for the time being. As one 

physiciart put it, "(We) ... cannot even figure out now which 

had moJ;"e impact--the daily beatfngs or the constant humil

iation.1126 

For the prisoner, the conditions we have described 

in this chapter were the reality with which they were con

fronted. This was the prisoners' world of reality and, there

fore, was significant tn bringing about the psychological 

d It l.. s th~~ task of the remainder of changes which occurre • 

desc.rl.. be and interp:r:et the experience in light this paper to 

of the facts presented in this chapter. 
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II. THE CAMP PERSONALITY 

The agony of imprisonment, as described in the previ

ous chapter, 1-ed to a particularly stressful situation for 

the pri~oners . 

••• a psychic stress situation which, to a great 
extent, surpasses the indi.vidual's power of endur
ance, which totally destroys his social norms and 
values, and which deprives him of his belief in 
himself, without any event: in a pos itive direction 
occurring to counterayt this, leads to deep changes 
i~ his personality,,, . 

As we read the personal accounts of the prisoners, we see 

that these changes did in fact occur and that there was a 

type of development, a staging, ji.n that change . Since this 

progression was overwhelmingly typical among the survivors, 

it is conceivable that it was the ability to move successfully 

from one stage to the next that Bnabled the prisoners to 

survive the camp. It is important, therefore, that if we 

are to understand the effects of the camp on the prisoners, 

we attempt to describe the personality-system of the sur

vivors as it developed. There appear to have been three 

f d 1 t These can be described as the initial stages o eve opmen • 

reaction to the camp, adaptation and, finally, resignation. 

INITIAL REACTION 

The first stage in the development of the camp per-

called "Initial Reaction". Frankl calls 
sonality will .be 

16 
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th~s "receptio~. into c~mp. 112 It occurred du:i;-ing the trans

portation and ~he arrival at the camp itself. The · main ex

pres~ion of this fear wa~ shock, i3. feeling of terror and numb

ness. During this stage, an order to move or fall in .line 

fell on 'deaf e·ars'. Th · · d · h . e prisoners became petrifie , wit 

the result that .many were shot there on the spot. The reality 

of the threat of execution. because~ of this 'petrification' 

effect or lack of response, registered on the prisoner's eg~. 
' 

At tl:ie . same time, his ego was unable. to cope with tl:ie reali-

zation. This attack on the ego from two directions, sirnul-
. ' . 

taneously, led to a defective ego,, i.e., the inability of 

the eg9 to function as the administrator and arbiter of be-

havior. The effect was a typical psychopathological phenom-

enon--acute depersonalization. Cohen describes this as "an 

estrangement from the surrounding world . 113 . This was a direct 

result of the ambivalent reaction of the ego to the double 

stress it was feeling. 

Bettelheim described this phenomenon of depersonali

zation in. the following way: " ••• this torture is happening 

to my body, but not to me, ,.4. The whole experience was . hap-

' b' t rather than 'him' as subject. 5 
pening to 'him as o Jee 

Cohen describes a similar f;!'f!lOtion., 

My reaction, , , was an apparent splitting 
of .n:tY persor:iali ty, ~ felt as if I did not belong, 

. the business . d~d not concern me; as if 'I 
as 1~ . thin s th!-ough a peephole ' ; I f e 1 t 
were lookLgg at com~ass{on ei~her fo~ the prisoner, 
UDtc;:iuched )b7 ba~Y. ·been beaten to death, or for the 
who had pro a Y 6 
incoming la~or group. 

1 d t a state called 'psychic 
This lnaliility .to react .e 0 



--
18 

anesthesia' where neT ... · 
lY impressions had no effect. 

For most of the prisoners the area of inter-
est was very ra "dl ' ~ .. f . f Pl Y reduced to the most pri mitive 

orm 0 self-preservation, narrowed down to the 
rn~re battle for existence, represented by a bowl 
~ soup and a crust of bread, Neither the outer 
orld, the course of the War nor the fate of 

?thers appeare? to have any ;eal value or meaning 
ii: the daily life of the prisoners,7 

This condition lasted from one day in unusual cases 

to a few months in extreme cases. It made resistance im

possible , as we will discuss in Chapter IV. 11 A feeling of 

utter indifference swept the prise>ners. They did not care 

whether the guards shot them ••. It was as if what happened 

did not 'really' happen to oneself:, .,8 

Activity or work had little~ meaning for the prisoner 

at this stage. Because of this, the Germans recruited pri-

soners who were still in the initial stage of development 

to work at the crematories and on the burial details. One 

victim of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, who experienced 

the same reaction to distress describes this emotion as he 

was involved in the clean-up operation. 

After a while they (the bodies) became just 
like objects or goods that we handled in a very 
businesslike way ••• Of course I didn't regard them 
simply as pieces of wood--t:hey were dead bodies--but 
if we had been sentimental we couldn't have done 
the work, • , We had no emoti~ons. • • Because of the 
succession of experiences 1 had been through I was 
temporarily without feeling •.• At time~ ! went 
about the work with great e:ier~y, realizing that 
no one but myself could do it. 

This last discussion was presented to show two things; first 

the depth of the shock of the victims, and, is the extent, 

that the Phenomeno. n was not unique to the concensecondly, 
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tration camp, but is a typi'cal reaction to extreme stress 

when one's. ability to cope with that stress is ove~come. 

As a result of th~s 
L reaction, the focus of behavior 

became "to safeguard his (the prisoner's) ego in such a way 

that, if he should regain liberty, he would be approximately 

the same person he was when deprived of liberty. 1110 This 
• 

occurred on an unconscious level to the extent that it was 

the 'safeguarding' or preserving of the ego that was of ulti

mate concern. In order to do this, the ego was suspended 

for the time being, thus, 'putting it out of the action'. 

The rationalization of this was to turn egotist, i.e., to 

argue that one needed to save hims1elf first without regard 

for his fellow prisoner--when in actuality the inactivity 

was ineffective either for helping others or for saving him

self. Yet, the behavior was neces:sary to preserve the ego 

even at the expense of the entire lbody . 
' 

The elements that seemed to determine the extent of 

this initial reaction were the ",,.psychological conditions of 

the victim, which means that the conception he had formed as 

to what would happen to him was the determining factor. If 

this conception conformed to reality, the initial reaction 

Vl.
:olent., ... 11 We see that there were a small was not very 

Who .were acquai nted with and prepared number of prisoners 

for what the future held and, therE~fore, were able to escape 

1 stages of imprisonment when · it from the camp in the ear Y 

f let t:he realization of what was easiest to escape. 1 one 

Overwhelm him, he became impotent. We can 
was about to occur 
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see, however, that awareness, the b'l·t d · 1 a i l y to overcome enia , 

was a successful tool in coping wj_th the stressful . situation. 

The transition from the inl.tial stage of behavior was 

one of jumpiness, 'paralysis of emotion', euphoria (a height

ened sense of vitality) and the fright stupor as in the initial 

stage itself• To conclude this st:age, we notice behavior 

which closely resembled that of 'mourning behavior'. By this 

time, the prisoner was aware of the function of the camps • . 

The process of denial had conclude~d with the realization that 

he had been separated from his family, and he was actually 

mourning their loss. The problem then became one of real-

ization and adaptation to the real situation. 

Existentially, as the prisoner who remained alive was 

being forced by these circumstance~s to adapt, he was more 

involved in 'mourning' his own :cte~ath', or his own circurn-

stances. Adaptation awaited the completion of the grief

work involved in mourning. This period was, . of course, a 

very personal one, as the grief-work varied in intensity so 

that one individual would recover more quickly than another. 

Too much time spent in mourning would be a sure ticket to 

destruction. 

most 

ADAPTATION 

Of the camps to which the prisoner had Those aspects 

difficulty adapting were the following: 

the lack of person~l free~om f 
1. . e as to the duration o imprisonment 2. igno~anc 
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3. impossibility of being alone 
4. hunger 
5, lack of sex 
6. degradation 
7. loss of name 
8. lowe~ing of one's spiritual standard 
9. the _anarchic power of accident '--chance 

IO. The importance of the present rather than the future. 

Despite the difficulty, this stagE~ was the most important 

phase in the life of the prisoner. 

When he.had succe~ded in adapting himself to con
centration camp life he was an ex-greenhorn, he had 
settled down. Roughly this would take him a year1 
bu~ only a sma~l percentage of the prisoners reached 
this stage, which is not surprisio.g, as abnormally 
heavy demands were made on them.IL 

To the question, "Who could best adapt?" there seems 

to be three answers. 

The first was based on the l ength of imprisonment. 

".,.the longer a prisoner was in camp, the greater his chance 

of survival. 1113 Generally, this was based on luck or the 

·ability to cope or adapt. 

The second type of prisoner best suited for adaptation 

were those who had some sort of .§J;>iritual life, e.g., political, 

religious or intellectual, where this life was able to encom

pass the prisoner and create a goal to which he could direct 

his activities. The best example of this is the 'intellectual '~ 

Doctors and writers would fall under this category. Their 

intellectual exercises enabled the:m to place a psychological 

distance between them and the incredible stresse-s. The doctor

prisoners made their way, as quicl<.ly as possible, to the pri-

obtain work and respite from camp life. Those son hospitals to 

to get work in the hospitals were able to 
fortunate enough 
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avoid ffi?ny of the realities of wha.t was going on around them. 

The writers were also able to esca.pe into the world of paper, 

pencil and words--avoiding the 1 rea. ities of what was happen-

ing to their fellow prisoners. These pursuits functioned as 

a goal, s_omething to strive for in the future, while putting 

aside the present for the time bei.ng. Unfor;-tunately, this 

category of prisoner was the smallest . Most found themselves 

unable to thinl< in terms of the future, something intellectual 

pursuits demand, 

The third category of 'successful prisoner'--one able 

to adapt--was the type whose personality system was able to 

change, and change considerably at least for the time being. 

We might call this ADAPTABILITY TENDENCY. The most common 

form of thi s was a combination regressive-identification 

syndrome. This phenomenon was induced by the camp system. 

The entire camp procedure was an obvious attemp~ to reduce 

the prisoner to a dependent, regr~~ssive state. This was ac

complished by entirely controlling the environment. A pri

soner didn't eat, he was fed. Permission had t<;> be given to 

urinate. But it was more than just rigid discipline, it 

was the way in which discipline was administered. Slaps, 

verbal abuse, and other 'childish punishments' were used. 

Shootings and beatings--these wer«:! for adults and psycholog-

h mselves to adult mechani sms of 
ically could have lent t e 

coping. 
As the Germans learned to control behavior .. the ex-

h t becamr=• more infrequent. The pri-
treme methods of puniS men -

treated as adults, even with respect 
soners were no· longer 
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to punishments. Thi·s 1 ent itself to a complete psychological 

deteri'Oration--a regression to a state of utter dependency. 

Their self-images were ruined. There was really no ai'terna

tive to boosting this self-image left to the prisoners except 

one, the one used by children who 'want to act grown-up'-

identification with a father figure, As Cohen describes it, 

"If regression is taken into account, through which the pri

soners were in a position of infanitile dependence on the SS, 

the conclusion appears logical that only a very few of the 

prisone~s escaped a more or less i.ntense identification with 

the SS. , • " 14 
! . 

The overt e~pression of this will be discussed in 

Chapter IV because of its importance in maintaining the pass

ivity of the prisoner,15 We should, however, raise the ques

tion of how it was possible for the prisoners to identify 

with the SS for whom, one would think, they would only have 

contempt. A reference to Freud's libido theory ' helps to an

swer this. According to Freud, the Ego-Ideal {an ideal self) 

is built by identification with father and mother substitutes, 

If the need is great enough, and i.t must have .been under camp 

conditions, one makes his images w~rthy of love. This was 

in no way intended as an expressio1n of love directed exter-

h would leave the confines of the innal ly, i.e., a love tat 

div'idual psyche, rather it was a love introjected to satisfy 

the narcissism of the ego. The re!ality of the object as it 

t. he· person is of little consequence, rather 
exists outside 

Of t he obJ·ect as i.t is introjected for use 
it is the image 
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internally. "There is no explanati.· on of b · · d o Jecti.ve goo ness--
or badness of an ideal. Th e only value of the ideal (which 

is in reality only a figment of the perceiver's mind) . is to 

give pleasure by its realization (no matter how impossible 

this may be.)"16 

The benefit derived from 'identification with the 

aggressor'--along with its value of keeping one passive and 

uninclined to striking out against the aggressor which would 

create the possibility of punishment--can help " ••• to over

come fears that might otherwise be paralizing, and thus give 

us time, courage, and the power of thought to adapt ourselves 

to a situation to which we might otherwise utterly succumb."17 

It must be pointed out that in almost every case of 

identification ·with the SS, the identification .was not complete 

and w:as not made with SS !!lfill, but rather with his aggressive 

behavior. In this way the pent-up emotions of the prisoners 
' were vicariously discharged without any real threat to the 

individual prisoner. We find, therefore, the regressive

identification to be a safe and effective way of dealing with 

the stressful camp situation. 

RESIGNATION 

The final stage of development was that of resignation. 

resl.·gnation the prisoner regarded concentra"In the stage of 

"f eal life ..• The best thing was to accept tion camp li e as r 
. t ly in the simple awareness that one 

reality dispassi.ona e • 

to 11.
• ve in the concentration camp for the time being." 

18 
had got 
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We can see this in the behavior of the old prisoners (those 

who had been in the camps for an extended period of time). 

