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To the Editor:

Brilliant second issue, Judith Plas-
kow and Anne Roiphe are wonderful,
Mitchell is a nutcracker, Amichai and
Pagis, two priceless poets, beside some
of the most penetrating intellectuals
around. You have the best magazine of
“politics, culture, and society” in
America.

I have been waiting for Tikkun for
years, and it has arrived.

Vincent Ferrini
Gloucester, Massachusetts

To the Editor:

As a United Methodist layperson I
am writing to express my appreciation
for the first issue of Tikkun. I found it
exciting, thoughtful and of broad ap-
peal. I also appreciate the opportunity,
which I have sought for some time, to
gain insight from the Jewish tradition.

That tradition from its world history
has a great deal to say to us about
politics, culture and society which we
need to hear. Thank you for the alterna-
tive to Commentary.

My only regret is that future issues
will be shorter and only published
quarterly in the first year. Keep up the
good work.

John E. Stumbo
Topeka, Kansas

To the Editor:

Congratulations-on the birth of Tik-
kun. 1 am also pleased that you an-
nounced the quarterly as a counter to
Commentary. For too long, Commen-
tary has been misperceived as the au-
thoritative voice of Jewish political
thought which, even as a non-Jew, I
knew to be untrue, but it has carried
the cachet of dispassionate social anal-
ysis long after it became the narrow
instrument of doctrinaire neo-conser-
vatism.
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aginative structure of Polish society” A
cogent discussion of historical relations
between Poles and Jews might have
been more illuminating. New is not
versed on this subject and statements
like ... such passion is characteristi-
cally Polish” do not help her readers.

New misses the point in her analysis
of the ambivalent character Leon, who
first hides Rosa out of compassion,
then dominates and brutalizes her out
of less noble instincts. After Rosa’s
suicide in Leon’s cellar, he is neither
“redeemed” nor has he “found grace”
as New suggests. To say that the moral
order is restored by his gift of money
to Rubin’s daughter is like saying that
reparations bring back the dead. New
seems to miss the irony intended by
Holland’s conclusion in which Rubin’s
daughter, unaware of Leon’s corrup-
tions and sins, actually praises Leon as
a saint for helping her escape the
Nazis. In this muted scene Holland
makes a strong statement about the
difficulty in attributing a clear moral
position to anybody’s actions taken in
the context of war. It is a profoundly
important point to make one genera-
tion after the war because of the ten-
dency we all have to make judgments
with the benefit of hindsight about the
vanquished, the victims, and even
those we call “survivors.”

New’s most disturbing statements
are made in her description of Rosa as
a “victim,” “hysterically under stress,”
and finally her statement that “lacking
certain emotional reserves, she is a
woman not made for deprivation!”
These comments seem to indicate a
callous disregard for the conditions in
which Rosa must live, and miss the
very point she alluded to earlier, that
there is a commonality in the oppres-
sion of women and of Jews. In broader
terms, there is a relationship between
the sexualization of the Jewish woman
(a trademark of anti-Semitic stereotyp-
ing as Lanzmann also notes in Shoab),
and the feminization of oppressed
peoples. This relation has been ex-
plored through metaphor in several
recent European films such as the
Austrian release Kieselsteine (Pebbles)
with which Ms. Holland may be famil-
iar.

To the extent that Holland explores
Rosa’s character as a “victim,” she delves
deeper into the meaning of the term
“survivor,” because as Jews forty years
after the war, we all must choose to
identify one way or the other. The

implications for this identification—on
a personal as well as national level —are
again profound.

Deborah Kaufman
Director, Jewish Film Festival
Berkeley, California

Elisa New responds:

For Deborah Kaufman, Angry Har-
vest is chiefly about how “power rela-
tions between men and women are
amplified and ultimately depraved by
the sordid conditions of wartime.” She
sees it, “above all” as “an anti-war film
which underscores the irrationality of
all violence” My review, on the other
hand, admired Angry Harvest as a film
about the Holocaust that allows us to
see its characters in all their ambiguity,
full face and unflattened. What distin-
guishes Rosa and Leon is that they are
individuals, rather than types—the Jew,
the Pole—acted upon by a war which
“depraves” them in deterministic fash-
ion. Kaufman’s objection to my charac-
terization of Rosa comes down to a
refusal to allow a “frailty” she is more
than willing to see in Leon, whose
“corruption and sins” she is predis-
posed to condemn. Kaufman and I
agree, and my review makes amply
clear, that Leon’s exploitation of Rosa’s
situation exposes the larger structures
of domination that make women and
Jews similarly abject. Yet, the “irony”
of the film does not flow so unsparingly
against Leon as Kaufman claims. If by
helping Rubin’s daughter Leon does
not make “reparation” for the extermi-
nation of Jews in his town, he does
show a strenuous human decency and
a will to overcome the evils that ally
him with the forces of brutality. By
lecturing that Leon’s money cannot
“bring back the dead” Kaufman im-
plies that Leon is to be equated with
the killers of the Jews. Leon may be
infected with the anti-Semitism and
sexual tyranny rampant in his society,
but as Rosa’s protector and a man who
makes new life possible for Rubin’s
daughter and Dan, he earns. his place
among those who struggle for moral
order and against sin.

It is finally Kaufman’s distress at my
use of the word victim—and her pre-
ference for the term “survivor” —that
illuminates the real difference between
our views of Angry Harvest. She is of
course right to stress the communal

importance of transcending the lachry-
mose historical view of Jew-as-victim.
Yet to insist on swathing the dead in
the term “survivors” seems to me
dangerous mystification, a kind of re-
duction that ignores those human be-
ings like Rosa who do not fit the mold.
What we lost to Hitler, and what
Angry Harvest vivifies, is a generation
of human beings like ourselves, some
strong, some not, some who survived
and some who did not. Holland’s film
eloquently represents people making
choices not only in response to “condi-
tions,” or the “context of war,” or even
for our edification, but out of the
depths of themselves.

ON WASKOW AND THE
NUKES

To the Editor:

I am curious as to how Arthur
Waskow (in his article, “Transarma-
ment 2000” Tikkun, Vol. 1, No. 1)
would apply his categorical condemna-
tion of nuclear weaponry to the Middle
East.

While one can debate whether or
not the Soviet Union poses a threat to
the territorial integrity of the United
States, both Syria and Iraq clearly do
threaten the State of Israel. Israel has
most likely either already constructed
nuclear weapons or developed the ca-
pacity to do so. Should Israel, at some
future point, not be able to defend its
territory through conventional arms it
would presumably threaten to use
these weapons to insure its survival.

Would Waskow urge Israeli scien-
tists to refuse unilaterally to work on
their nation’s nuclear weapons pro-
gram and demand that it be aban-
doned? Or would he first insist that all
those nations with whom Israel is leg-
ally at war agree to do likewise?

Given Waskow’s particular animus
toward strategic as opposed to conven-
tional weaponry, was Israel then jus-
tified in bombing Iraq’s nuclear reactor
and should it respond in a similar
manner if an analogous situation
arises? And if not, how does Waskow
propose that we prevent the spread of
nuclear weaponry to Israel’s sworn en-
emies?

It is all very well to oppose the
deployment of nuclear weapons when
you believe that your nation’s existence
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99 percent” effective if the decoy dis-
crimination problem in the mid-course
layer can be solved. Even without solv-
ing that problem, the proposed de-
fenses would have “an effectiveness of
90 percent or more.” That is 90 percent
better than what we have now, which
is zero protection against ballistic mis-
siles.

Finally, your editorial repeats the
plaintive hope of years past for “secur-
ity through nuclear disarmament,” dis-
regarding Soviet violations of the SALT
and ABM agreements, and the massive
buildup of offensive nuclear power
that the Soviets undertook in the 1970s
under those “arms control” agree-
ments, and in the face of significant
US. restraint. We must rely in the
future on our own defenses, rather

than agreements the other side fails to
honor.