The 'greenhorn' would use hi.'s · · money"••• 'to smuggle l etters 

out of the .camp or to recei.· ve · · communications without having 

them censored'. The old prisoners, on the other hand, em-

ployed their money 'for securing for themselves 'soft' jobs •• ;• 1119 

Once a prisoner had reached this stage, he was over

whelmed with the feeling of alienation. " ••• he (the prisoner) 

began to feel alienated toward the world outside the barbed 

wire. Through .the barbed. wire r1e looked upon people and 

things outside as if they were not. part of his world, or, 

rather, as if he were not part of their world, as if he had 

utterly lost touch with that world. 1120 To a large extent, 

this feeling continued even after release from the camps 

while the world debated the fate aif the survivors. 

Most prisoners, of course, never reached this stage 

since the period of 'psychological maturation' necessary to 

reach this stage took about a year. Most prisoners in the 

death camps did not survive for tbtat length of time. Those 

that did, however, and who reached! this stage in effect 

'bought the program'. They were involved in getting 'soft' 

jobs for themselves, in the prisoner bands, the underground 

libraries, and limited amounts of comradeship. 

P
ossible be~cause of the way the conResignation ·was 

science works. 
First it ts a matter of introjecting what is 

approved or disapproved. 
This was facilitated by the regres-

that tool< place in an earlier stage of 
sive-identification 
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development. Moral · · h insig ts then take the place of those 

things for which one has recei' ved approval. One no longer 

sees it as a matter of 'Authority'' but in terms of 'Mo~al 

Principles •. For many prisoners, to act as a 'model pri

soner' was a moral princi"ple d · an 1.t would have been wrong 

to act in any other way, 

Psychol ogists have learned from this that 

Th~ super e?o , which is, as we know, among other 
things the introjection of the voices of the par
ents, . teachers, and society, is no unchangeable 
quantity ••. and as to the prisoners, it has been 
shown that the super ego, that i s the standards of 
the indivi dual may , as it were, wither away and 
be replaced by otber hitherto unknown or unaccept
able standards .•• 21 

We have observed that when a man is starving 
everything is subordinate to the gratification of 
the hunger drive. Every bodily function (including 
the sexual function) w2~ch i s not essential for 
survival disappears • •• · 

Probabl y a l l prisoners , including therefore the 
neurotics among them, soon came to realize the 
relative insignificance of what once they had 
thought to be important . The ego which used to get 
excited about certain tendencies emerging from the 
id ceased to do so . · As the ego began to realize 
that inside the concentration camp entirely different 
concerns mattered to it , the ego became more sensibl e 
and could control the tendenci es of the id with 
l i ttle or no difficulty , so l~at there was no need 
for these to be repressed •• • 

Another possibility was that neuroses in the 
concentration camps disappeared becaus~ t? ~e pri
soners their confinement ~::;sumed ~he significa:ice of 
a punishment for t~[.ir guilt feelings ••• neurotics 
recovered there • .• 

This last point is most significant. It demonstrates the 

extent of the resig~ation which occurred. The neuroses which 

guilt-fe~lings · were abated . The neurotics 
resulted from 

accepted the SS punishment as deserved and it , therefore , 
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acted as payment of chron;c · ,_ guilt f E?e lings. 

CONCLUSION 

There are two things about which we should not be mis

led. First, the prisoner 'bought the program' only out of 

the necessity for survival--he did not enjoy it • 

••• 'the mood of overwhelming gratitude turned into 
hate and its ever-present companion, fear. Free psychic 
energy finds expression only in this one drive , 
man is mastered by his aggressiveness ••• He projects 
his own aggressiveness onto bis environment', in 'this 
ca~e on his fellow refugees, the camp commander, 
Switzerland. Embitterment is infectious, and so 
'we experience veritable tempests of hate and fear.'25 

The prisoners r emained hostile, ang:x:-y throughtout their -entire 

imprisonment. The only difference was that they were not gi

ven the opportunity, because of circumstances, to express 

this. 

Secondly, for most prisoners, there was ~ lingering 

hope--for those who had lost hope, bad by the third and final 

stage of development committed suicide, either by their own 

hand or by 'forcing' the hand of an SS guard. Hope was the 

necessary ingredient in adapting and resigning oneself to the 

camp conditions. It is inconceivable that one woul d have held 

out for any other reason. 

It is apparent that one ' s coping ability is determined 

by his abi lity to adapt flexibly to the changing situation. 

Survival in the case of the concentration camps was not li

mited to one's psychological ability to adapt however. A pri-

. d death the most stril<ing fact with 
soner's attitude towar ' 
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which he was confronted was most significant in terms 

of survival. The following chapter will deal with the 

attitudes about death. 



III. THE PRISONER'S VIEW OF DEATH 
•' 

"Do not go gentle into that goodnight 
Old men should burn a.nd rave at close 

of day; 
Rage. rage against the~ dying of the light," 

DYLAN THOMAS 

How one- lives is in large part determined by his 

feelings of death. For the prisoner in the concentration 

camp, '' •• ,(the) most striking psychological fearure of this 

immediate experience was the sense of a sudden and absolute 

shift from normal existence to an overwhelming encounter 

with death. 111 This massive encounter with death affected the 

life the prisoner was to lead and was a significant f acto·r 

in his ability to adapt. The main element involved with 

this encounter with death and that which had the greatest 

effect was its inconsistency. The f <tct that one was never 

sure when or how he would be killed made the normal coping 

devices inoperable. 

Death was the supreme ruler in Auschwitz, but side 
by side with death it was acoident~-the most ou~
rageous, arbitrary haphazar~ness, incorporated in 
the changing moods of death.s serva2ts--that deter
mined the destinies of the inmates. 

In the words of Dr. Wolken •• ,, Everything change~ 
1 t from day to day. It depended on the officer 

?' mo~ e on the roll-ca1-1 leader, on the block 
in c arg ' - 'Th" ld h en 
leader, on their moods• lings couf th app t" . 

d that were complete y out o e ques ion 
one day 1 ter one and thE~ same work detai 1 
two ays a • • ' · 1 · ld b 
could be either a defat~ d~§ai ••• or Lt cou e 
a fairly pleasant af air. 

29 
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As Anna Freud describes the effects f h o inconsistency, t ere 

seems to be a significant reverse corelation between the in-

consistency level and the toleration level. It seems that 

a human being is able to cope with a stressful situation if 

he can c~unt on that situation to re:main at approximately 

the same level of repulsion. 'When t:he repulsive conditions 

are erratic, the person is unable to change his attitude 

sufficiently enough to adapt to it, . Had the conditions been 

more stable, we probably could have seen a better adaptation 

to the camp conditions than was obse?rvable in the real camp 

situation. 

In order that we understand t:he prisoner's reactions 

to death, we must understand the 'fe?ar of death' so prevalent 

among men. Majorie Mitche114 descri.bes the fear of dying as 

I. the fear of an agonizing death 
2. the fear of a sudden death. 

The two elements indicated are pain and disruption. In the 

case of pain, death could be regardE~d as an end to the intol-

erable, painful situation. Death brings an end to the agony. 

In actuality, it is not the fear of death, but the fear of 

suffering which is lnvo·lved, while death is looked upon as 

the Suffer,L. ng This attitude was a positive conclusion to • • 

predominant in 19th century Christian .philosophy. The fol

tract, entitled, 11 A Child's lowing is from a Sunday school 

Guide to Holines~" (lBl 9): 

Fear not, thou dying child, hthoug
1
h kli~e's 

. · to a close, though t e c oc is 
day is dr~wii;ig out the few hours that remain to 
quickly ttc~ingLif e on earth is misery co~pared 
you of ~art h• t shall be yowcs in heaven. 
to the JOY t a 



-
31 

Until the 20th century, life was considered a 'vestibule' 

leading into a better world, heaven. This theme predom

inated in all major religions of the~ world, and was generally 

accepted by the people when the need[ for acceptance presented 

itself~ For them life was precarious--death was all around. 

It was most unusual for a child to g~ow up without seeing 

a sibling or other close relative pass away. Because of the 

lack of hospital facilities most of these deaths occurred 

in the home. The pre-20th century child was therefore ex

perienced in the throes and pangs of death. And life itself 

was hard and generally unrewarding. A man could work all 

his life, and at the end have nothing to show for i .t. These 

experiences caused a more positive attitude toward death 

than we see today. The 20th century is different. 

Death (has become) ••• a temporal matter. Like 
cancer or syphilis, it is a private disaster that 
we discuss only reluctantly ~~th our physician. 
Moreover ••• those who are caught in the throes of 
death are isolated from their fellow hum?n beings, 
while those who have succumbed to it are quicl<ly hi~
den from view ••• Death , like a noxious disease, has 
become a taboo subject, and as such it is both the 
object of much disguise ang denial as well as of 
raucous and macabre humor. 

1 l .f Hospitals and 'old age' Today medicines pro ong 1 e. 

homes take care of the sick and the elderly so that very few 

deaths occur in the home. Death for most people has become 

a stranger. The 20th century a lso breeds an affluence which 

The stru0~g1es and diseases of the past 
makes life good. 

tecl'"'"O logy andl medical advances. have been overcome by .u• 

th Vestl..bule but as the only 
l ·fe not as e - • People look at i • 

real existence. 
Death is then lool<ed upon as a loss• a 
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deprivation. L1'fe 1 ld 1 . cou n t be better.' (The advent of 

science and skepticism had led to a cynicism about life 

after death.) Death d · eprives one of the benefits of life--

the major deprivation being love. 

In bringing up our chi.ldren at home and in 
sch?ol there is one way of rE~ducing ••. the fear of 
~me. s. own death. We can diminish love .. , that the 
i.nd~vidual loses his identity. We can get rid of the 
family ••• We can discourage great friendships ••• 
underplay the emotions, dilute them in the community-
ther~ are_t~ousands of wa~s of diminishing love. We 
can Sterilize mother's milk, spoon out the waters 
of comfort in kilograms, Let Creation's pulse keep 
Greenwich Time, Let Love be sterile.•7 

Death then is a negative thing, a condition without love 

or value of any kind. It is the total deprivation. 

The concentration camp transposed the 20th century 

man back into the 19th century reality of existence. Into 

the world without love, where death was typical, came a man 

unaccustomed to it. The reaction was traumatic, though 

varying. The reaction of rationaliz:ing or denying death was 

impossible for the camp prisoner. The result was rather 

a high concern with death. "The type of neurotic constella

tion suggested by these findings is that of preoccupation 

and withdrawal into body systems, de!pendence, af fee ti ve la

l>i l i ty, and depression."8 The effects go beyond the tempo

rary 'neurotic' reaction however. One researcher, Harold 

Wolff ( 1960) att·empted to explain the apparent premature 

ageing of catastrophe victims. 

5 n to inf er that men Who experience 
Is there ~e-a 0 f any l<ind, but: who actually suffer 
catastrop es 0 effects of radiation or physical 
no burns, direct life spans than others? 
injury ~ave shorter 
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Do such pe?p~e grow older than their actual age? 
~hough defi.n~te. answers to th<:!Se questions await 
~urther ~tatisti.cal analysis, we do have precise 
1nf ormat1on from our own records of the WW II and 
Korean action concerning the effect on life spari 
an:t hea~ th of pro longed adver:se and seriously threat
ening 11f~ experience. Of approximately 7000 United 
States prisoners of war captured by the North Koreans , 
about one~third died. Medical observers reported 
tha~ the cause of death in many instances was i ll
~e~1ned a1:1d.w~s referred to by the prisoners as 
give-up-1t1s . Death seemed to be the end result 

of ~nfection, humiliation, despair, and the depri
vation of human support and affection. The prisoner 
simply became apathetic, listless, neither ate nor 
dranl~, helped him~elf in no way , stared into space, 
and finally died. 

Generally speaking, the effects described by Wolff were 

based on a neutral or even positive attitude toward death 

which arose out .of the camp situation. Cohen explains this 

neutrality: "The adaptation to concentration-camp life and 

the residing in the'realm of death' cause death to lose 

its terror, for death has become normal. 1110 A more positive 

outlook concerning death is expressed by one author who 

survived the camps. 

We feared the Germans with a dreadful 
paralyzing panic stronger.than ~he . fea: of our 
own deaths. During the final liquidation of the 
Ghetto a Jewish woman, on her knees , begged a 
Polish' policeman, "Shoot me! .Sho~f me! I'm more 
afraid of the Germans than dying. 

l "nconceivable·, but death had lost its It seems a most ,_ 

significance for these 20th century men. 

We knew we had nothi1:g tollose except our so 
ridiculously naked lives. 

· post-holocaust literature, e.g., Elie We even find in 
felt a sense of pity for the Germans 

Wiesel, that prisoners . 

to t he lowest form of animal behavior while 
who had succumbed 
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they (the Jews) proudly walked to their deaths maintaining 
. . 

their dignity as human bei'ngs. H owever romantic th.is 

might seem, the fact remains that· the Jews were able to find 

some dignity in death. 

In the preceding chapter, we discussed those prisoners 

who were best able· to adapt to the camp situation, namely, 

those who survived the longest by chance, those who had a 

spiritual life, and finally, those whose personality-system 

lent itself to change so that each new situation could be 

coped with more readily and present little problem to the 

prisoner. We called this adaptability variable. In all 

three categories the individual's ability to cope with death 

was not a necessary condition, for these prisoners had for 

the most part escaped into a world of illusion. Death had 

become an event of little impor~ance. There were prisoners, 

however, who were able to maintain a. sense of reality even . 
with respect to death. Some of these people survived. I 

believe the most significant rationalization for them was 

that, " •.• 'whenever death comes one consolation is always 

the vast and brilliant company of tbose who have suffered the 

same fate.• 1113 Victor Franl<.l has said that the best did.n' t 

survive. The company of dead ones was indubitably a vast 

and auspicious assembly. 

An attitude similar is that of "appropiate death." 

d d by f osterlng as image of 
" ••• suffering may be re uce •·• 

. h 1114 Franlc.l develops his 'theology' on this 
appropiate deat • 

t he question of whether t:he imminence of 
notion by raising 
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death decreases the meaning of life, "On the contrary. 

For what would our lives be like if t hey were not finite 

in time, but infinite? If we were immortal, we could leg

itimately postpone ev~ry action forever. 11 15 For Frankl, it 

is this imminence of death that makes man responsible for 

what he will do in the next hour, how he will shape the next 

day. If human life were infinite, it could be changed post

facto and, therefore, any behavior or act would be permissible-

but if life is irreversible, each act recbrded permanently 

for history, man becomes responsible for each act and the im

mediacy, the importance and the sanctity of the moment is of 

primary concern for the individual. This is a philosophy of 

the survivor. 

The one element which would at first glance appear to 

influence man's attitude about qeath is the religious. Many 

psychologists have attempted to explain the passive response 

of the prisoners as a reaction of pi1ous Jews who believed in 

ressurection and life after death. Death as suffered by the 

a martyrdom suffered for the sanctification prisoners was 

of G-d • 5 name which is rewarded in a futur~_time-place. It 

acts as an existential reward and would seem to be an effect

ive coping device. Studies have shown, however, that this is 

not . ·n comparable situations. operative i 

· thin is that there appears to be 
The interesttn? be~ween belief and fear of death. 
li~tle ?onnectt~n act therapeutically, the actual 
While ritua~s mb~hind them, whether it be of ressur
myth that lies. h does not seem to console nor to 
rection or rebirtf,death in children. In the American 
reduce the fear 0 chiatry Volume 34, No. 4, a study 
Journal .of Orthopsy • 
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of the reactions of fifty-eiglht children between 
t~o and fourteen who had lost a sibling showed that 
a th.ough all these children f1elt an intense fear 
~~ death

1 
. there was no evidenc~~ that religion consoled. 

ere. c 1~ldren were told that lG-d had taken away' 
the sibling, some even feared G-d as a murderer.16 

The prisoner's attitude toward death, and therefore 

toward life was not comparable to our thinl<.ing. It was that 

of a previous milieu where death was conceived as a neutral 

and even a positive event in the individual's life. This, 
"' . 

of course, reflects the attitudes of prisoners who lived in 

the camps for a long period of time. Life was a worthless 

commodity and death could be conceived as an aggressive act 

against the Nazis, since there was s ·till the aspect of self

determination. Hope did exist but for a very uncertain future. 

The words of Dylan Thomas which prefaced this chapter are 

those of a 20th century militant for whom life is a valuable 

possession. In the reality of the ~amp, "to rage, rage against 

the dying of the light," was a wasteful expense ' of psychic 

energy. If we are to understand the prisoner's attitudes B:

bout death, we must objectively see how the camp environment 

could and did change what we might consider a typical loss-

1 Pos1"tive act This attitude reaction into a neutra or even • 

effect on prisoner behavior as we will discuss had significant 

in the following chapter. 



IV. AGGRESSION AND PASSIVITY 

Having settled on an attitude about death, the prison-

er then was confronted with the second most important decision-

how he was to live or die, For most prisoners the decision 

seems to have been a self-determined response to the situation, 

i.e., he refused to leave it to fate. (Ironically, however, 

fate probably played the biggest role.) The prisoner made his 

decision and acted in such a way as to bring his decision to 

fruition. This is true whether his decision was to live or 

to die, for either of these were active expressfons of the 

feelings of the prisoner given the circumstances. No prisoner 

who was physically conscious passively relied on another man's 

decision. To lie in bed, to refuse to work, to march to the 

grave reciting the Sberna, to run into t he electrified wires-

all of these were positive acts, possibly aggressive acts of 

defiance against the environment. To understand this is a 

big step in understanding the shoah and the behavior of those 

who experienced it. The following excerpt is a good example: 

Once there came into the ghetto a cer~ain 
Nazi from a province where the Jews are required.to 

ery Nazi soldier they· encountered, removing 
greet ev ~ Th •1 · ttl · s s' the their hats as they do••• e . i e wi e guy • . 

1 d f the street ••. found great amusement in 
true or s 0 

• n the Nazi andl showing him great res
actua~ly obe~e~ cal culated to make a laughingstock 
pect in ~ m~ . at l ord ' in the eyes of all the pass
out of t e gre u to greet him a hundred and one 
e:sby. Th~y ra~f ~heir hats in his honor. They 
times , ta~ing 0 numbers, with an artificial look 
gathered in g:eaftaces and wouldn't stop taking off 
of awe on their ' 

37 
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their hats R'ff ff they all 'd.' 1.. .ra gathered for the fun, and 
Nazi withma e a n?isy demonstration in honor of the 

.resounding cheer. 
This was Jewish revengB!l 

Historians, psychologists, and.Holocaust writers of 

the past have for the most part misunderstood the prisoner's 

behavior. For example, Itzhak Greenbaum, a l eader of Polish 

Jewry during the pre-war period, indicted European Jewry 

with tne following statement: "Europi~an Jewry left the his

torical stage without dignity. ,; 2 Th:is response has been 

typical by contemporary observers and now, a generation l ater , 

by those accustomed to a more aggres:sive and mi~itant posture. 

First of all, we need to examine the comment and its impli

cations. The suggestion is made that the inhabitants of the 

camp were realistically aware of what lay in store for them, 

i.e., they knew objectively what the function of the death 

camps were. It has been suggested however in a previous 

chapter that by-in-large this was not true. The comment also 

suggests that the choice they made was a conscious, deliberate, 

and rational choice. It implies that the prisoners chose 

one of several possible alternatives. What those alternatives 

were is not fully explained. It is not just a question, there

fore, of 'character' and of 'rational judgment and choice' 

but also of ~ realistic situation in which options were avail

able. What were those options? Armed resistance, active mar-

. s .-cide7 Of course , implicit in tyrdom, passive resistance, ul. 
. ral J"udgment. The prisoners copped out, 

the statement is a mo 

as it 
S Of weakness or misplaced trust, 

were, and for reason 

failed 
t Ps in self-defense. to take ·realistic s e 
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Obviously, for an objective grasp of the problem we 

cannot deal with this quest;on 1· n 1· t!=', i· d" 
~ - mora istic wor ing. 

It is not our intention to def end the~ prisoners because we 

cannot accept the statement as posed as a valid research task. 

Rather we would deal with issues which permit more objective 

consideration, apart from issues of blame or defense. 

First of all, we need to consider the freedom of choice 

which may or may not have been psychologically possible for 

individuals living under such extreme conditions of stress. 

Secondly, we need to examine the options which camp dwellers 

could apprehend in their state of mind and given their access 

to information. 

Before we begin, although we have discussed the camp 

conditions in our first chapter, it iLs appropriate that we 

reiterate our discussion by a co_ncluding comment. 

" ••• concentration-camp life revealed all the affects 
.. 3 of the soul in unprecedented rawness. 

Normal people do not know that anything is pos~ible. 
Even if the accounts of eyewi1tnesses force ~heir 
minds to accept, their bodies ref:ise to believe. 
The risoners from the concen'tration camps l<.now ••. 
Iheyp are divided from othe:s ]~Y an experience which 
it is impossible to transmit. 

Given the apparent difficulty of shruLing in the camp ex

perience, it is possible to psychologically analyze the be-

of the freedom of choice actually opened to havior in terms 
he had--given the very limited the prisoner and what options 

choice. 
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FREEDOM OF CHOICE 

One of the oldest psychological postulates is the 

S---R formulation of behavior, i.e., given a specific 

stimulus (defined as "a part, or change in a part, o;f the 

environment") a relational response (defined as "a part, or 

change in a part, of behavior11
) will -be forthcoming, and this 

response can be accurately predicted on the basis of previous 

responses to similar stimuli.s However, since in this case, 

we cannot fully comprehend the conditions of the camp pri

soners, all we can state with assurance is that the environ-

ment, i.e., the stimulus, was violent and that it did affect 

behavior. 

In l<eeping with this psychological postulate, Harold 

Wolff mal<.es the follo-wing comment. 

Particular mention should be made of stimuli 
stemming from sudden and violent alterations in 
environment (author 's italic) that in themselves ~ave 
little noxious effect, but because they alter basic 
and established relations between the creature and 
his environment, engender.stress6and often evoke 
major reactions inappropriate ••• 

Eitinger, a psychoanalyst who has studied camp survivors 

also notes that 

h'c stress situation which, to a great 
••• a psyc l. sses the individual's power of endurance extent, surpa . · 1 d l s 

. 11 destroys his socia norms an va ue , 
which tota Y . h' of his belief in himself 
and whic?- deprives c~:mon phenomenon among camp 
(as we will ~ee, a an · event in a positive direction 
survivors ) without Yt this leads to deep changes · g to counterac ' occurrin 1 . which in :many cases, appear to in his persona i7y. 
be irreversible. 

camp experi1ence undoubtably was a The concentration 
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"sudden and Vioient alterat1"on t'n environment," as Wolfe 
describes and also th '' · · e psychic stress situation" Eitinger 
discusses. Thus we can .assume that deep personality changes 

did occur and more · important, that the behavior was "inappro-

priate. 0 B · Y inappropriate, we will mean beahvior which is 

functionally useless under the given conditions. One examp_le, 

one not dealing with the camp experiE:mce, will help to clar- · 

ify this notion of inappropriate response. We have, described 

below, a study done on the effects of the "Invasion from Mars" 

radio broadcast of 1938 which seemed to disorient thousands 

of Americans. 

If one assumed that destruction was inevitable, 
then certain limited behavior was possible: one 
could cry, make peace with om:!'S maker, gather one's 
loved ones around and perish. If one attempted escape, 
one could run to the house of friends, speed away ••• 
or hide in some gas-proof, bomb-proof, out-of-the-way 
shelter. If one still b~lievied that something or 
someone might repulse the enelil1y , one could appeal to 
G-d or seek protection from t hose who had protected 
one in the past. Objectively none of these modes of 
behavior was a direct attack i0n the problem at hand, 
nothing was done to remove thie cause of the crisis. 
The behavior in a panic is characteristically: undi
rected and from the point of Y.~ew of the situation 
at hand, functionally useless. 

It will therefore be the primary contention of this chapter 

that direct aggression of the camp p:risoners for the most 

part would have been psychologically impossible. It seems 

Of ma.n in particularly stressful situations 
that the nature 

P
sychologically limit the amount of threat is to, in some way, 

have seen develop in the personality-systems 
involved as we 

. ther than to effectively attempt a change 
of the survivors ra . 

the conditions causing the behavior. 
in the stimulu~ or 
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When this did occur, it was ei.· ther i.' 
11 

d · b h esperation or y c ance. 

The last intention of the prisoner was to in any way help to 

"complete the task" of the aggressor by letting him deter

mine the prisoner's destiny. The secondary contention of this 

chapter is that indirect aggression did not occur and that 

this response was violent fulfilling the needs of the prisoners 

as well as directing it away from a possibly threatening sit

uation. This was a matter of the option of behavior the 

prisoner chose, and will be dealt with in that section. 

This first hypothesis I believe to be most important. 

In simple terms, man under any condition, wishes to live. 

The prisoners' feelings could have been summed 
up as follows: 'What I do here or what is happening 
to me doesn't count at all; here , everything is per
missible as long and insofar as ~t contributes to 
helping me survive in the camp.' 

The question of "dignity" is nonsensjLcal. It would have been 

too costly psychologically for all pschic energy was needed 

for preservation. 

After one had learned how to live in the camps the 
chances for survival increased greatly ••• While one 
was never without fear for one's life the fact (re
mains) that several thousands of the prisoners 
liberated in 1945 had spent five and even ten years 
in the camps ••• lO 

It is, indeed, impossible to judge the morality of a 

Psychologically found to be normative behavior. phenomenon, 

have been more proud if the priPerhaps Mr. Greenbaum would 

soners had died fighting. But for the prisoners it would 

1 as well as impossible given the 'prede-
have been vain g ory 

termined' nature of their treatment. 
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·OPTIONS OF BEHAVIOR 

Dignity asserts itself i·n many forms. It appears that 
it did exist when it could 1.n the camp situation, even if it 
helped the Nazi war effort, F or example , it seems that some 

prisoners . sought harder WQrk if the •end product was some-

thing useful• "They ;felt debased wh1en forced to perform 

'childish' and stupid labor, and preferred even harder work 

when it produced something that might be considered useful."11 

It was a psychologically profitable way of achieving pride 

though "inappropriate" for the situation. The prisoners 

could take pride in an SS boot well 1made , whereas breaking 

roclcs was psychologically "useless," 
. . 

The most influential factor then was the desire to 

. live. This was the underpinning of any of the personality

systems that developed. "Every.man was controlled by one 

thought only; to keep himself alive ••• "12 The question now 

arises, "What methods, which of the options were used by the 

prisoners to protect themselves?" O:ne that appears most 

obviously to have been employed as a defense mechanism was 

schizoidization, i.e., a polarization of mind and body as if 

the one individual had become two se.parate entities without 

regard for reality. Bruno Bettelheim 
11 

••• feels that he was 

bl t d e bec.ause he convinc1ed himself that these a e o en ur •. • 

d . experiences somehow did not happen horrible and degra ing 

but only to 'him' as an object. 111 3 
to 'him' as a subject, 

· 1 of the experience is that, "this 
Another expression typica 

• 11 14 
torture is happening to my body, but not to me. For those 

I 
I ! 
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who reacted schizoidally' their' g.oal u was similar to 

those who wished "merely to survi~ ve." Th · bl e main pro em 
I 

had. become "• • •to. safeguard his (the " prisoner• s) ego tn such 

a way, that, if he should regain liberty, he wo~ld be approx

imately (50% in this instance) the same person he was when 

deprived of liberty."15 It - - was a capitulation of some degree 

to the situation, one in which those whose personality-system 

could not be altered, found impossible and were therefore 

overcome and destroyed by the situatj_on, 

The best way, it seems 1 to maJLn tain self while enduring 

the experience of the camp was to deny complete involvement. 