James T. Hackett
National Security Editor
The Heritage Foundation

To the Editor:

“Nuclear Madness Triumphs Again”
(Vol. 1, No. 2) cites several excellent
reasons for opposing the Strategic De-
fense Initiative. But the most important
reason is this: SDI and all the debate
over it diverts attention from the most
pressing goal of our time: negotiating
total, omnilateral nuclear disarma-
ment.

For most of the nuclear era, admin-
istrations held that any exchange of
nuclear weapons on any scale would
be tantamount to Armageddon. The
Carter Administration began advanc-
ing the idea that a “limited” nuclear
war was not only feasible, but could be
“won” Now the Reagan Administra-

tion makes an even more dangerous
case: we don’t have to worry about any
nuclear exchange because Star Wars
will protect us.

As the failure of the Iceland Summit
proves, SDI is not a bargaining chip
for nuclear arms limitation: it is the
most significant impediment to nuclear
disarmament. As the debate over SDI
absorbs more and more energy, the
goal of nuclear disarmament recedes
farther and farther into the back-
ground. The survival of humanity re-
quires that total disarmament be the
first priority. SDI and other diversions
must be abandoned.

WS. Weiss
Summit, New Jersey
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of our societal ideology. Inequalities of wealth and
power have always been justified in America on the
grounds of a supposedly meritocratic economic market-
place which allocates rewards according to ability and
effort. This ideology seemed considerably less self-evi-
dently true during the Depression when Democrats
suggested everyone was suffering from a common eco-
nomic problem. But with post-war prosperity, the ideol-
ogy revived with an even deeper vigor and was ex-
tended to virtually every area of personal life. Every-
thing was supposedly in the hands of the individual —s/
he could shape a fate alone, based on his/her own
decisions. “Take responsibility for your own life,”
“You’ve made your bed, now sleep in it,” and “You can
make it if you really try” are pop-psychology formula-
tions of what became the deepest belief in America’s
religiously held ideology: the belief in meritocracy. If
you merit happiness, you will get it; if you don’t have
it, you have only yourself to blame.

It is not hard to see how this way of thinking was
functional for those with established power. Corpora-
tions could use the resulting psychology of self-blame
and insecurity to sell their products: If you aren’t yet
achieving happiness in your personal life, it’s probably
because you haven’t been using our product. But at a
deeper level, the continued existence of fundamental
inequalities of wealth and power could be portrayed as
reflections of an inherently just society. As long as
equality of opportunity was secured for all, the in-
equalities of outcome were merely reflections of differ-
ent ability and merit. This internalization of self-blame
on the part of the masses of Americans produced a set
of deep psychic scars, resulting in a growing crisis in
personal life, increasing instability in family life, de-
creasing community ties and increasing difficulties in
maintaining deep friendships, and the absence of larger
ethical ties and commitments. In turn, all these social
realities were interpreted by most people as personal
deficiencies. The material well-being of post-WW II
society has not produced a society full of happiness,
but one full of pain and neurosis, a society in which
people interpret socially generated problems like the
increasing instability in family life as reflective primarily
of their own personal inadequacies.

hile the locus of self-blame has shifted, the
W locus of liberals’ compassion has not. Liber-

als have rightly championed the poor and
those facing overt racial and sexual discrimination. But
for the most part liberal compassion has been restricted
to the most overt economic and legal oppression. It’s
as if they remained frozen in “1930s consciousness,”
giving compassion only to people in the economic
Depression, while ignoring the growing psychological
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depression. The result is that when they talk about
compassion, they mean only compassion for the poor
and those facing overt discrimination, leaving out
nearly everyone else.

Given the externality fallacy, however, liberal Demo-
crats are likely to hear this call for compassion as an
appeal for more social welfare programs, only now
addressed to the economic interests of middle-income
voters. Certainly it is true that the Democratic Party
needs to develop programs that can link these voters
with the economic interests of the poor, and that the
development of programs for housing, health care, and
full employment may provide such a link. But while
such programs would follow from the compassion I am
talking about, they do not constitute it. Rather, I am
talking about a new kind of compassion—a compassion
that counteracts the self-blaming that dominates per-
sonal life today. It is by understanding and acknowledg-
ing the pain that people are experiencing in these
not-strictly-economic arenas, the pain in families, the
pain generated by the absence of community and an
ethical frame to life, that the liberals can connect with
the deeper needs that are central to contemporary
American politics.

The internalization of self-blame on
the part ... of Americans produced
a set of deep psychic scars, resulting
in a growing crisis in personal life . . .

Ironically, it has been the conservatives who have
been able to address these issues and thereby appeal to
a large segment of Americans who might otherwise be
resentful of the conservatives’ defense of corporate
interests. The pro-family politics the New Right has
articulated has struck a chord precisely because it
seems to address self-blame and despair. It is certainly
true that right wing programs offer no plausible solu-
tion to the crisis of families. Many of the people who
have been drawn to the Right have not been persuaded
by the specifics of its program. But pro-family politics
nevertheless has a powerful draw because it acknowl-
edges the crisis in personal lives while pointing the
finger at a set of social causes (feminism, gays, “liberal
permissiveness”) that are not the fault of individual
Americans.

While strongly rejecting the conservatives’ scape-
goating, we can also see that by encouraging people to
find a social cause for family crisis they decrease self-
blame and increase self-compassion—and this is what
makes the conservative pro-family package attractive to
many Americans. Instead of denouncing the reactio-





















We could certainly begin with lower interest rates.
The price of homes is much too high, but lower interest
rates would help a lot. They are down already, but not
nearly enough. Would this be too stimulative? Would
there be too much danger of inflation? Perhaps. So we
need to reduce the deficit as well: looser monetary
policy and tighter fiscal policy, lower interest rates and
budgetary common sense. How do we achieve the
latter? Reduce the rate of growth of defense, for one
thing. Be clear and tough on Star Wars, too, and keep
slashing away at wasteful procurement, all the while
insisting that everyone favors a strong national defense.

How about higher taxes to reduce the deficit? Prob-
ably right substantively, but a nonstarter politically,
although a sitting President could make an offer that I
think people would not refuse. He might say that he
could get long-term interest rates down another three
or four points if he could be sure that the result would
not be unduly inflationary, and that he could ensure
that result if he could raise taxes. The tax increase to
the typical homeowning family would be less than the
interest rate savings. Refinancing might save a thousand
or two a year in interest and people might be asked in
turn to give back a few hundred of that in taxes. Not
a bad deal.

So we could start with advocating lower interest
rates. It would be nice to believe we could add selective
stimuli for accelerated development of sectors and areas
of special promise, but it does appear after nearly three
decades of experience with that sort of thing that what
happens instead is pork-barrel politics, subsidies for
the industry which dominates in the chairman’s state,
or subsidies for my priority in return for subsidies for
yours. Lower interest rates will work in a generalized
way to stimulate economic activity among both produc-
ers and consumers. Fiscal policy can be used to neut-
ralize inflationary effects. Keynesian economics. Time-
honored. Politically saleable. The old-time religion.
Democrats sounding like Democrats in a positive way,
without baggage or pejorative overtones.

hat else? As columnists find pleasure in

‘ x. / deriding the Democrats for their dearth of

ideas, and as Democrats themselves bemoan

their paucity of intellectual capital, issues have been

developing, unmet needs have become palpable, and
thoughts have been germinating.