For some this method was their salvation; however, schizoid-

ization was not easily employed, One needed a tremendous 

amount of "inner strength'' to maintain the dichotomy·. For 

' this reason, some prisoners developed in its stead psychic 

anaethesia or "psychological closure" completely denying 

their environment. 

A feeling of utter indlfference swept the 
prisoners. They did no~ care whether the.guards 
shot them ••• It was as if whal: happened di.~6not 
•really' happen to oneself (i~e., at all). 

In order to understand this group, we must remember two things: 

first 
1 

that ", • , people's attitudes toward death correspond ·:to 

l d' s is deter-their attitudes toward life; how eac1 per~on ie 

11.
• ved. 11 1 7 For a large number of camp 

mined by how he has 

had become.meaningless; therefore death, or 
prisoners, life 

a meaningless issue. To kill Germans was 
how one died became 

.
5 

ners sought psychological homeostasis; 
unimportant--the pri 0 

d th didn't concBrn them. This phe nomenon 
whether in life or ea 
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will be discussed further i.·n the following chapter. 

Secondly, we should remember that, ''Rea,lization of 

their true situation might h . ave ~elped them to save either 

the life they were g·· oing to· 1 ose anyway, or the lives of oth-

ers• But that realization they could not afford.•• (italic 

mine) 18 

For some of those who survived the camp experience 

having employed psychological closure, there developed what 

has become commonly called "the concentration camp syndrome •. " 

"This is characterized by 'uniform asthenic and vegetative 

symptoms in close constellation with emotional dist:urbances 

as well as signs of intellectual deterioration, which together 

with a visible physical decline in many cases show an accel

eration of the ageing process.' u 19 

The question arises why ~he prisoners would need such 

an extreme method of protection from their environment. Why 

were som~ prisoners able to cope with or to rationalize away 

part of the environment, while still maintaining some hold 

on reality? I have become convinced. that the primary cause 

for total disengagement from reality was due to the prisoners' 

feelings of isolation and, yet, their need to remain in this 

h th ·r area of interest and concern 
condition in order t at ei 

could be legimately shortened without the accompanying guilt. 

d 5 the central and most important 
"What the majority hel up a 

Passl..vity was their feeling of 'complete 
reasons for their 

O
f being forggtten by the entire world.,,• 11 20 

isolation and feeling 
thrust into a communal setting were 

The prisoners • . though 

I 
'I 
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separated immediately from thei.·r families and friends. . . They 
no l onger had any reason to resist. For most of the prisoners 
their " ••• area of· -interest was very rapidly reduced to the 

most primitive (I assume thi.· s term i.· s·. not ) judgmental. form 

of self-preservation ••. Neither the outer world, the course 

of the War, nor the fat f e o others appeared to have any real 

value or meaning in the da1· 1y li.' fe f. h E o : t e prisoners. very-

thing seemed unreal, as in a nightmare."21 

If, indeed, isolation was such an important factor, 

and since the prisoners were thrust i.nto a communal setting, 

why did they not attempt to establish new relationships? 

It was indeed interesting that very few 
prisoners, and only those relatively new at camp, 
tried to work with their friends or with those 
living in their barracl<s. Most of them seemed to 
want as much variety of associ ation as posi~ble 
to avoid getting too emotionally involved. 

The prisoners then effected their own isolation. When man 

is stripped down to the most primitive form, Self is the 

most important consideration. To have established relation

ships would have been a threat to man's basic instinct in 

that it would have been at the expense of psychic energy 

which in this instance was no more intelligently employed 

on the maintenance of the Self-survival. 

need to avoid ambivalence of emotion 
It was this 

which also restrained the prisoner f jrom forming concerted 

To hav•e joined an underground 
efforts to fight his captor. 

d have meant a psychological investment in the 
movement woul 

the 
~ndividual could hardly afford. Logically, 

group, one ... 
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we could, of course 
t argue that such an organization could 

have in the long run 
saved many people. But, again, we must 

keep in mind that under stress s•t at; . 
.... u Lons, man cannot be ex:-

pected to function "appropriately," 

There are also several Qther psychological notions 
. . 

developed in the literature discussing the reasons for the 

prisoners apparent passivity, The first one we will discuss · 

is the "fear of aggression," 

· (The) ••. feeling of defeat does not imply 
they felt no strong hostility toward their oppres
sors. Weakness an~ submission are often charged 
with greater h.ostility than open counter-aggression •• , 
Within the oppressed who did not resist lay accum
ulating hostilities he was unable to discharge in 
action. Not e~en the mild relief ot verbal aggres
sion was open to him, because even that, he was 
afraid, would bring destruction by the SS. 

The more hostility accumulated, the more 
terrified the prisoner became that it might breal< 
throu?h ~~ an .explosive act spelling destruction 
for him. · 

The fear of explosive reaction worked on the individual's 

psyche in order to prevent him fi::om doing anything rash. And 

it should also be remembered that aggression of any sort, no 

matter who the aggressor, had become frightening to the 

prisoner. 
. t th~s (counter-aggression), be To preven .... . . · . · ) felt he must at all times remain 

(the_ prisoner he extremely dangerous character of 
convinced of t; . that way his own fear would 
the aggres~or; in ffectively. So for his own 
restrain him m?re et d the ss with those features 
protection he. inv~~ ~imself~ .. These, in ~u~n, in-
most threatenin? frustation and hostility, and 
creased his an~~e~~der contr24, the SS had to be 
to keep them a e murderous. 
seen as even mor 

would ,, create11 monsters out of the SS 
The prisoners therefore 
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beyo.nd the reality of the SS, 
8 behavior. This becomes 

apparent when we compare the "stori· e!s11. told by the prisoners 

with the actual methods employed by the soldiers, most of 

which were threats rather than deeds themselves, 

This process of exaggeration had a twin-response, 

As a result of the infantile regress1ion imposed on the pri

soners, they began to id identify wi.th the ss. 

. If re?ression is t aken into account, through 
which the prisoners were in a position of infantile 
dependence on the SS, the conclusion appears logical 
that only a very few of the prisoners escaped a more 
~ff. les~ intense identification with the SS .,,. 'By 
imitating the aggressor ••. (one) transforms himself 
from the perzgn threatened into the person who makes 
the threat.' 

This identification became very intense for some, to the 

point where they would sew on pieces of the SS's uniform which 

had fallen off, Miss Bluhm ("How Di_d They Survive?", Amer

ican Journal of Psychotherapy, Vol.II, No. 1, 1948, p.25.) 

describes this process as one of a paradoxical nature. 

" ••• survival through surrender; protection against the fear 
. ., 26 

of the enemy--by becoming part of hl.m. • • 

While identifying with the SS because of their_ apparent 

power, 

power, 

ego (a 

demands 

the prisoners also came to invest the SS with super-

i .. e., they began to project upon them the role of super-

· ) Since the SS did make the product of identification • 

f t . nally fit th~ role of parent-image, 
that unc io 

d s this process was quite 
l.• e s prosecutors and ju ge ' . • , a 

natural. We 
must understand the psychological notion of the 

h " . t one the 'ought' but rat er ••• L 
supe~-ego as not giving 

an
d the 'must-nots' with which the child 

gives us the 'musts' 

i 
, I 

.I 
I 
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must comply, not the sense that 27 
we .Qught to obey." Since 

the SS were projected into h 
t e role of Super-ego, · obedience 

was naturally given, 

Parents and t h the child H eac ers cannot always be with 
. • ence nature provides the mind with 

an innate process of · . . h lntroJection or internalizing 
t e commands and prohibitions: of parents and teachers. 28 

Seeing the SS function1'ng i'n thi.·s role makes clear the notion 

that to have rebelled against the Nazis would have been an 

act of patricide if not deicide. Something no one would 

expect under any conditions. 

Another attempt to understand the passivity concludes 

that the idea of death had become normal, and, therefore, no 

longer a frightening prospect. (It is inconceivable for me 

to believe this, yet I cannot fail t:o mention this theory. 

It will be discussed at length in the following chapter.) 

The adaptation to concentration-camp life 
and the residing in the 'realm of death' cause 
death to lose its terror, for death has become nor
mal. This will also account for the quietness with 
which those prisoners who knE~W they were going to 
the gas chambers met their fazg••• and people as a 
rule don't resist the normal. 

This notion is connected with Freud ~ s notion of Thanatos--

h h consciously convinced of his immortality i.e., that man, t oug 

at the same time finds one of his "motive forces" the pursuit 

of death itself~ Both of these noti ons I find to be too 

too reductioni~tic to explain so 
simplistic by themselves, 

complex a phenomenon. 
theories, whose conclusions I will 

There are two more . 
· t least as being too simplistic. · part a · -consider but reject in 
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The first is pas · · sivity due to the f E~ar of group punishment, 
Miss Adelsber e (P 

im Kontzentrationsl g r sychologishe Beobachtungen 
may be right in 

5 
~ger ~Auschwitz• · . Bund VI , 194 7) 

out of consideratr~~n~ that ~:he victims did . not revolt 
cause they knew that or. theJLr fellow prisoners, be
upon the latter by th!e~~~~8 reprisals would be taken 

Bettelheim31 also e · m ntions this as a possible reason and 

gives evidence in terms of actual retaliation taken upon 

other prisoners for what a f ew individuals had done. (A fav-

orite Nazi trick,) I bl" e teve, however, that this would sug-

gest a bond or in~estment in the gr1:>up, which as we have 

previously discussed, is unfounded ~1·th respect n to a majority 

of the prisoners. Such a r 1 t" lh" · e a ions ip with the group simply 

could not and did not exist. 

The final notion we will discuss is under the heading 

of cultural or religious values • 

••• the J e ws in Poland did not 'exercise their 
last freedom, trying to march against the SS, to kill 
some of them and to die as free men.' ••. many of the 
investigated persons had considered this idea. But 
they also contended that there has been a Jewish re
ligious tradition throughout the centuries, where 
'dying as a man' means something quite different 
from what Western people usually understand by this 
expression. To die as a man., or as a Jew--f or the 
religious Jews it is the same thing--mean~ to die 
with the 'Sberna' and the Holy Name of G-d on their 
lips \vithout resistance, without 'falling into the 
abys~ of 52e aggressor, namely, to kill just as 
he does'. 

This notion of Bettelheim's is most attractive but again I 

must use the argument of simplicity. Though it may have 

been of some influence, it neverthE!less fails to solve the 

It is though more more attractive and con-
total question. 

apparent rationali.zation of Victor Frankl. 
vincing than tl;le 

I 
. i 
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For Dr. Frankl the "suff eri.· nr>" 
o became a vehicle to achieve 

salvation. 

bl When~ver one is confronted with an inescap-;a :· unavoidable situation, whenever one has to 
ab~e a.fate that.cannot be changed, e.g., an incur-

dise~se ••. Just then is one given a last chance 
to actua~1ze the highest value, to fulfill the deep
est meaning, the m~aning of suffering~ For what 
matters above all is the attitude we take toward 
~uff ering, the atti313cte in which we take our suffer
ing upon ourse lves. 

The most one can say of this notion is that if it indeed 

"saved" Frankl during his imprisonm1ent, then it was at least 

for one, a viable conclusion. It seems to me to be more of 

an afterthought capable of salvation only after release from 

the conditions in an "ivory tower" position of philosophizing 

an experience. 

There is one more fact that must be discussed if we 

are to do justice to the topic . . Th.is is the fact that not 

all the prisoners were passive. Although I do not completely 

agree, the fact that a prisoner could state the following 

speaks for itself. 

There was a stubborn, unending, continuous 
· ve In view of the unequal forces, 

~attle tols~rvi r'sisyphus. Jewish resistance was 
it was ?- a or ~f a fish caught in a net, a mouse 
~he resistance ·mal at bay. ·rt is a pure myth 
in a trap, an ani 1 • >assive ', that they 
that the Je:"s we~~ ~:~~sywh~> had decided on t heir 
did not ~esi~4 t e 
destruction. 

been immobi li.zed by fear? This man 
Could such a man have 

t condemn the prisoners or suggest 
did resist and one canno · 

total passivity. 
this priHoner may not have been 

In another respect 
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incorrect, for there is 
one important consideration yet to 

be made. Aggression is not 
necessarily an overt act committed 

against another person. 

••.(the) outlet f · , · was to direct it a . or prisoners aggression ••• 
ed by the camp . sitga~i:st ~he self, This was suggest
SS devices all lea~?- ion in general and by innumeral 
attitudes,3::> ing toward. passive-masochistic 

The severest form of introJ·ected . agg;res s ion is of course 

suicide. Although for many of us, suicide is considered the 

coward's way out, to the prisoner i.· t ·. was a different expres-

s ion entirely, an aggressive option opened to each prisoner. 

. . Since the main goal of the SS was to do away 
wi. th indepen?ei:lCe of action and the ability to mal<.e 
personal decision, even negative ways of achieving 
l.t were not neglected. The decision to remain alive 
or to die is p5gbably a supreme example of self 
determination. . 

For the prisoner the moment of death by his own hands could 

have been the proudest moment in his life, Given the con-

ditions under which the prisoners lived, "appropriateness" 

must certainly be considered totally apart from our own re

sponse to our own conditions. To understand this may be all 

we are able to understand and all WE! have right to understand. 

In conclusion, we can say that a moralistic judgement 

with respect to the prisoners' behavior is an affront and 

demonstrates a lack of understanding of the psychological 

possibilities, which confronted the prisoner. Given the 

· . f d m of choice was extremely limited 
notion that his ree o 

1 · lly few valid options of be
and that there were psycho ogica 

, · •ty~ of the prisoners should indeed 
havior open, the passiv1 

be considered valid and appropriate. 



V. Ti~ CONDITIONS OF THE PRISONERS 
-. ~r~·p:;~y ~OIA~O~v;ING RELEASE .. . . .... . 

. -
With the successful operat1' OJ"'. s of ·• the Ailied Armies 

in Europe came the end f h 0 t e war w'.Lth Germany. But humili-
ation and fear did not cease to exist beca~se of the reoccu-

pation of Allied troops and the 'liberation'. Probably the 

most cruel aspects of the whole Holocaust experience- -from 

the point of view of the survivors- ·-were the post-war pogroms, 

especially those in Poland, the Displaced Persons Camps, and 

the realization of what had occurr:ed. 

After the Hitler slaughter of millions of 
Jews before the eyes of the Polish people, one 
would have thought that even if their hatred for 
the Jews was not mollified tlney would at least 
desist from ph,ysical violenc~a against them. But 
the appearance of Jews in tn~a places liberated 
from the Germans enraged the Poles, and the Jews 
were given to understand tha·t the Poles were not 
ready to tolerate them in th1eir midst • 

••• The murder of the .Jews by the Poles 
started even before the Red Army occupied any 
part of Poland. It increased immediately after 
liberation, involviyg pogroms and threats of mur-
der in a few towns. 

This reaction was not limited to the East. There was 

Of Countries (e.g., Italy, Denmark, France) 
a small group 

h normalcy w~s restored. But for most of the 
w ere pre-war 
other nations, the annihilation destroyed altogether the pos

the old patterns of integration. 
sibility of re-establishing 

d"d attempt to re-establish the pre
Those communities which l. 

war structures have by-in-large failed for several reasons. 
d communities struggling hard 

••• these are orph~e ·cage and identity, handicapped 
to maintain thei.r eri. 
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by the harrowing 
small numbers ••. ~~~~rience of the past and by 
sufficient to pl tr numbers are probably in-
alone bearers of a~ the role of invigorators, let 
pects for the fut ne;t future.•• with few pros-ure . 

The second traged f 
. Y o the post-concentration camp ex-

perience was the establishment of 
Displaced Persons Camps. 

For most of the Jewish prt· soners, the 'liberation' from the 

German camps meant ~esettlement behind Allied barbed wire. 

They remained isolated from the rest of the world and im

prisoned at the same time. 

We find the greatest difference after the 
liberation from the camps (between the Jewish and 
non~Jewish prisoners), when (for example) the Nor
wegian groups returned home to almost normal con
ditions of life, while the Israeli groups had l ost 
their homes and contacts and were isolated in the 
truest sense of the word.J 

For many of the prisoners, the D. P. camps were to remain 

their 'homes' until, in 19l~8, the U.N . acquiesced and estab-

lished a homeland for them in Israel. The following figures 

show the percentages of those prisoners who remained in the 

D.P. camps. The categories of prisoners are those used by 

Eitinger in his study. They all refer to ex-prisoners who 

I . 1 The 'psychotic' and the 'neurotic' all immigrated to srae • 

groups have been so adjudged by Dr. Eitinger . The third 

h who -exhibit no unusual behavior 
category 'working' are t ose 

and have for the most part ~dapted well to Israeli life. 

Duration of Internment in D.P. Camps 

QS)'.:Chotic neurotic working 

11.S 66.3 72.7 
In camp until 1946 

49.0 23.9 10.6 
until 19l~8 9.8 16.7 39.S 

not interned 
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We can . see that almost half of h 
t ose listed as psychotic in 

Israel, remained in the D.P. camp 
until 1948 whereas only 

10% of those of the · 
working group remained until 1948. We 

can assume that for the · 
prisoners, who were transferred from 

one camp to another form of 'camp' 
11 

felt that a cruel hoax 

had been perpetrated, Surely, those listed as psychotic 

needed something more than the D.P .. camps were able to provide. 

The reality confronti.ng the individual after 
the liberation was therefore very painful , and apart 
from the comatically improvE~d si!=uation, it was al
most worse than the dream from which they had just 
awoken. They became suddenly aware of the full 
weight of their isolation; t:he lacl~ of purpose and

4 meaning in their life was suddenly fully revealed. 

Finally, we have the confrontation of the survivor 

with the realization of what had oc:curred . Up until the 

liberation, many prisoners remained in the worlds of illusion 

they had secured around themselyes. But liberation was a 

release from these--their withdrawa.ls, their dependence on 

the 'spiritual' elements within themselves, and their regres

li.fted . sive-identification states were 

e • g. • 

. rit the awakening from the 
For th~ m~Jo n~~nt had been was perhaps even 

nightmare their inter a tivity itself. It was then 
more painfu~ than the ~oprealize, although not yet 
that they first began . 1 reaction took place much 
fully--the whole emoti~na of the goodbyes on t~e rail
later--the actua~ rn~f~~~garrival at the camps. 
way ramp, on their 

. h · ch participated in the D.P. camps 
The organizations w 1. 

h organizations, by-in-large, 
UNRRA, JOINT, IRO and sue 

were relatively effective. 
t he burden of resettling They felt 

tter is that no nation was 
The fact of the ma i these people. 

its responsibility. 
Willing to acc~pt 

The actions of the 



- . 

56 

United Nations in 1947, with· 
its Israel resolution may have 

been an attempt to solve the 'J · 
. ewish refugee question' and, 

at the time, limit imm· · · 
igrati.on to their own shores. Despite 

all of the good which came from the conclusion of the ·war, 

the prisoner Still was not given thie right to decide for 

himself , or to determine his own fate. 

These conditions which we have mentioned were those 

which the prisoners in general had ·to face. Let us now dis

cuss the physical conditions of the prisoner following release. 

Again we will use the categories Eitinger uses in his study, 

namely, the psychotic, the neurotic, and the working groups . 
I 

The first condition of importance which Eitinger lists 

as an 'effectuating condition of persecution and captivity' 

is that of the duration and captivity. 

0-2 years 

2+ years 

Duration of Captivitv6 

psychotic 

72.2 

27.8 

neurotic 

67.3 

32.7 

working 

54.6 

45.4 

have a lready stated in a This would seem to indicate, as we 

the longer a prisoner was in a camp, previous chapter, that 

the better his chances 
of survival both physically and mentally. 

. . f . mportance is that of physical 
The second condition o i . 

Eiting,er lists the following 
mistreatment. For example, 

-
numbers of head injuries. 

7 
fhysical Mistreatment 

neurotic nsychot_ig working 

head injuries 
20.1 30.4 10.6 

I 
I 
I 
I 

I 
I 
I 

I 
! 
I 

' i 
r 

I 
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This is born out in most other st d. 
''A u .L.es of camp · surpri· si.· s.urvi vors. 

. ng amount EEG foe· 
. t '~ere discovered after head 
injuries from blunt Wea pons more than 20 e u8 
fqllowing is a desc . . Y ars ago. The 

ription of what one f . d . - -
ex-prisoners. in s while examining 

. . Old healed scars f 
imaginable are·~. The ex ar~ - requently found in any 
a~ the sight of multi leam1ner must remain objective 
bites or the la. sh).n ~. sca:s due to police dog 
f .emale survivors• ';;J g nth whips on the bodies of 

The next condition, which Eitinger feels was a major 

factor of the prisoner's psychologi.cal coping ability is 

that of the loss of weight. 

Loss of WeightlO 

psychotic neurotic working 

'living corpse' 23 . l 40 . 2 33.3 

uncertain 35.51 0 0 

reasonable loss 40.5 59 . 8 66.7 

It is reasonable to assume that thE! psychotic group which 
' -

is listed as 'uncertain' would more! than likely fall into 

the 'living corpse' group, thus substantiating Eitinger's 

claim that weight loss and the ability to cope are related. 

We can also see that the physical conditions of the pri

soners upon release live up to those described in the first 

chapter. 
the age of the prison~rs was · also an important factor • . 

We can observe from the following chart that about 50% of all 

th 
·born from 1910-1925 which means that in 1945, 

e groups were 

the f the 
survivor was 27~ with the oldest of this 

mean age o. 
group being 35 and the youngest zo. . 

· j 
I 
I 

l 
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psychoti£ neurotic working 
- ·100% I 111~ ·~4\ lJ l 1 ?~ ~J I . 

~-I 

r---,·----
l ....__.......,.._.._..... 

i_ _... __ --
! ~·-· 40.3 31.6 l 37.9 i 

'--:] 
r-

t 
~ 

i' I I . I 

26.2 I 

! -
18.2 

; 

53.1 

I 
24.9 

20.8 
. 

I 

--
I I I I i ,· / 10. 5 ' 7 • 5 l 

/1~· 5llL~.l~£k~/ L/~· 5LLJ 
=t_ll .11..- - 0% 

Year of Birth 

•• 1899 or 

VJl/j 
1900-09 

~ 
1910-19 

! 1 I I ·1 
1920- 24 

earlier 

[[[]]] ~. 1930+ 
1925-29 . 
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Eitinger believes th t . 
a this indicates 

mature and developed that" ••• a l ess 
personal it . 

Y would be regarded as a 
factor which reduces 

the possibility of enduring stress,.,"11 
The final condition we will 

note i s that of education . 
E.ducation12 

~ychotic neurotic working 
elementary school (up to 7 70.2 years) 66.S 64.4 

high school (7-12 years) 22.1 25.Q 27.9 

general certificate of 
education (13 years) 4.9 6 .5 4.6 

university 2.8 1.1 3 .-1 

Generally speaking, we see J.ittle relationship between 

education and adaptability. Age seems to have been much more 

closely correlated to adaptability, 

It s eems apparent that the physical conditions of the 

prisoners, a l ong with the post- liberation tension, and irri

tability , there was a natural tendency tow,ard various psycho

~omatic consequences . We believe this to be the case because 

of the large numbers of ulcers, migraines and colitis found 

among the prisoners; these are generally attributed to 'psycho

somatic conversions' resulting from depression and rage. It 

Would seem natural for the ex~prisoner. 

d iasis , for example, usually occurs 
. Hypochon r who with heightened preoccupation 

in Wl. thdrawn people' t ! ons and diminished concern 
in their viscera~ sensa ~ events within them as por-
wi th the world , i.nterprIJ 
tents of fatal illness. 

any prisoner concerning a physical 
So as not to indict 
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affliction by cal l' . ing it ps h 
ye osomatic, we must describe 

what psychologists have t ' tl 
• • · 1. ed ~the tlutual Interaction Theory. 

'
1Heur1stically speaking 8 . ' ymptoms are never exclusively 
organic or psychogenic but 

are caused, conditioned, and 

triggered off and are always rel t d _ 
a e to both spheres of 

observation," 14 This is b 
orn out by a French study 

(Targowla 1950, 1954) l5 
which notes the etiology of the 

concentration camp syndrome (asthenia) as an overtaxed and 

psychogenical ly damaged hypothalmus. ·Other tests indicated 

the etiology as meningo-encephalopathy and brain lesions. 

What we do know is that with both the physical and the 

chronic psychological stress situations of the camp, it is 

natural that various somatic and psychosomatic responses 

did occur. The important fact that should be remembered 

is that the conditions fallowing ' liberation 1 did very 

little to enhance the condition of the prisoners and that 

as a result of· this, we still face neurotic and psychotic 

ex- prisoners not of their own making. Just as we cannot 

·blame al 1 neurotic re_sponses on brain lesions, or somatic 

1 · (overactivity due to stress), the illnesses on adrena emia 

Con
,d;t;ons of the concentration camp, prisoners 

behavior and ... ... 

Solely on the concentration camps. 
should not be blamed 

The 

P
roved to be an incubation period, 

conditions following release 
of traumas as severe as those 

culminating in the emergence 

camps themselves. 
We should now turri to 

experienced in the 
f these traumatizations. 

an analysis of the effects o 



VI. THE PSYCHOLOGY 
OF SUR VIV OR BEHAVIOR 

The period immect· 
lately f ollowi 

concentrati"on .ng release from the 
camp acted . 

as an incuba.tion 
symptoms. Durin~ th" 

o is period 
period for anxiety 

the horror-drenched 
were temporarily repressed. 

memories 
This sy t · mp omless interval leads 

to the paradoxical withdrawal-of -stress panic th . 
that results after the thre t . ' e panic 

a is over while 
1 

the defenses are 
no onger operating. F 1 o lowing the incubatL"on period severe 
reaction occurred. 

DEPRESSION 

There is in the.overwhelming majority an emotional 
tone of depress .~on,. r~presenting practically all 
shades.from an inability to smile, motor retardation 
to panic and heavy crying. Suicidal preoccupations ' 
are frequent, suicide attempts rare. There is fur
ther the mourning syndrome , the survivor never ceases 
to mourn for the annihilated relatives,! 

This delayed reaction is called melancholia. Its manif es

tation is similar to 'psychological e:losure'_ we discussed in 

Chapter IV. Just as it protected the: prisoners from the re

alization of what was happening in the camps, it also protected 

them from realiz ing what had occurred since most camp memories 

had been repressed. Psychological closure, however, especi

ally after release, could not be maintained. " ••• (it) would 

last sometimes for a few hours, and sometimes for days or even 

l
·nto longer-term feelings of de

months and (finally) emerge 

61 
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Pressl.. on and despair. 11 2 There 
are nutmerous studies which 

bear this out, e . g.• Shival 1957-58, Winkler 1959 , and the 

Kolle and Strauss studies, They all seem to indicate that 

••• whether conditions are favourable or unfavourable, 
the concentration camp survivors vary relatively l it
tle around their pessimistic future orientation . They 
are more rigid, the control population is more vola
tile. These investigations may indicate psychiatri
cally ~ (perhaps sub-clinical) chronic depressive state. _ 

As a result of this melancholic stat'e , · the prisoners exhibited 

a large number of related somatic and psychiatric symptoms. 