For example, health coverage is becoming a problem
among people who vote (as opposed to the poor, whose
numbers, large as they are, do not decide elections). As
the economy changes, the number of people with no
health insurance, long a problem but previously an
unpoliticized one, is growing rapidly, and now exceeds
thirty five million. Manufacturing jobs which offered

health coverage are being replaced by service jobs
which do not. The bulk of net new jobs are in services,
too. Many employers are turning to part-time and
temporary configurations to avoid the need to pay for
fringe benefits. Even unionized employers who
negotiate for give-backs are achieving reduced health
coverage. The result is that the number of Americans
with no health coverage at all is growing larger every
year. This is a real problem that real voters are worrying
about.

The average American family’s in-
come was lower in real terms in
1985 than it was in 1979

Am I saying that national health insurance should be
revived as an issue? Definitely not. We need a new
solution, one that involves a partnership between the
public and private sectors for those people who have
no coverage. And, while we could use it right now, that
is not the way it is going to happen. We can only finance
it in steps, for obvious reasons. We need to be moving
toward a system where government contributes part of
the cost of insurance for the uninsured out of general
revenues, there is perhaps a small tax on employers
who provide no coverage, and the workers themselves
pay some. Moving in steps is important for policy
reasons, too. We do not want to drive out existing
employer-employee contributory arrangements. We do
not want to destroy small businesses which do not
provide coverage because they really cannot afford to.
So we need to move with care, step by step, but we
need to move.

Is this a liberal idea? Or even worse, an old liberal
idea? (It’s so hard even to make oneself say the dreaded
“I” word out loud.) The idea does involve government
spending, to be sure, but it also involves no ideological
antipathy to private health insurance and, in fact, fea-
tures a commitment to utilizing and underwriting the
private insurance system to deliver the necessary cover-
age. And it involves a fair contribution by individual
workers.

The point, I think, is that we have learned a tremen-
dous amount since the days when national health insur-
ance was a knee-jerk liberal dream, and even since it
became a shopworn throw-away line in party platforms.
There is a real problem. It has a real electoral political
impact. And there is something we can propose to do
about it which is both operationally sophisticated and
institutionally quite different from traditional “liberal”
approaches.
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Party’s 1986 electoral success in the southern senate
races, demonstrating that with strong Black support a
presidential candidate can carry many southern states
with less than forty-five percent of the white vote.

o The South remains the nation’s poorest region in per
capita income and responds to governmental initiatives
which fall on deaf ears in the West.

wo things are essential to bring the South back

into the tattered Democratic presidential tent.

The first is that a southerner must be part of
the ticket. It is not coincidental that the only presiden-
tial elections won by Democrats since 1948 had southern-
ers as either the vice presidential candidate (1960) or
the presidential nominee (1964, 1976) and that the losing
tickets in 1968, 1972, and 1984 had no southerner. There
is a strong regional pride in the South. For all of its
historic nature, Walter Mondale’s choice of Geraldine
Ferraro dashed hopes of victory by creating a North-
North, liberal-liberal ticket. Second and more complex,
the Democratic Party must develop a modern message
which will resonate throughout the North and South.

The reasons for the Party’s loss of presidential votes
nationwide and the drop in southern affections stem
from several historic role reversals. These reversals, in
turn, led the Party to forfeit the two quintessential tests
of voter confidence—whether a party enhances per-
sonal economic well-being by sound economic policies
and whether it advances the country’s security interests
by a forceful national security policy. The Democratic
Party was found wanting on both counts over the last
decade.

A party identified after the Great Depression with
growth and economic progress became associated with
fiscal mismanagement, limited growth, and economic
trauma. The genius of Democratic economics from the
New Deal through the New Frontier was that it com-
bined an attractive macro-economic fiscal policy to
stimulate growth with a micro-economic policy to de-
velop poor regions like the South, through federally
supported power, electricity, and roads.

After the halcyon economic days of the early 1960s,
Democrats became associated with high inflation—
first, when President Johnson let the inflation genie out
of the bottle by failing to adequately pay for the Great
Society and the Vietnam War, then again when Presi-
dent Carter, faced with an oil price explosion, was
unable to tame double-digit inflation and soaring inter-
est rates. After-tax real incomes declined in the 1970s.

While Ronald Reagan was converting the Republican
Party from economic royalists to economic populists
with “supply side economics” (a glorified Keynesian

tax cut), Democrats preached the old Republican virtue
of tight budgets—which had kept the GOP in the

political wasteland for decades. At the same time, envi-
ronmentalists within the Party championed low-growth,
and Democrats, traditionally a free-trade party, became
latter-day protectionists,

A second role reversal occurred in social policy. A
party committed to using government to eliminate bar-
riers to individual advancement and secure equality of
opportunity appeared to support equality of results
and to view welfare programs as an end in themselves
rather than as a means to achieve self-sufficiency. We
championed causes like school busing which we were
unprepared to support for our own children. Our
conventions became showcases for fringe causes while
major issues of economic prosperity got short shrift.

While Roosevelt fought Republican efforts to limit
New Deal social security and jobs programs for the
poor, we latter-day Democrats set means tests for our
major social programs, Food Stamps, Medicaid, CETA,
which disenfranchised voters above the line. A party
for whom innovation was a watchword became so wed-
ded to the status quo that every Federal program was
supported with equal zeal, while at the same time we
failed to make the very real case that much of the Great
Society had worked.

The third role reversal, one particularly damaging to
the Party’s fortunes in the South, was the transforma-
tion from a foreign policy of bold internationalism to
one of passive neo-isolationism, eschewing the full use
of America’s resources abroad.

Presidents Wilson, Roosevelt, Truman, Kennedy, and
Johnson used the full panoply of America’s moral,
diplomatic, economic, and military capabilities to de-
fend freedom around the world. But as Vietnam shat-
tered the Party’s foreign policy consensus, the Party
took literally our 1972 presidential candidate’s message
to “come home America,” precipitously cutting off aid
to South Vietnam in 1975, barring assistance to anti-
Communist forces in Angola, and placing limitations
on presidential action abroad. The debilitating Iranian
hostage crisis was one result. Our 1984 San Francisco
Convention platform effectively precluded use of US.
forces in defending the Persian Gulf.

oth the southern conservative and the northern

liberal wings of the Party must compromise to

capture the White House. The Party’s message
needs to combine a modern liberalism on domestic
issues (resonating with the North liberal wing) with a
more assertive national security policy abroad (appeal-
ing to the more conservative southern wing).

While our domestic policy must reflect fiscal modera-
tion and prudence, as congressional Democrats grapple
with the budget deficit and the Gramm-Rudman-Hol-
lings Act, this is not a positive presidential theme. If we
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that has a determinate relation to economic production,
in that it serves to reproduce finance capital in what
economists call an “efficient” way. There is a certain
division of labor that corresponds to a certain level of
technological development, and the functional organi-
zation of work that derives from this correspondence
bears a definite relationship to a system of economic
pressures (this bank must compete with other banks,
and so forth). But this approach to defining what the
bank is can tell us nothing about why the tellers behave
and feel as they do, because it is an approach that turns
the bank into a thing.

To understand the bank as a living milieu, we must
attempt to grasp “the bank” from the inside, as it is
experienced by the people who dwell “within it” and
who thereby create it as a collective Gestalt. In this
subjective sense, the institution of “the bank” is, as we
shall see, an imaginary entity to which the tellers (as
well as the other “bank personnel” the customers, and
so forth) have given over their being by believing in
“its” existence as a determining power. Precisely to the
degree that the tellers feel a loss of agency in relation
to themselves, they feel themselves to be agents of “the
bank” as an imaginary entity, and they feel themselves
to be united with one another or socially bonded in
relation to this imaginary entity. It is not an economic
method of explanation but rather a socio-phe-
nomenological method of description that can make
“the bank” intelligible as a lived experience for the
people who create and then “inhabit” it.

T he first step in gaining access to this lived
experience is to detach ourselves in a radical
way from the social milieu that is generated
through the communication of signs (spoken language,
tone of voice, gestures, and so forth) within the bank.
If we can manage to attain this hyper-objective view-
point, we can observe something that is at once per-
fectly obvious and normally very difficult to see or
“remember” —namely, that “the bank,” for all of its
pretense and style, consists of nothing more than a
group of people in a room. From this position of
hyper-objectivity through which the social interactions
before us are stripped of their symbolic and signifying
content, we do not experience “the bank” at all except
perhaps as a kind of random fact about what they call
this type of social gathering (“this is what they call ‘a
bank’”).  Yet to the people immersed within the so-
cially communicated reality within the room, “the
bank” has a ubiquitous presence—in fact, they cannot,
except in very private and quasi-unconscious moments
of distraction, escape from their absorption in “the
bank” and see before them simply a room full of
people. This person who approaches the window is first

of all a “customer,” that person on the left is first of all
a “teller like me,” those velvet ropes are first of all not
merely ropes but signs that “the bank” uses to “line up
the customers,” just as the adjacent machine with the
green lights is first of all a “computer” that “the bank”
uses to retrieve information about “customer accounts.”
Every object and person within the room, in other
words, is always already layered over with a relatively
impenetrable symbolic coating that seems to derive
from this “bank,” this entity that appears to allocate to
each person a role and to each object a signifying power.

Yet from this subjective point of view, “the bank” s
nowhere. It does not reside in the Board of Directors
or in the President’s office, or anywhere else except in
the minds of those who believe in its existence as a kind
of phantom presence that has vampirized their being
and made them agents of its imaginary power. How
does this collective internalization of “the bank” take
place?

If we can manage to attain this
hyper-objective viewpoint, we can
observe . . . that “the bank,” for all of
its pretense and style, consists of

nothing more than a group of people
In a room.

The answer to this question is to be found in a
complex reciprocal relationship between the role of
collective anxiety and the role of the bank hierarchy in
shaping the internal experience of each of the bank’s
members. At a very deep and basic level, every person
in the room feels that she is subject to both the physical
and psychological power of other people, that if she
fails to conform to the norms of expected behavior
within the bank, she will be thrown out of the bank by
force or be subject to psychological humiliation. If a
“customer” fails to act like a “customer,” he will be
thrown out by a man with a gun; if a “teller” fails to
act like a “teller,” she will be fired or at least risk being
socially ostracized; the same or similar sanctions are
available for the “President” and even the “Chairman
of the Board” This fear of dismissal in both the physical
and psychological sense is ever present at what we
might call “the base” of everyone’s experience, and it
establishes the experiential ground for the transmuta-
tion of people’s being that occurs through the internali-
zation of the “bank,” in the sense that if these condi-
tions were not present, people might refuse to conform
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to everyone else. The hierarchy allows each person to
substitute a legitimate authority, which is “the bank”
itself as a subjectively constituted institution and which
can serve as the relational agent for each person’s
self-falsification, for the illegitimate sense of humilia-
tion that haunts each person’s true being and true sense
of what is going on in the room.

To see how the hierarchy comes into being, we need
only look carefully at the reciprocal interaction that
commonly takes place among two tellers and their
so-called “supervisor” Let us suppose that the two
tellers are called Jane and John, and that the supervisor
is called Harold. Jane and John work side by side at
their windows. Harold, who is otherwise engaged in a
variety of lower-management clerical tasks, walks back
and forth behind Jane and John and occasionally looks
at them to see not only what they are doing, but who
they are being. Jane discovers the contours of her as-if
performance through watching John, as John does
through watching Jane, and in this sense Jane and John
“recognize” one another as “bank tellers” Both, in
other words, take the position of “other” to the other
and in so doing discover the way of becoming other to
themselves. Yet because this relation of reciprocal other-
ness involves a loss of agency in relation to themselves
and a sinking into ontological passivity that is measured
by this loss of agency, both of them require an agent to
ground their impoverished “identities.” They must proj-
ect into a third-party the active power to establish the
ontological basis for the series of performances which
they experience as passive and lacking in any self-gener-
ated agency. Without such a third-party, they could not
“exist” as “bank tellers” because there would be no
source for their being. This role is allocated to Harold,
whom they perceive to be their authority (author-ity).
And in together perceiving Harold as the source of
their being, they also discover their own unification as
“tellers-together,” which is to say that they discover a
social bond through their perception of how they be-
lieve Harold perceives them, and this bond reassures
them to the degree that it compensates for the feeling
of actual isolation that dwells within each of them.
Harold allows them to feel the illusion of being “with”
one another to the degree that each, in being “other”
to each other and “other” to themselves, are “other-to-
gether” before Harold, as they perceive him. And be-
cause Harold must always remain with them as their
relational “authority figure” in order for them to exist
as tellers-together, they internalize him and “identify”
with him as the one to whom they owe their own
identities. Even in his absence, they know how to act
because they have internalized his authoritative image
and made it part of themselves.

Harold knows how to play his part through his

empathic understanding of how tellers are supposed to
be, and in fact he enacts his authority in all of his
relations with them, in his way of approaching them,
advising them, and in criticizing their performances.
Yet it is evident that this “Harold” that we are describ-
ing is no more an actual person than are Jane and John.
Harold merely plays the part of “supervisor,” in that
however “active” and “authoritative” he appears for
John and Jane, he remains passive in relation to himself.
He discovers his being-as-a-supervisor only through
the reciprocal internalization of themselves-as-supervis-
ors that characterizes the relations among the supervis-
ors at his level in “the bank, relations which are
pervaded by the same passivization that pervades the
inter-relations among the tellers. The supervisors, in
enacting their authority in relation to the tellers, are
also “other” to each other and “other” to themselves,
and as a result they also require an agency outside of
themselves to activate and ground their own passivity.
Harold finds this agency through his own supervisor,
who is perhaps a “Vice-President” and who performs
for all of the supervisors at Harold’s level the same
ontological function that Harold performs for the tel-

lers. Thus Harold discovers how to become a supervisor
through watching and internalizing how the others at

his level enact themselves as as-if authorities, while

their actual experience of collective passivity is

grounded for them by a superior whom they project

and then internalize as the agent of their as-if selves.

Thus, in the relation teller-supervisor-Vice-President

we discover the ontological foundation of the hierarchy

as a form of collective being, a form that I am calling

imaginary because it creates the appearance, among

people who are in fact simply people, of a top-down

ordering that serves to establish each person’s sense of

his or her imaginary social place.

... the institution of “the bank’” is
... an tmaginary entity to which the
tellers (as well as the other “bank
personnel,” the customers, and so
forth) have given over their being by
believing in “its” existence as a deter-
mining power.

The paradox of the hierarchy, however, is that no
one actually feels in command because the authority
that the hierarchy distributes throughout itself is never
more than the active role-complement of the universal
passivity out of which the hierarchy is born as a pro-
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before their retreat. Only this one, the “little” one, still
stands.