The follCJwing statistics are taken from Eitinger's study. 

Somatic and Psychiatric SymQtoms4 

psychotic neurotic working 

increased f atigability 15 ., 3 60.8 50 

disturbance of memory 23 .. l 49 . 9 27.3 
and concentration 

dysphoria, bitterness . 1011_5 40.2 16 . 6 

emotional instability 2s· .. 9 67.3 38.4 

disturbances of sleep 35 ., 5 65.2 28.7 

feeling of insufficiency 36.9 18 . l 

reduced initiative 46.7 27.3 

27 .. 6 66.7 74.2 
nervousness , irritability 

vertigo 18112 31.5 28.7 

52.l 36.4 12 .. s 
vegetative lability 

65 .2 43.9 25 .. 9 headaches 
59. 7 28.7 35 .. 5 anxiety 
56.7 57.S 6 .. 7 

nightmares 
59.7 28 . 7 

24 .. 9 
depression 
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It should also be note·d that II 

which does not have one . : • • • the Israeli neurotic 
single positive 

group, 

memory to point to, 
cannot in any one case show 

a change in 
g

oes in a rnor · personality which 
e integrating . ' interhuman, constructive direction."5 

ISOLATION 

The most prominent complaints during the state of 

depression were 

1. dizf~culties with regard t:o 'feeling with others' 
ey had become ' harder'.), 

2. a feeling of inferiority (Others expected more of 
them, but they were unable to meet their demands.), 

3. nightmares (fixation on a traumatic experience). 

The first two complaints steTin from a general over-
. 

whelming feeling of isolation and loss. In reality we find 

that most prisoners had, in fact, been isolated from their 

families. Ei tinger presents the following statistics. To 

the question, "What percentage had lost a majority of their 

closest relatives?" it was found that 84.6% of the psychotic 

group, 88.1% of the neurotic group ruld 88.7% of the working 

group had lost most of their relativt~s. To the question, 

"\·
1
bat 11 i· so lated? 11 it was found that 

' percentage were tota Y 

80 
76, 7% 1:>f ·the neurotic group and 

.6% of the ps.ychotic group, 
75 were totally isolated. The signi-

• 7% of the working group 
n in the following set 

ficance of this isolation can be see 
t . 11 How did 

It )_
·s J.·n response to the ques ion 

of statistics. 
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you survive'?" 

neurotic working 
' mere chance' 41.4 15.3 

'was just lucky' 18.4 19.6 
'was With friends lli .1 54 . 6-1• and relatives' 

'own efforts' 13.1 7.5 
'did not participate' ll. 0 3.0 

We can readily see that the majority of those able to cope 

suggested that their ability w~s based on the fact that they 

had not been isolated from their f amil]LeS. This is suggested 

by the 54.6% of those in the working group who attributed 

their survival to the fact that they were 'with friends and 

relatives'. This association has shown itself to be similarly 

important in other catastrophies. The following is part of 

an interview with an Hiroshima victim. 

action 

Of course ••. those who are settled in their families 
remember the incident. But on the whole they are 
much better off and feel better ••• their attitude is, 
'shoganai ' (it can't be helped), "It is useless to 
look back on old memories,' they keep saying .•. those 
without families on the other hand keep remembering 
everything •.• they curse the ~1ole ~orld--in?luding 
what happened in the pa~t and what is happening now. 
Some of them even say, I hope that atomic.bombs 
will be dropped again an~ then t~5 world will suffer 
the same way I am suffering now. 

Another aspec~ of the prisoners' isolation was the re-

ld d them We hc:1ve already discussed 
of the wor towar · 

nations to absorb the J ewish refugees,7 
the unwillingness of the 

. an attitude of discrimination re-
There also seems operative -

. . -One Hiroshima victim describes 
garding catastrophe victims. 
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this phenomenon, 

I don't l'k 
• , .Of course the 1 e people to use that word (hibakusha) 
ered hibakusha re are those who, through being consid-
1 like to standwant to re?ei~e.special coddling •• • But 
this s eci l . up as an indivi dual ••• I don't like 
t 

P a view of us ••• Usually when people ref er 
o us as atomic bomb m 'd . . . . . It is a w f b ~l. ens i.s8a way of discrimination ••• 

ay o a andoni.ng us. • • · 

This discrimination along with the reality of isolation, caused 

by the deaths of so many, added to the depressive states exhi

bited by the ex-prisoners. The expres:sions of the depressive 

states were a 'hard' feeling and one of inferiority. 

The third complaint--nightmare!s--were the unconscious 

attempts to bring the realization of what had occurred into 

the conscious. By-in-large, the prisoners found this difficult 

and still find it difficult to acknowledge the reality of the 

camps. This is demonstrated by the 56+% who still suffer from 

nightmares (See chart on page 62.). The reality is apparently 

under constant repression. 

SOMATIZATION 

more manifestation of the extreme deThere is one 

press ion. Studies have shown that there is a relationshi? 

S
· s as it is sometimes called, and the 

between post-camp neuro i • 

expected life span of the ex-prisoner. 
Just as in the camps 

Of 'give-up-itis', so too do we 
we found operative a kind 

l
l · g. any stress situation. The fol

f ind this phenomenon fo owi.n 
b Harold Wolff (1960). 

lowing is from a study Y .. . 

Six years after 
those t~at survived the 

liberation, the fate of 
Japanese prison experience 

-. 
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was investigated 1 number of deaths' n the first place the total 
pected 1ncidence·f~rwas :no7e than twice the ex
not so exposed M a similar group of persons 
included many <li~ea~reover , ~lbe causes of death 
confinement or star es. not directly related to · 
number died of hear~at~on. Twice the expected 
the expected numbe ~tsease, more than twice 
times the expectedr 0 cancer, more than four 
gastrointestinal t number o~ diseases of the 
ber died from 

5 
. 7~ct. Twice the expected num

three times th u1c1 e--and mo:st striking of all 
of accident.••~ expected numb<3r died as a result 

GUILT 

Upon reading the studies done on the concentration 

camp survivors, there is an element that seems to stand out 

and indicate a conclusion. This is the fact that in spite 

of all the negative aspects of depression created by the 

feelings of isolation and the numerous somatic and psychi

atric symptoms caused by the condition, there seems to be 

an element of self-indulgent masochism. It seems that the 

prisoners needed, for some reason, to suffer. It is my con

clusion that the reason for this was an attempt to ·deal with 

a distorted sense of grief caused by ~;urvivor guilt. This 

conclusion is based on the fact that the behavior exhibited 

by the survivors was a morbid grief reaction • 

••• distortion of normal grief ~ay we~l be . a 
prelude to a morbid grief reaction whi.c~ Linde -

d thers have documente!d, and which may 
mann an o, · h h · h t of response from sue psyc osomatl.c 
run ~ ~ gamu sthma, ulcerative colitis, and 

· condit1o~s astha ·ci.·s to antisocial behavior and 
rheumatoid ar ri . 1u 
possibly even psychosis. 

S'l
.tuati·on, 'grief work' or the emancipation 

In a normal grief 
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f rom the bondage to the dece d 
. ase , readjustment to the environ-

ment in which the deceased is mi· ssi· ng '' and the f ormatiqn of 
new relationships occur, r 

n many survivor cases, there is a 
resistance to this. 

Lindemann . noted considerable resistance on the 
part ?f his patients to accept: the discomfort 
~nd distr~ss of bereavement. The patients chose 
i.n~tead, in many instances, to avoid the intense 
paii: connected with the grief experience and to 
avoi~ atfo the expression of emotion necessary 
for it. 

This lacl< of desire to cope and, therefore, the inability to 

cope effectively with the traurnatization of grief was enhanced 

by survivor guilt . Survivor guilt is the expression of strong 

feelings of guilt over the fact that one has remained a1ive 

while others perished. It occurs when there seems to be no 

rationale for fate's choice. 

The statistics of those who suffer from survivor guilt 

are staggering. One study examines 99 camp survivors. 

Many but not all suffered from survivor guilt. 
Sixty-seven sur~ivors (34 ~en and 33 women) 

admitted to survivor guilt along with severe de
press ions. Thirty-three (1? men and 14 women{2deny 
it, but suffer from depressions nevertheless • 

The study goes on to indicate that, "survivor guilt ••• is 

to be the dynamic dii.ving force behind most 
~eing considered 

d . ..13 The author explains this by adding to the 
epressions • 

. 
above statistics. 

33 who deny fiiurvivor guilt) are 
Among these. (the The gave statements such as! 
the psychotics: I Y uld to s:ave my parents. or 
'I did everythi~g 1c~ould do.• Such statements, 
' There was nothing . b taken as absolute truth, and 
of course, must notsu~h denial seems indi?ated , 
a special study of n- sychotics who deny it con
since all of th~ no Psuffer from nightmares, the 
tinue at this time to 
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contents of which d . 
relatives,,, Somati::~.wtth their perished close 
gastr?intestinal and s~ons are frequent: headaches, 
organir

4
basis, are f . eletal manifestations without 

order. requently encountered in this 

Because of the intensity of the guilt felt by the sur

vivors and the role it Plays . . . in survivor psychology, we should 

now turn to a discussion of . 1 gui t as a general phenomenon. -

There were apparently three c . · omponents of guilt exhibited by 

the survivors: psychological gu"lt 1 . t , mora guilt, and collect-

ive gui 1 t • Each of these plays · an important role in any as-

sessment of survivor behavior. 

PSYCHOLOGICAL GUILT 

Before beginning this section, we should recall the 

discussion on Ego-Ideal. Identification with the SS occurred, 

and the image was introjected. S~imultaneously, the commands 

and prohibitions of the E·go-Ideal were internalized. Thl.s 

process leads to the development of what Freud termed the 

Super-Ego, i.e., a system of beliefs, prohibitions and behavior 

patterns which have been internalized from without the indivi

dual and have become an integral paJ:"t of an individual's psyche. 

In a stre-Ss-situation, especially one of such great magnitude 

as we are involved, the Ego is threatened to such a great ex

tent that it is rendered impotent. When this happens, the mind 

is then in a polar-flux, with the Id and the Super-Ego vying 

for control. l.
·s occurring, the natural condition 

While this 

f h meostasis or equilibrium of the physical 
of the body, that o o · · · 

. . b ·ng sought. The coping device used 
and mental elements is ei 
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in reaction to the imbalance was 
· ident:ification with the SS. 

By identifying and · lntro jectino- the S<' . 
o · 0 -image, the prisoner · 

was able to "control his . . · 
own impulses" effectively from within. 

The prisoner then could 
release any aggressive tendency through 

the image of the SS but at the same t i me be protected from 

any such overt behavior by · internalizing the commands and pro-

hibitions of the SS, 

As long .as there were · . d .L ri.gi · ru . es, the prisoner felt a 

childish sense of safety and · security in the environment. Just 

as in the relationship of the child and, pos'sibly even moreso, 

in the case of the prisoner, an ambivcilence arises with respect 

to the love-hate syndrome. No matter how much one needs to be 

dependent, part of an individual cravE:!S for freedom. It has 

been explained in this manner: 

When a prohibition or a command is introjected, it 
is not assimilated; it lies over against the integrated 
part of the personality withoui: modifying it., like a 
foreign body. Not only so but it tends to act auto
nomously, to determine behaviour, th~:mght ygct emotion 
with modification by reaspn or experience. 

Although this image may be a bit dramatic, we c .an readily see 

the inner tension resulting from the iLntrojection of ideals 

from without. It is this tension, the love-hate syndrome, 

:which lends itself easily to guilt. As the bate emoti,ons con-

f 1 . s toward the 1oved image, the love 
jure up negative ee ing 

seeks to anesthetize the opposite emotion by creating guilt 

an 
unconscious effort at self-punishment 

feelings perhaps in 

th
e Ego-Ideal is far frorn the reality of 

since in most cases 

the object per se. 
of psycholog:Lcal guilt we find among 

The second aspect 
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survivors is a reaction to the stronc~ 
c identification with the 

dead. We attribute this to the structure of the family in the 

Judeo-European culture where an intense, dependent relationship 

existed between family members. Death of one or more members 

was viewed as extreme deprivation whe!re the survivor was im

potent to cope alone with the viccisi.tudes because of inexper

ience due to past dependency. 

What has been mentioned before about the importance 
of the family in an Eastern J e~wish community goes to 
show that the members of this community will feel even 
more effected, if that is possible

16
by this disaster 

than members of other communit:ies. 

The reaction of one involved in an in.tense relationship with 

another while he is alive is continue·d after death. The Jap-

1 l 1 t . sh'ps The bombing of Hianese had similar f ami ia -re a ton :i • 

roshima therefore precipitated reaction similar to those of 

the concentration camp survivors~ 

. . hen in a significant symbolic 
The hibakusha iden~ity,,~ of the dead. Created part-
sense, becomes.an ident~n~ense Japanese capacity for 
ly by ~the p~rticularly 11 b the special quality of 
identificat1on,.a~d pa~~ ~ak~s shape through the fol
guilt over surviving,. I 1 st died; I should have 
lowing inner sequence. 1 as~oam not really alivei or 
died; I did di~, ?r ~t u~! of me to be so; and any-
if I am alive it is ~mp i·fe is also imRure and an 

h ·ch affirms i 17 thing I do w 1. h alone are pure. 
insult to the dead, w o 

·1 is a reaction 
h t psychological gu1 t It is apparent t a 

to lost love 

Freud's view 

which results from 
. . ety about the loss• an anx1 

ed considerably over the · h" h chang 
Of anxiety w ic 

1 From a psycho-
. f. ant as it years, is sign1 ic 

re lates t•:> gui t • 

·ety as a psychological see anxi 
h came to logical approach e 

n antecedent 
·on a kind of warn.of repressi. ' 

phenomenon and as a 
5 

' ·:t 
was alway c " · Anxiety ing signal. ••• 

' reaction to danger ' 
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a response to a threat- -the threat o·.f losi.· ng 18 
the loved object." 