What do you do when you visit a gas chamber, what
do you do? When you go in, you gauge the dimensions
of the sealed room (about one and a half average Israeli
living rooms? No, larger? Rather dark in there.) You
tell yourself this is it, this is the place, here’s where it
happened. You repeat it to yourself. Here. You take
your daughter’s hand and go on to the next room, for
a look at the massive crematoria (made by Topf). Little
trolleys used to carry the corpses from the gas chambers
to the mouths of the crematoria, which blazed and
thundered with fire, and now are cold and dark; you
can put your hand in, if you have the guts. You recall

Had we been brought bere by train
(with Effie clutching her woolly
lamb, Jo) we would have been sent,
together, in the very first selection,

to the line heading for the “showers.”

that the extermination in Birkenau’s great gas chambers
took place in an underground hall, and that the corpses
were hauled in a special elevator to the crematoria at
ground level. Auschwitz, you make a mental note, had
everything on one level. For years you've been imagin-
ing, haven’t you, that studying the technical details would
help you understand, digest it, lance the inner abscess
which fills with pus each time anew. Why did you
imagine that, what secret did you think the technical
details might hold? We step outside and climb the dirt
bank to the flat roof. There we find several square
chimneylike openings. Nathan lifts the cover of one of
them by its handle, and we look down at the tourists
wandering around in the gas chamber. They look up,
surprised at encountering our eyes in the sudden gaping
hole. It was from right here that the German on duty
observed the naked people packed erect in the locked
room below, after they had been forced in with beatings
and shoving—or with soothing words, promises that it
was only a shower before going out to work. Afterwards
(wearing a gas mask for the sake of good hygiene) he
opened his little boxes and dropped the bluish crystals
down this chimney, this hole in the roof, and quickly
slammed the cover shut. Then he went away to wash
his hands, Removal and cremation of the bodies, after
all the screaming inside had stopped, were entrusted to
prisoners, the Sonderkommando, who unlike the other
prisoners, ate well and enjoyed regular rations of
schnapps. After several months at this labor they, too,
were exterminated and replaced by a new Sonderkom-
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mando detail which was annihilated when its time was
up, and so on. The first duty of every new gas chamber
squad was to cremate the corpses of its predecessors.

few meters from the gas chamber stands a
A lonely gallows. Here Rudolf Hoess, komman-

dant of Auschwitz and Birkenau, was hanged
after being tried by the Poles; he was extradited to
Poland after the Nuremberg trials, where he testified
against his cohorts. (This was Rudolf Hoess, not Rudolf
Hess, Hitler’s deputy, who flew off to England in 1941
and who still languishes in Spandau Prison. In Hebrew
the two names are written exactly the same; the prob-
lem troubled me for years. I didn’t know how to ask,
how could this be, the same man, running Auschwitz
after having deserted to Britain at the beginning of the
war?) Imprisoned in Warsaw awaiting trial, Hoess was
asked by his investigators to write his autobiography.
He was glad to oblige, because “I have always been a
man of action, and I find this forced idleness in jail
insufferable” His personal account is an orderly docu-
ment in which, calm and collected, he recalls, among
other things, that one of his postings in World War I,
as a soldier in Kaiser’s army, was Palestine. An un-
explained (almost sexual, as he describes it) ecstasy
seized him, he relates, early in his concentration camp
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RETHINKING THE HoLOCAUST

On Sanctifying the Holocaust:
An Anti-Theological Treatise

Adi Opbhir

In Israel today there are more than ten public institu-
tions specifically concerned with the Holocaust. There
are museums and research institutes that publish books
and organize conferences. There is a whole “memory
industry” which has its own high and low culture. On
the annual Holocaust Remembrance Day last year there
was an organized quiz for Jewish children on the topic of
Jewish beroism during the Shoah (Holocaust).

Almost every political dispute in Israel eventually
leads to each side trying to prove its point with reference
to “the lessons of the Holocaust” Professor Yishayahu
Leibowitz of the Hebrew University thinks that the
conquest of the West Bank may turn Israel into a Jewish-
Nazi state; while Menachem Begin claimed that the
alternative to fighting the PLO in Lebanon would be to
face Auschwitz again—the 15000 PLO fighters suddenly
appearing to have the power and threat of the entire Nazi
apparatus of destruction. The attempt to remember the
Holocaust has already generated its share of distortions
in the political discourse of the State of Israel.

There are accumulating signs that the Holocaust may
become the core of Jewish identity in the future, over-
shadowing the role of traditional Judaism or of contem-
porary Zionism.

any years from now, decades, perhaps cen-
M turies, when the stories have become inter-

twined and interwoven through the distilling
violence of forgetting, what form will the saga of the
destruction of European Jewry take? How will story-
tellers then nourish their legends of terror—if there
still remain story-tellers, if a nuclear holocaust does not
erase the signs of all the atrocities which preceded it.
Will the survivors be gathered in an ark of the righteous
people of their generation, will the destruction be seen
as the Jewish flood? Or perhaps those of the ghetto
revolt, the partisans, the few who took to arms, will be
seen as the sons of light against the sons of darkness.
Will their struggle be the first battle between Gog and
Magog? Perhaps a new story of sacrifice will be told,
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that an entire people was brought as a sacrifice, without
an angel and without a ram in the bushes?

Perhaps from that Holocaust altar, whose dimensions
are the dimensions of an ancient continent, a mighty
belief will spring forth, seven times greater for its
absurdity than the belief of Abraham, the first Hebrew
who, after all, continued in his innocence to believe —
because his God refrained from telling him that his
descendants, multiplied as the stars of the heavens,
would be slaughtered in the death camps of Europe.

A religious consciousness built around the Holocaust
may become the central aspect of a new religion, one
which has at its core a story of revelation that goes
something like this: “In the year five thousand seven
hundred since the creation of the world according to
the Jewish calendar, in central Europe, Absolute Evil
was revealed. The Absolute—that is, the Divine—is
Evil. Every act has a part, to a greater or lesser extent,
in this Absolute Evil, every act is an expression of it.
But until the emergence of the Absolute Evil no one
believed that there was a hidden lawfulness controlling
every appearance of evil in our world. Until then, no
one had placed his or her trust in the absolute, tran-
scendent, one and only Evil, which is the ground of our
lives and deaths, the logic of our finitude and suffering,
the rock of our destruction, and the promise of our
annihilation. Indeed, time has passed before the mean-
ing of this horrible event could be digested and under-
stood completely, but how is it possible that an event
of such dimensions of horror could have no meaning?
From a secure distance of time the individual acts of
extermination have been collected —particular pullings
of the trigger, particular and repeated acts of the open-
ing of gas-pipes, lighting of furnaces—and they have
woven together to form the infinite face of the Absolute.
The proper place of each atrocious act is in the infinity
of Evil, those six years can already be seen as a single
unique revelation of the Absolute.

The God described in this religion, revealed in the
furnaces, will be seen as a vengeful God, visiting the
iniquity of the fathers upon the children, unto the third
and fourth generations. Their iniquity—that they did
not reject their Jewishness while there was still time,
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tail. And already scattered throughout the land are
institutions of immortalization and documentation, like
Godss altars in Canaan one generation after the settle-
ment. Already a central altar has arisen which will
gradually turn into our Temple, forms of pilgrimage are
taking hold, and already a thin layer of Holocaust-
priests, keepers of the flame, is growing and in-
stitutionalizing; only, instead of rituals of sacrifices,
there are rituals of memorial, remembering and repeti-
tion, since the sacrifice is completed and now all that
is left is to remember.

T he mythologization and demonization of the

Holocaust are inéxtricably tied to one another.

They are part of the same process of “sanctifica-
tion” which adds an important layer of religiosity to
our lives, as free-thinking and secular as we may be. It
is quite possible that the more the secular self-aware-
ness is developed, the deeper the distancing from what
is required from the revelation at Sinai, the stronger is
the tie to and the need for a modern revelation, the
revelation of Absolute Evil. The commandments reside
almost by definition beyond the political Left and
Right, beyond the power struggles and ideological con-
flicts, beyond the opposing interests and world views.
They establish the boundaries of Jewish legitimacy;
they establish the Holocaust as a transcendent event
which precedes and qualifies any attempt to fashion a
modern Jewish identity. Who will dare deny them pub-
licly? Who will dare deny the uniqueness of the
Holocaust? Who will dare claim that he or she has
comprehended it, in theory or in a work of art, as it
actually was? Who will admit bearing its name in vain?
Who will dare to let loose the reins of forgetting, to
relieve the burden of the memory?

Why is our Holocaust myth so dangerous? Because
it blurs the humanness of the Holocaust; because it
erases degrees and continuums and puts in their place
an infinite distance between one type of atrocity and all
other types of human atrocities; because it encourages
the memory as an excuse for one more nation-unifying
ritual and not as a tool for historical understanding;
because it makes it difficult to understand the
Holocaust as a product of a human, material and
ideological system; because it directs us almost exclu-
sively to the past, to the immortalization of that which
is beyond change, instead of pointing primarily to the
future, to the prevention of a holocaust—like the one
which was, or another, more horrible —which is more
possible today than ever before but is still in the realm
of that which is crooked and can still be made straight.

Is it possible to break away from the myth in a
responsible way, without wicked cynicism and without
pleasure for its own sake at the bursting of a myth? It

seems to me to be possible. First of all, I must state
explicitly: 1 am in no way trying to say that the
Holocaust was anything less than Absolute Evil, that
we may already forget, that we can already use the
name indiscriminately. But I do want to deny the com-
mandments as they were formulated above and as they
are present in public Jewish life and political discourse
in Israel and abroad. And more than anything else I
wish to deny the one assumption hidden behind the
entire Holocaust myth, that the Holocaust is an exclu-
sively Jewish matter. I do not necessarily refer here to
the destruction of the Gypsies, the slaughter of Russian
captives or the persecution of the communists and
other opponents of the regime, even though these
should be accounted for, and the exact differences
should be considered carefully. I mean to say that the
Jewishness of the Holocaust (like its Germanness) is
only one aspect of the horror, the most crucial aspect
from our point of view but by no means exclusive, and
that the overlooking of other aspects, which are not
necessarily related to the Jewish issue, is no less danger-
ous than the denial of the Holocaust by contemporary
anti-Semites.

Until the emergence of the Absolute
Evil no one believed that there was
a hidden lawfulness controlling
every appearance of evil in our
world

It is impossible to explain Nazism without explaining
what gave birth to and maintained in Nazism that
“cruel lust for total destruction” of the Jews. But to the
same degree it is impossible to explain how that same
lust could be filled, in such a systematic, exact, pro-
longed and insane manner, without explaining those
modes of discourse which expelled the Jews from the
domain of humanity, the technologies of power acti-
vated to implement the ideological statements, and the
erotica of power used to guarantee complete execution
of the mission, until the last moment, until the final
breath. The Jew was, of course, placed, from the first
moment of the Nazi phenomenon to its last, in the
focus of these modes of discourse, a final target of all
the power technologies and a last release of its eroti-
cism. One question is what were those things which
made it possible to turn the Jew into the object of that
“excluding” discourse, an insane discourse of power
penetrated with eroticism but complete in its
mechanisms. This is the “Jewish Question” of
Holocaust research.
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sought to conceive of its overwhelmingly important
historical experiences as humanly significant in terms
of the covenant with the God of Sinai. By so doing, it
has saved itself from the ultimate threat to its long-term
viability, the loss of all conviction of the meaningfulness
and purposefulness of Jewish life. Put differently, had
it not so interpreted its historical experiences, the com-
munity would have been afflicted with the threat of
anomie, the nightmare of meaninglessness which as-
suredly would have precluded all hope of communal
survival.

generation ago this writer sadly concluded that
A the Jewish community’s traditional mode of

constructing a meaningful cosmos could only
retain its credibility if the Holocaust were interpreted
as God’s chastisement of a sinful Israel. Since such a
view entails seeing Hitler as a latter-day Nebuchadnez-
zar and the death camps as God’s method of punish-
ment, ideas this writer regarded as beyond obscenity,
he had no choice but to conclude that the Jewish
community was faced with a theological crisis of un-
paralleled dimensions.

Now Professor Ophir paints an even bleaker picture
of what will eventually have to be affirmed if the
Holocaust is to be interpreted mythically or theologi-
cally: The Holocaust must be seen as the true and final
revelation of the Divine as Absolute Evil. Unfortunately,
it is difficult to reject Professor Ophir’s suggestion out
of hand. One can hardly infer a gracious and merciful
Divinity on the basis of the Holocaust. Moreover, Pro-
fessor Ophir argues, correctly in this writer’s view, that
those most prone to a mythic demonization of the
Divine will not be religious Jews whose faith in the
covenant remains unshaken. At worst, they will regard
the Holocaust as exemplifying the attribute of divine
justice. Professor Ophir has suggested an infinitely
greater obscenity than that involved in seeing Hitler as
the rod of God’s wrath, namely, unconditional faith in

God as Absolute Evil, and he has further argued that
those most prone to such “faith” will be secular Jews
whose hunger for meaning is intensified by their lack
of religious belief. As Ophir argues, such men and
women have the strongest need for “a modern revela-
tion” with which to infuse the Holocaust with meaning.

An endangered species is far less
likely to survive if it is so fixated on
traumatic memories that it lacks
realistic awareness of its present . . .

When Ophir calls for rejection of “the one assump-
tion hidden behind the entire Holocaust myth, that the
Holocaust is an exclusively Jewish matter,” he is doing
no more than carrying his program of demystification
and critical inquiry to its logical and methodological
conclusion. The Holocaust did not happen in a vacuum.
it occurred in a very specific location at a particular
period in the cultural, religious, economic, demo-
graphic and technological development of the peoples
of Europe. The Holocaust was a state-sponsored pro-
gram of population elimination. But, the Nazi state has
not been the only modern government to target for
elimination a segment of its own or a subject popula-
tion. Nor has extermination been the only method
employed by governments in their population-elimina-
tion programs. Answers to questions such as those
raised by Ophir concerning how and why it happened
could in the long run prove to be indispensable to the
survival of the Jewish community and, perhaps, the
human race. An endangered species is far less likely to
survive if it is so fixated on traumatic memories that it
lacks realistic awareness of its present and potential
opportunities and dangers. [ ]
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nations, the exile is portrayed as a contract between the
Jews and the nations in which the Jews give up their
political aspirations in exchange for a modicum of
toleration. In the Middle Ages, it received perhaps its
clearest expression in the response to the Crusader
pogroms in which the victims believed that their suffer-
ing atoned for the sins of all generations. At about the
same time, Judah Ha-Levi, the great Spanish Jewish
poet and philosopher further suggested, in appropri-
ation of a Christian motif, that the suffering and humili-
ation of the Jews is a sign of God’s continued election:
powetlessness becomes a virtue.

It need hardly be added that official Christian and
Islamic theology conceived of the Jews in a similar way.
For Christianity, the powerlessness of the Jews is testi-
mony to the transfer of God’s chosenness to the Israel of
the spirit. For Islam, the Jews—and Christians—deserve
toleration as peoples of the book, but on the condition
that they renounce all political pretensions. Anti-Semitism
is based on the belief that the Jews have violated this
compact and acquired more power than is their due; in
modern racial anti-Semitism, the power of Jews is secret,
in inverse proportion to their public powerlessness.

n the nineteenth century, the theme of an apolitical
Judaism was turned into a virtue by those who
fought for Jewish emancipation. According to these
modernizers, the Jews deserved emancipation since they
did not constitute, as their enemies claimed, a state
within the state. As a non-political, religious group, the
Jews were ideal candidates for citizenship. Moreover,
the suffering of the Jews was a result of their inferior
status which could only be corrected by full emancipa-

tion. Thus, what Salo Baron called the “lachrymose”

view of Jewish history became a powerful weapon in
the fight for Jewish integration.