Guilt became " ••• little more th ( . ) . 

1 . ..19 gua ity. 
an t his anxiety with a special 

We can see from our discuss1· o1n 
that all cases of psycho-

logical guilt are inextricably bound up with the emotion of 

love. There seems to be in all love relationships a kind of 

guilt when, for any reason, the love-object is lost. We 'can 

only speculate as to the reason for this guilt. We are aware 

of the proximity .of emotion between !hate and l ove. There is 

exhibited in love-relationships, periods of extreme hostility 

which one could call 'hate'. It is possible that with the loss· 

of a loved one, a time traditionally given to remembering only 

the good on the part of the deceased, the ambivalent emotions 

on the part of the living give rise to severe guilt for the 

past feelings of hate. These feelings are now looked upon as 

acts of unfaithfulness toward the de4ad. 

that, 

MORAL GUILT 

McKenzie begins his discussion of ethics with the fact 

here is the existence of a large 
••• we believe that t nvictions to the effect that 
body of beliefs. and. ~~s of ac1cs that ought to be done. 
there are cer~a1n ki hin s that ought to be brought 
and certain lo.nds of t g . 
into existence• • • . lies that if we vl.o ~ate what 

That surely imP.1 to bring into exI..s!5nce 
ought to be done, oro~~~nity, we are guilty. 
when we have the opp 

nful f illmant of the interna
. lies the u 

·Moral guilt imp - t b d 

lized commands of the Super-Ego. 
It is, therefore, no oun 
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up with the emotion of love as · h 
1 

. 
. psyc o ogical guilt was, rather 

it comes from the internalization of the 
failure to accomplish 

the tasks one has set for himself. 
1

..,_ 

... uis sense of guilt is 
based on obedience and the need for · h 

pum ... s ment. Many ethical 
philosophers agree that this need is endemic in human nature. 

The fact that punishment or negative reinforcement is so effective 

indicates that it is generally accepted as deserved. There 

must be a realization of blameworthiness. The guilt stems 

from the attempt to indoctrinate the individual so that he may 

enter the ethical community as a 'responsible person'. The 

rules as they are laid down are internalized, as we saw in 

the initial process of psychological guilt, In the case of 

moral guilt, however, it is the internalized rules which are 

taken as absolutes by the individuals. When failure to live up 

to the expectations occurs we have moral guilt. 

There are further aspects to this form of guilt. 

. . 1 des far more than 'some 
Ethical guilt ••• inc~ t be my duty'. I may have 
betrayal of. what I t a: m~liceq r may have evil sen
guilty emotions such_ . s evil motives• To the de
timents, evil disposi~i~~ ~ove~rn me to that extent I 
gree that I allo~ s~r 
am guilty and evi.l. . . 

. the behavior exhibited For the concentration camp prisoner, -

r 'evil sentiments', 'evil 
One of 'malice • was, of necessity, 

dispositions', and 
. ' The realization of what 'evil motives • 

had occurred not only included 
the behavior of the SS, but also 

his own witb resulting guilt. 
to, those who experienced not limited Moral guilt was 

be punished is the need the need to 
the Holocaust. Along with 

Th1.. s· nee to punish. d Was strongly felt by the world at large 
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following the Holocaust--whicb led 
world wanted to· t() pre-trial guilt. 

punish someone for 
what had happened. 

The 

It was 
for this reason th at those involved in the .objective adjQdica

tried desperately t 
tion of what happened 

o overcome the aspects 
of pre-trial guilt. 

The court, under the . . 
presiding judge Hans §~~dance of th~ ~ble and calm 
the Auschwitz trial) t i:neyer (presiding judge at 
itical issues--'Poli~· rted ~~rd to exclude all pol
gui lt, were not the s tbc~ guij;~t ! moral and ethical 

u Ject a. l.ts concern.'--LL 

COLLECTIVE GUILT 

Guilt also arose as a by-product of Nazi treatment of 

the prisoners. Thei· r meth ds t i o crea ec a sense of prisoner self-

respo-nsibility and accountability. This was especially true 

with "group punishment, 11 i.e., an individual's behavior would 

bring retaliation on the group as a who],e, Despite individual 

attempts to overtly dismiss any 11 group responsibility", this 

method of punishment inevitably created a kind of group-con

scious individual who could not react: irresponsibly toward 

the group. There were, indeed, strong unconscious bonds be

tween the individual and the group as well as between indi

viduals, As one looks back at the Holocaust, he sees it as 

the destruction of the Jews 1 not individual Jews, but the Jews, 

the group for which there were strong psychological bonds. 

The d 
.,hile the individual remained alive. 

group was destroye ' 
· million who died rather than 

Thus the guilt was for the six 

for particular individuals. 
of man having a responsibility 

Tillich opposes the view 
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to the group and the group to th e individual. 
'The individual . 
members of h' is not guilty f . The cit' is group if he h' o crimes performed by 
cornmite~z?ns hof .a city are n~~sel~ldid not commit them. 
b in t eir city ( gui ty of the crimes 
ut they are guilty as con7r~ry to Deuteronomy 21 :1-10) 

man ?-s a whole, and in ~~rtic:ip~nts in the destiny of 
particular' for thei.· e dE.stiny of their city in 
with dest· r acts in wh· h f i.ny have cont 'b l.C reedom was united 
th~y participate, Theria~ted ~o the destiny in which 
crimes of which their Y e ~;u1 lty • not of committing 
buting to the destin ?roup. i.s accused but of contri
mi ted. In the indiry :n which these crimes were com
tyranny in a nation ect se~se, even the victims of 

are guilt:y of this tyranny, •23 

The concluding stat ement points up t:he absurdity of his argu-

ment •. To condemn the rock f . or having been struck is like kick-

ing the table after Stubbing a toe oin it. It was, however, 

the sentiment which many survivors felt and was therefore a 

strong motivating factor of the guilt-emotion. 

CONCLUSION 

Survivors have been attacked, e.g., by Paul Tillich, 

Bruno Bettelheim, John McKenzie, etc., on the basis that they 

had no reason to feel the intensity of guilt evident among 

survivors. They conclude that the guilt-feelings were sub

jective or unrealistic, in the sense that there was no reality 

stimulus which precipitated the guilt response. There were, 

however, objective cases of guilt that should not be dismissed 

For ex-
for they are . al 1 part of the survivors ' experiences. 

ample, the case of a woman who with her younger sister and her 

daughte r was deport~~d to Auschwitz. 
own one-year-old 

Du
. ri· n o- the transport, the mother was taken 

o 1 d after the baby. 
the younger sister loo <e 

ill 
On 

and 
arrival 
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at the camp, the 5 . 
the long line whi hl.ster and the child were put into 
th - . c was sent t h e patient 'an able-b d " o t e gas-chambers, while 
came to the camp ad 0 led woman with no children' 

n sur · l ' interviews,,, this ex ~ivec. During the numerous 
the core of her self perience! was--naturally enough- -
with clinical pyschi~~eproacb. _It is in accordance 
cannot bear, and work 7ic ~xperi.ence that a person 
kind as a matter of inspite? of, a trauma of this 
spective comments tc?u~se, ~~d th~t she, in her retro
sing the most se ! ri.e to f i.nd excuses while exores-

rtous self-rE!proach at the time. L 4 

Agreeing that there were objE!Ctive causes for survivor 

guilt, there is another element of considerable importance, 

This is the fact that there exists i.n •reality', two kinds of 

'guilt', realistic, which entails a sense of factual respon

sibility, and sub jec.ti ve, which is non-specific yet as effect

ive and significant for an individua.l as realistic guilt is. 

The important factor for consideration is not the reality of 

the gui 1 t, but the experiencing of it. ".. • gui 1 t is neither 

a criminal, moral nor a theologi~al dogma but a lived experience."25 

In any scientific work, one must proceed with as objective an 

approach as possible. We can, there·fore, only relate the 

guilt-emotion without placing it within any value system. 

description of the phenomenon must be sufficient. 

A 



VII. HOLOCAUST THEOLOGY 

The survivors and th 
ose who would be spokesmen for the 

survivors--contemporary theol . 
og1ans~-felt the need to relate 

the Holocaust experience to som 
e pattern of meaning, 

t:o make some kind of sense of the whole experience. 
They had 

This cog-
nitive response , this need for finding meaning is as much a 

part of the response to trauma as is physical ailments, psycho

somatic and psychological reactions, In this chapter we are 

concerned not with the experience in terms of bodies or per

sonality systems but with the ways people coped with the Holo

caust as a threat or problem of the meaningfulness of life and 

history and their places in it following a Holocaust experience. 

For many, the answer was :Silence, For over a decade, 

there was only the silence. The facts were too numbing. The 

necessity to respond to the challenge, however , was increasing. 

The Holocaust in retrospect took on more and more significance 

for the future, It was seen as a challenge to intellectualism, 

and to natl.. onalism, the processes which the Nazis to humanism, 

had employed to reach their ideological conclusions. 

1 mankind, but especially to the Jew, a ·challenge to al 

It was 

It 

''A Judaism which survived at the price of has been said that 
• 11 l 

T.Tould not deserve to survive• ignoring Auschwitz ... 
h · circumstances took up the 

The survivors forced by t eir 
.

1 
phers and theologians followed 

challenge first. The phi 050 

seem to fall into the follow
Suit, The Holocaust theologies 

76 
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ing four categories: 

1. return to the traditional G-d concept 
2. salvation through ff su ering 
3. G-d is dead 

4, nationialism--secularism. 

These four, although they have been in one form or another 

present in Jewish systems, now seem to typify most of the 

post-Holocaust thinking. It is the purpose of this chapter 

to deal with these four 'theologies'. There is one observa

tion that can be made at the outset. The only consistent 

aspect of each individual's theological stance is its incon

sistency. It is for this reason that one may find an indivi

- dual discussed in two or even more of the sub-categories. 

TRADITIONAL G-D CONCEPT 

In Holocaust literature we find the following discussion. 

Hassidic rebbe, 'What do you make 
• • • Grego:=- a~~s ~he rebbe answers' 'Auschwitz proves 
of Auschw~ tz. h n ed that the prim~val war goes 
that nothing has c a ~ l~ve and hate, murder and sa-
on. Man is c~pable ho nd Isaac together. G-d him-

. f · He is Abra am a · 'Afte cri ice. d , Gregor angrily queries, r 
self hasn't change • can you believe in G-d?' The 
what happened to us' how n'ot believe in G-d after 
rebbe answers' 'H~'~2can you --
what has happened. 

. rs it is impossible to conceive of a 
For some of the survivo • 

Holocaust without G-d. 
the traditional G-d conce~t 

In the camps themselves, 
for this, at that particular The reason was more prevelant; of 

. to that moment 
point, was to give meaning 

was occurring. 

death while it 
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(Some) believed that 
we should be dressed ~hen the enemy came for us, 
phylacteries, pourin ln our prayer shawls and 
our thoughts concent~ ~ver thE~ holy bool<.s, all 
of religious exaltat·a ed. on G-d. In that state 
all Nazi orders Withi.on, we should simply ignore 
sistance, violence c~ntempt and defiance; re-
of martyrdom in sa~ ot~fr de~eerated the majesty 3 

c l. tcation of the Lord's name. 
Following liberation, we fi· nd 

that among those prisoners 

who had some positive experiences in the camps, there was a 

feeling that they had changed for thE~ better. "A character

istic example.• .is case 23, who informed us that his belief 

in human beings is greater than ever after his captivity. He 

met good people also in camp, 'and if this is possible even 

under such conditions, then one must believe ••• ' (italic mine)"4 

To believe that G-d was not somehow or someway involved would 

deny whatever good that did exist wit:hin the camps. For these 

people , that good is all that they are able to hang on to. 

Among this group are people who have attempted to ad

judge G-d guilty for what happened but in so doing, showed how 

h h is in need dependent and vulnerable man is--and how muc e 

of a god• Elie Wiesel belongs in this category• 

d I can't quite manage it. 
I want to b~asph~i:ne, ~nshake my fist, I froth with 
I go up ag~i.nst . ~~· a way of telling Him that He 's 
rage, but its sti. 

5 
that He's never the same 

there' that He ~xli.s~ t~elf is an offering to His 
twice, th~t deni.a 1 · 

grandeur . 
resulted from the Holocaust 

A traditional god-concept 
· or of 'ungodly people.' The exact 

Which demonstrated the behavi. 
h ·or' refers to the fact 'ungodly be av1. 

meaning of the phrase f h 
h •superman' image o t e r esult of t e 

that Nazi b ehavior was the 
and the State were the su

the Germans 
German. For the Nazi, 
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theology, on the contrary, 
is based on the premise that there 

preme arbiters of morality. 

responsibility to the Nazi 
Man's f reedom was limited by his 

state and to Hitler. Traditional 

are moral laws that are 
suprahurnan and supranatural . G-d's 

law is the law of the universe, ( 
This concept must be based 

on the traditional concept of th 
e creator G-d . ) 

Man' s freedom and man ' . . . . 
dependently But . shrespons1b1l1ty exist in-

b ' ' in t e final a 1 · not e responsible to h' lf na ysi.s, man can-
conscience stands an e ~rnseh alone. Behind his 

x ra- uman authority . 6 

On the other hand, if indeed the universe is governed 

by G-d' 5 law rather than an arbitrary human law, how is it 

that the Holocaust was permitted to occur?, r n response, to 

this the traditionalists add: 

We cannot begin to question the 'purpose' of the 
universe. Purpose is transcendent to the extent 
~hat it is always external to whatever 'possesses' 
it. We can at best grasp the meaning of the uni 
verse in the form of a 'concept of limits' . We 
might call this meaning an oviermeaning, using the 
word to convey the idea that the meaning of the 
whole is no longer comprehensible and goes beyond 
the comprehensible • • • our minds require that it is 
to our minds unfathomable--a con7radiction which 
can only be surmounted by faith. . 