The most outstanding exponent of this view was
Heinrich Graetz, the greatest Jewish historian of the
nineteenth century. Graetz asserted that Jewish history
in the Diaspora is the history of Leiden und Lernen,
suffering and learning. On the intellectual and spiritual
plane, the Jewish spirit soared and progressed, if by fits
and starts, to the glories of the eighteenth century
Enlightenment. The political and social realms, how-
ever, were a desert, marked by poverty and persecution.
Indeed, Graetz seems to suggest that the very fact that
the Jews were divorced from politics and therefore
suffered as passive victims of their enemies had some
causal connection to their spiritual accomplishments.
In the introduction to one of the volumes of his History
of the Jews, he wrote: “History still has not produced
another case of a nation which has laid aside its weapons
of war to devote itself entirely to the peaceful pursuits
of study and poetry, which has freed itself from self-inter-

est and let its thoughts soar to fathom its own nature.”

Graetz did not regard the spirituality of the Middle
Ages as the end of Jewish history; in his vision of a
messianic Jewish state that would combine both the
political and spiritual dimensions of Jewish history, he
may have anticipated later religious Zionism. Despite
his reluctance to give up the national component of
Judaism, however, Graetz accepted the fundamental
assumption that Judaism had lost touch with political
power when it lost its state: the Jews became a spiritual
people in medieval times, giving up political “self-inter-
est” in favor of intellectual and religious achievements.

Twentieth century European Jewish writers were sim-
ilarly attracted to the theme of Jewish powerlessness.
Hermann Cohen celebrated the lack of a Jewish state
as a necessary model for mankind whose messianic
future required the unification of all peoples in a con-
federation of states. Cohen writes movingly in his last
work, the Religion of Reason which was published after
his death in 1918, of the suffering of the Jews as a
messianic sign to the nations. Similarly, Cohen’s main
disciple, Franz Rosenzweig, held that the very lack of a
Jewish politics made it possible for the Jews to become
an eternal people, a people outside of history.

It is no surprise, therefore, that the Zionists, whom
Cohen and Rosenzweig opposed so vociferously, rej-
ected the archetype of Jewish powerlessness in favor of
a revolution in Jewish history, a return to the biblical
period of state sovereignty and political power. The
Zionists did not see powerlessness as a virtue, but they
nevertheless accepted this interpretation of Diaspora
Jewish history as correct. Indeed, so powerful has been
the influence of Zionist ideology on Jewish thought,
that the concept of the Diaspora Jew as passive, apolit-
ical and powetless is commonly considered the “Zionist”
interpretation of Jewish history.

Today, too, this view remains pervasive in the popular
consciousness, if not necessarily in the work of all
professional Jewish historians. It can be found among
Zionists and anti-Zionists alike and it remains one of
the most uncriticized cliches in Jewish life. Here, we
inevitably return to the Holocaust, for the utter power-
lessness of the Jews during World War II could only
reinforce the memory of historical powerlessness and
prevent a fresh and critical examination of the past. Is
not the Holocaust the culmination of centuries of pas-
sivity and impotence? Was not the failure of the Jews
to resist the Nazis, with the pathetically marginal excep-
tions of a few ghetto revolts, the legacy, as Raul Hilberg
has argued, of a mentality of powerlessness?

Here, too, the peculiar and tragic history of the
return of the Jews to sovereignty has played an unwit-
ting role as well. Zionism aimed to “negate the exile”
and turn the impotent galut Jew into a normal human

PoweRr, PassiviTy AND THE LEGACY OF THE HoLocausT 69






of these two strategies would have been disastrous and,
indeed, nearly was in the case of the revolts of ancient
times. Yet, the alternative to revolt was not a retreat
into otherworldliness. Jewish history was always charac-
terized by a wide spectrum of persistent and ongoing
attempts to achieve some measure of political power.

We must subject the concept of power to historical
criticism, for power clearly means something different
in every age. Today we assume that power means and
has always meant state power, yet the concept of the
sovereign state and theories of sovereignty are only a
few hundred years old. Power in the ancient Mediterra-
nean world, from the Assyrian through the Roman
empires, was concentrated in the hands of large em-
pires; in a world of imperialistic powers, sovereignty
for most nations in the modern sense was limited.
Power for most of the Middle Ages, on the other hand,
was fragmented, divided between numerous corpora-
tions and guilds; the state was only one of many centers
of power. In order to properly evaluate and understand
the nature of Jewish power or powerlessness in these
different ages, we need to have some notion of what
power meant then and we must avoid imposing our
concepts on the past.

Jewish history cannot therefore be divided into dis-
tinct periods of power or powerlessness. During the
ancient period of Jewish sovereignty, normally consid-
ered to end in 70 C.E., the power of the Jews was
severely limited by the great empires of antiquity. The
few periods of full national sovereignty were altogether
very short and were more a result of the temporary
decline of this or that empire rather than Jewish power
alone. Thus, King Josiah was able to establish a king-
dom similar to David’s in the late seventh century
B.C.E. during the hiatus between the decline of the
Assyrians and the rise of the Babylonians. Similarly, the
Maccabean revolt in the 160s B.C.E. did not result in
full political independence, but, at best, the removal of
Greek persecution; the Hasmonean state became inde-
pendent only when the Seleucid empire went into a
severe decline in the 140s B.C.E.

Conversely, the period after the destruction of the
Temple in 70 C.E. was not an age of total political
impotence. In fact, the power of the rabbinical govern-
ment was perhaps greater in the century after the
destruction of the Second Temple than the power of
Jewish self-government in the seventy-five years before
that destruction. The rabbis in both Palestine and
Babylonia did not retreat from politics into a passive
world of the Torah (as the myth of “Yavneh” would
have it), but, quite the contrary, constituted a political
leadership intent on preserving its internal authority
and its relationship to the Gentile state.

The Jewish Middle Ages was similarly not a period

of retreat from political “self-interest” into a spiritual
and physical ghetto. As Salo Baron has shown in his
monumental Social and Religious History of the Jews,
the medieval Jews in Christian Europe saw themselves
as a free people in terms of their right of free movement
and they were so regarded by medieval law. Meir of
Rothenburg, writing in the second half of the thirteenth
century, claimed that “Jews are not subjugated to their
overlords as the Gentile [serfs] are. ... The status of the
Jew in this land is that of a free landowner who lost his
land but did not lose his personal liberty” The Jews had
full citizenship rights in many medieval cities and their
supra-communal synods symbolized a form of au-
tonomy much greater than any other medieval social
class. In both the Christian and Muslim worlds, the
leaders of the Jewish community often also occupied
positions of considerable influence in the courts and

city governments.
F Christian Europe, Jews carried arms and were
called upon to use them in defense of the cities
in which they lived. During times of persecution, such
as the Crusades and the Chmelnitski pogroms of 1648 -
49, the Jews defended themselves with their arms and
only turned them upon themselves in acts of martyrdom
when all else failed. The carrying of arms by Jews in
the Muslim world was less common as a result of
Islamic law, but even there one finds exceptional cases
such as that of Samuel ha-Nagid, the eleventh century
poet who also served as a general in Muslim Granada.

The actual status of the Jews in both the Christian
and Muslim worlds was considerably more secure and
powerful than the memory of persecutions or official
Christian or Islamic theology would suggest. Rather
than subsisting on the fringes of society as an impotent
and marginal people, the Jews were close to the centers
of power and it was this proximity to power, as much
as anything, that attracted the animosity of their non-
Jewish neighbors. Indeed, the most violent attacks on
the Jews in the Middle Ages were from popular forces
rather than governments or other legitimate authorities.
Expulsion was a distinct danger, but physical annihila-
tion as an official policy in the modern sense had no
medieval precedent. The Jews did not always possess
sufficient power to protect themselves against their
enemies but neither were they powerless or without
recourse to powerful defenders.