This type of thinl<.ing seems most prevalent among those sur

vivors who returned to the traditional god-concept. Its 

personal expression is described in the following: "'I suf

fered because I was a Jew; I was sav«~d by a miracle; I am 

not about to give up my belief even if I do not understand 

, .. 8 For them faith wins out. 
the reason for the persecution • • • 
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SALVATION THROUGH 
SUFFERING: FRANKL 

As in the case of the 

concept of finding salvation 
tract' t' i ional god-concept, the 

to find meaning in 
through suffering is an attempt 

the Holocaust . 
It: was put under a seperate 

category because its nature . 15 not completely compatible with 
traditional Jewish concepts Al h 

• t ougb there is indicated in 
Rabbinic sources (e .g., Berachot) tr 

• 1e notion that suffering 

can lead to salvation and derives from G-d' s love of 

is not the positive catalyst through h' h 1 · w ic sa vat1on 

man, it 

need be 

achieved as in Frankl's th; nkt'ng . rt· .... ns seems more like a 

Christian enterprise . 

What the.Christian theologian must explain, if 
he can, is not only why there is evi 1 and suf ~ 
f ering in the world, which G-d has created and 
sustains and directs with his power, but why 
these ills are not wholly wort:hless,9 

Frankl begins his theology with the concept that no act 

remains unaccounted for. For the individual who suffers, there 

are two alternatives , vegetate or turn the experience into one 

of inner triumph. "One could mal<.e a victory of those experiences •.. 

or one could ignore the challenge and simply vegetate, as did 

• ti 10 
a majority of the prisoners. 

Frankl advocates is one which is de
The theology that 

and l. s, therefore, post facto. There 
pendent on the situation 

f or the achievement of salvation . 
seems to be little preparation 

the decision is made as to the 
After the moment of suffering • 

. 11 have in the future. 
Signif i9ance the suffering wi 

. confrointed with an inescapable, 
Whenever o~e LS h never on has to face a fate 

~navoidable situation, w e 
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~hat cannot be chan ed . 
Just then is one gieen' e.g.,, an incureable disease, •• 
the highest value t fa last: chance to actualize 
the meaning of suffe~inulfill the deepest meaning, 
all is the attitude g. For what matters above 
attitude in which wew~ ~ake toward suffering, the 
selves.ll a e our suffering upon our-

The notion of salvation thro• ·1gh 
~ suffering, and that 

which is also applicable to the traditional god-concept, is 

Victor Frankl' s notion about the 'three wills', the will-to

pleasure, the will-to-power, and the will-to-meaning, The 

will-to-pleasure is similar to Freud's libido. The will-to

power is a political drive about which men like Niet:szche 

have spol(en. Although both of these: drives were apparent in 

much of the prisoners' behavior, the:re seems to have been 

operative a third drive, developed a.s a response to what Frankl 

calls existential frustation. This refers to the spiritual 

side of man which is so often overlooked by psychologist and 

philosopher alike, It seems that the will-to-meaning is of 

great concern to the survivors today and, therefore, the con

clusions of the man who was instrumental in bringing the notion 

to light deserves a place among post-Holocaust theologians. 

G-D IS DEAD 

death-of-G-d theology was a development Originally, 

of rational, scientific thought. 
thologized the world of fact, 

Modern science has demy ed for a G-d-hypothesis~ and 
thus disposing of t~e r:i: ling·uistic empiricism, mostly 
modern philosophy--it id ed the meaning of the world 

. . d has re uc . Oxford-inspire -- · b liever to a mere expression 
G-d as employed by ~he e. magin~s that the as·sertion 
of ~motiqn. The believer i 
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'G-d exists ' alth 
ne th l ' ough not ver. e ess refers to n~ces~arily demonstrable, 
phy d~sposes of this il~~s?bJE~ctive truth. Philoso-
ment is not 'about th ion. The believer's state-. e world ' y own att1tude toward th • ut merely about his e world. l 

Although the concluding sente " 
. nee-- The believer's statement 

is• • • merely about his own attitude t.o·-~ard .. ,, the world"--is 
applicable to post-Holocaust h 

t eology, the emphasis on the 

rational and the philosophic is not: One needs no longer proofs 

of creation to Show that a miraculous creation did not in fact 

occur. Post-Holocaust ' death' theology is based on the in

ability to find meaning in the suffering and death (unlike 

the previous theology discussed), 

••• the issue in the forefront (Death of G-d theology) 
••• ~~as not the challenge of a scientific age but the 
age-old problem of suffering. It was this issue more 
than any other which seemed to result in1~n inability 
to affirm the traditional imag1es of G-d. 

To affirm the kind of G-d, who by· the fact of his existence 

had some _part in the destruction, wou1d be impossible. Ber

trand Russe 11 expresses this impossibility of G-d' s ambiguity. 

" 'Why does G- d let the cat kill the baby bird7' 
1 I cannot be-

If I dl.' d I would have to admit that he lieve in a Creator . 

e 11114 
is an exceedingly cruel on • 

· the experience takes on a For many of the survivors, 

. h something which happened in the 
much greater significance t an 

f h ' storical significance. "For 
past and is, therefore, only 0 1 

· 

have experienced• ' . but to have im-
survivors seem not only to 

bibed it and incorporated i t 
into their beings, including all 

f d h 1115 
particularly o eat • ·1 and 

of its e lements of horror, eVL ' 
' rotic group' show how . the neu 

Eitinger's findings concerning 
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significant this 'incorp . 
oratl.on' was. 

All of them (the Israe . 
up any form of reli io~~ ne':1rotic group) had given 
always the same. 'I~ 

8 
fai~h and their reason was 

pen, then there cannotu~h things ~re allowed to hap
of this group had rec. e any Almighty G-d,' None 
strengthening of fait~i~edGany posit~ve memories or 
through their. captivity~~6 -d or their fellow man 

The effects of 'incorporat' , 
~on were not only psycho-

logical but also existential. The individual responded nega-

tively with respect to mankind and the universe. A sense of 

purposelessness had developed • 

• • • this sense of purposeless death suggests,,. 
a vast breakdown of faith in the larger human matrix 
su ortin . each individual life, and therefore a loss 
of faith or trust in the structure of existence. 
This is partly due to the original exposure to death 
and destruction on such an extraordinary scale, an 
'end-of-the-world' experience resembling the actual-
ization of the wildest psychotic delusion; partly due 
to shame and guilt patterns which, initiated during 
the experience itself, turned into longer- lasting 
preoccupations with human.sel:f~shness1 and partly due 
to the persisting sense of having ~ncoy9tered an 
ultimate form of man-made des·truction. 

It is in the existential realm where men like Rubenstein 

find whatever light is possible. 

men before us have ever been. 
We are free as no . we have nothing further to 
Having lost e'\terythi.ng' f loss Our existence has 
lose and no furth~r f e~~o~death. • We have passed beyond 
ID. truth been a being-u We have learned in the crisis 
all illusion and hope.d naked1y alone, that we could 
that we are totally an or surcor from G-d or from our 
expect neither suppor~ nhave lost all hope and faith. 
fellow creatures• • •. . ~i li ty of disappointment• ~x~ 
We have lost all poss1 h' g from G-d or man, we reJoice 
pecting absolutely ~ot in Yet we would not exchange it, 
in whatever we rec~i.vef~; when nothing is asked for, 
nor would we deny it, nothlgg is expected; all that 
nothing.is ~oped {yorg'race. 
we receive is tru . . 

. 5 r·haracteri.sti.cally negative. 
theology l. -

feeling of rejection by G-d and The death-of-G-d 

It i~ the result of an intense 



__ , __________________ __ 
84 

by the world in gene 1 ra • At first 
i lar to the child, s glance' it may seem sim-

response to his 
parents• "I wish you were 

dead." It b pro ably is of 
much more fundamental and existen-

tia1 significance for the ' accusor' than for those who hear 
the child-like comme~t. 

NATIONALISM- -SECULARISM 

Nationalism--Secularism is a response to the negativism 

of the. previous theology. It t · oo ts: an attempt to find mean-

ing in the experience. 

~he. Jewish. atheist may, howe'\l'er, fai 1 to see that 
it is_ precisely the ultimate hopelessness and 
gratuity of our human situati.on which calls forth 
our strongest need for religi.ous community. If all 
we have is one another, then assuredly we need one 
anothe r more than ever. (Italic mine) 9 

The 'religious community' Rubenstein speaks about is in no 

way comparable with the religious ghetto experience of the 

Middle Ages, The reference here is to a Judeo-secular state, 

one of mutual concerns. These conce~rns stem from the feelings 

of rejection and alienation previously discussed. 

Exile expresses theologically much of the same reality 
which underlies the concept of alienation in contem
porary social science ••• At the level of Jewish-Christian 
relations, I progressively gave up re~l hope tha~ the 
Jew co~(Jd ever feel entirely at home in the gentile 

world. 

then becomes a mE~thod of Jewish identifica
National ism 

ld be political, as it is for 
tion, the basis of ~bich cou 

. · as it is for the Mizrachi, or his
Hannah Arendt, ritualistic 

. . . ·Richard Rubenstein. Whichever 
torico-cultural as it is for 

is the case, the effect iS the same. 
The citizen is given 

r 
I 
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a people with whom he ca . 
n identify 

of pride which had and find a renewed 
been lost in the 

sense 

death camps• Th . 
iS now able to e survivor 

participate in and . 
· enJoy life as any dther human. 

His negativism is soon lost. 

With. the closing of the . 
no longer to be as J circle the Jew needs 
c e t. ' ew, a stra r a 1.. ve passion 

1 
or h. .. nger to art, life, 

old guilts and resentm l.S own. body. Hopefully 
fullness of a life d ei:its will dissolve in the 
the first time in ma~yvoi?lolf :unzived lives'' for 

· rn1 enia. 1 

Nationalism gives them a strength of character, as the proto-

type Kibbutznik is seen, unwilling to accept an image in ·any 

way lower. It is a rejection of infe . .. · r1or1ty that was indi• 

cative o_f the pre-1948 image of the Jew, Th ey can claim, 

"Verily, I have ·r l · o ten aughed at the weal<.lings who thought 

themselves good because they had no claws, 11 22 

The survivor has now, in Bonhoeffer' s words 'come of 

age' • " ••• he no longer expects G-d to intervene miraculously 

to d~liver him from difficult situations, Instead he lool<s 

upon the various questions and problems of life as his own 

task and responsibility. 1123 The emphasis on man's responsi

bility without any notion of grace makes 'successful 
1 

nation

alism co-extensive with secularism. To rely on something or 

someone other than themselves would have proven fatal for 

Israel. It was in the acceptance of their individual and 

collective responsibility that brought Zionism, the dream of 

Theodore Herzl, to .fruition. 

CONCLUSION 

an attempt to deal with a 
Post-Holocaust theology is 

.· 
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reality which for the first ti·me had 
been so dramatically 

and traumatically brought home. Man is capable of and finds 

pleasure in the destruction of his fE~llowman. The four 'theo

logies' that resulted can be categortzed as attempts to respond 

to and/or find meaning despite the rE~ality. For most sur

vivors who successfully traversed thE~ Holocaust experience, 

one of the four positions discussed in this chapter has given 

them new hope, and an ability to deal with their memories. The 

question still remains as to the significance the Holocaust 

wi 11 have for Jews who did not experi ence the Holocaust- -those 

yet unborn. 



L 

EPILOGUE 

I have been asked several t· imes, now, what the major 
effects of the Holocaust have been. 1 believe that one could 
say, that it was a major t . urning point both psychologically 
and historically. Psych 1 · 0 ogically, the impact the Holocaust 

had on its survivors, as we have d' iscussed, is indelibly re-

corded. But it not only created new lives for these indivi-

duals, it gave the impetus for new attitudes and life-styles-

those more militant and communally oriented, The Jew today 

is more actively concerned with the fate of his fellow Jews 

all over the world. Historically, a case could be made that 

the Jews always maintained such a position. But it should 

also be pointed out that the welf arE~ of one European Jewish 

community was very much dependent on the others. It was, to 

a great extent, this. dependency that gave rise to that concern. 

Today, there seems to be a feeling of K' lal Yisroel, a world 

community of Jews whose fates, though not necessarily depen

dent on each other, are nontheless intertwined wit~. mutual 

concern. Jews are responding militantly to the oppression of 

fellow Jews the world over. 
effects _of the Holocaust in the 

Secondly, we see the 
As a political consequence of the ~ 

historico-politica~ realm. 
1 Assembly, on November29, 

Holocaust, the United Nations Genera 
f the establishment of a . 

1947, passed a resolution calling or 

Jewish State iri Palestine. 
ThiS action granted, for the first 

87 
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time in 2000 years, the natural 
right of the Jew to be the 

master of his own fate, like all th . . . 
o er natl.ons, l.n hl.S own 

sovereign state. Jews now s· t · 
1. Wl.th and react with the other 

great nations of the world as an equal partner. And more im-

portant, the individual Jews accept the State .of Israel as 

their heritage, a symbol to which they can identify. 

As long as the Jewish people continue with their newly 

acquired attitudes and roles within the world community, as 

long as they refuse to become apathetic following Israel~s 

military, scientific and cultural successes, as long as the 

Jews continue to grow using the historical perspectives gleaned 

. from their unique historical experiences, a holocaust will 

remain an event of the past, one to be remembered out never 

repeated. 

.. 
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