Jewish political theory throughout the Middle Ages
gave expression to the sense of Jewish power. The theory
of dina demalkbhuta dina (“the law of the kingdom is
the law”) suggested to the Jews that the relationship
between the Jews and the Gentile kingdoms were defined
by a clear contract in which each ceded some of its

or substantial portions of the Middle Ages in
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The conservative Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, a
true opinion-setter when it comes to nationalism, tena-
ciously and steadily has been working on the trend to
re-nationalize the country. In December of 1986, a new
pinnacle was reached when this newspaper for “intelli-
gent people” endorsed the stealthily advancing idea to
rename the Federal Republic of Germany to “West-
deutschland” [West Germany]. The commentator stra-
tegically explained that the public should gradually be
made aware of the fact that the Federal Republic is only
a part-state. Never before has the conservative, or
“Atlantic,” side talked so openly about the political
liquidation of the Federal Republic. In the Christian
Democratic Union one can hear voices that claim an
historical weakening of the two flank powers, the U.S.
and the USSR, and that are speculating about the
concept of a “European center,” including reunification.
Years ago, the alternative and Green movements in
their most embryonic stages advocated such ideas and,
consequently, had to listen to the most scornful scolding
from the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. Now these
very ideas enjoy an almost wholesome approval.

T he chairman of the German Socialist Party
(Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschland), up-
right Jochen Vogel —whose party does not cur-
rently enjoy a great deal of popularity with the voters—
also cannot think of anything better to do than to jump
into the national current. In his party’s ideological
paper he muses at length about the apparently unstopp-
able surging toward “national identity” in the land of
the Germans. He does not miss the opportunity to
boast about the fact that his party is the only one in the
Federal Republic that carries the word “Deutschland”
in its name. Peter Glotz, the Socialist Party’s enterpris-
ing secretary and primary intellectual, fantasizes labori-
ously about a “Central European identity” and about a
possible leftist variant. And with this, we have arrived
at the link to those historians who, for a long time, have
been talking and writing about Germany and the “cen-
ter of Europe.”

The catchword “Central Europe” was already men-
tioned years ago. Those well-versed in history will im-
mediately recall a number of old political concepts
associated with the idea of “Central Europe,” which
were believed to be forgotten.

Actually, it all started with the peace movement, or
rather with the events that led to the first waves of the
peace movement in Germany. As is well-known, the
concern at the time was the planned, and finally rea-
lized, deployment of U.S. middle range missiles in West-
ern Europe; primarily, however, in the frontierland of
Western alliance, in Germany. This is not the place to
elaborate on the circumstances, conditions, and conse-

quences of that decision. Much has been written about
it in the last few years from defense and strategic points
of view. Not much, however, has been said about one
point, namely that excess armament in Europe would
mean—besides political and strategic changes—endan-
gering the detente in Central Europe, a detente that,
since the mid-sixties, has required considerable expen-
diture and diplomatic detail work. Those who were in
immediate danger because of the aggravated relations
between East and West were the Germans on both
sides of the borderline that separates two global sys-
tems. It had not been their original intent, but the
protests against stationing of American missiles also
opened the national Pandora’s box in Central Europe.
The argumentative attacks of the opponents of deploy-
ment, which began to be directed against the principle
of nuclear deterrence as a whole, also caused the old
Europe to emerge from the distinct borderlines which
had been ratified for strategic reasons by virtue of the
principle of nuclear equilibrium.

A fight for the correct bistorical
interpretation of National Soctalism
and the murder of the Jews, a fight
for memory, had started in Germany.

One should be aware that the political changes in
Central Europe, triggered by modern weapons technol-
ogy and as a consequence of the increased tension
between the superpowers since the late seventies, could
lead to changes in Moscow and Washington which
would grant Europe a new and more ifdependent
significance. Gorbachev’s plans for an economic reform
mean that the Soviet Union will concentrate more on
itself. This will necessitate a temporary or even long-
term easing of Soviet presence in Central Europe. As
for the political “East Europeans,” or rather the cultural
Central Europeans, the Soviet Union used up its credit
long ago. In Czechoslovakia, in Hungary, and in other
countries of the political Eastern Europe, a Central
European nostalgia has been noticeable for years.

For years, Germany has been undergoing a phase of
national reconstruction. At stake are self-image and the
problem of “national-identity” and, as part of that—
how could it be otherwise—its attitude toward history.
This reconstruction of a self-image coincided with the
above-described process of the return of the concept
of Central Europe; it does not stand in a causal relation
to it. But whether coincidence or causality: the search
for a positive national identity, the longing for normalcy,
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eous wrath of his critics. Taking the perspective of the
“defenders” of the German East, of the German popu-
Jation, and of those Germans who were evacuated to
the West by sea and by land, Hillgruber tries to elicit
that concept of tragedy which Dregger had politically
articulated before him. However, one can only talk of
a tragedy, of an insolvable, destiny-like entanglement, if
one sides with the past from a nationalistic viewpoint
and, above that, places the war-related cruelties towards
Germans, including their eviction from the eastern
provinces, on the same level with the senseless and
purposeless extermination in Auschwitz, which stood
totally outside any wartime confrontation.

Hillgruber and his defendants absolutely refuse to
accept the necessary consequences of such a subjective
and, therefore, nationalist, particularistic view of his-
tory. They are adopting a perspective that—now his-
toriographically—7ust be directed against the victims
of National Socialism. History is repeated in historiog-
raphy. By choosing the nationalist German perspec-
tive—now voluntarily and un-tragically—one now op-
poses the only possible, the most extreme view: that of
the victims. This is not, as it may appear at first sight,
another subjective, albeit inverted, perspective. Rather
it is the only perspective possible, considering the “rad-
icality” of National Socialism. Only if one starts out
from the existing, most extreme perspective, can one
understand the multiplicity of the historical problems
involving National Socialism. Choosing the nationalist
perspective implies, at the same time, ignoring—like it
or not—that which has made National Socialism what
it is: the bureaucratically and factory-like organized
extermination of the European Jews and of other
biologistically stigmatized victims.

Bitburg . . . was the anti-totalitarian
reconciliation which could only
occur at the expense, and at the
exclusion, of the memory of the
victims of the mass extermination.

Since Auschwitz, there is no objectivity, i.e no com-
mon historical view for victims and perpetrators—ex-
cept from the perspective of the victims. Not because
of chauvinism and narcissistic self-portrayal, but be-
cause of the fact that the Nazis, by realizing their
negative utopia, co-defined the conditions for the judg-
ment of the deed. This is the nucleus of the incompara-

bility of the incomparable, and thus an absolute limit
of historization.

In Spring 0f 1985, the eminent German contemporary
historian and director of the renowned Institute for
Contemporary History in Munich, Martin Broszat,
published an article in the periodical for the intelligent-
sia, Merkur, entitled “A Case for the Historization of
National Socialism” He wanted National Socialism to
be interpreted as a quasi-normal period in recent his-
tory and, as such, to be accessible to the scientifically
value-free approach of the historian. Such a request is,
in principle, legitimate, if National Socialism could be
historicized like any other historical period. However,
this, of course, is extremely questionable. Not only
because there is something special about National So-
cialism. Not only because the Nazis destroyed the very
criteria of historical evaluation by committing a crime
on civilization, but because the historization in the
meaning of integrating National Socialism into the over-
all historical context of German history leads to ex-
tremely paradoxical reconstruction problems. It leads
to results that could mean annulment of the actual
historical significance of National Socialism.

Saul Friedlinder, in his essay in Ha’aretz, pointed
out that Broszat’s case for the historization of National
Socialism could lead to the conclusion that one was
dealing with a period of extreme banality. Social devel-
opments, indicators and trends, for instance, could
have started during, even long before, the Weimar
period and could have transcended the Nazi era up to
the times of the Federal Republic—for example, social
policies or everyday phenomena. But it is especially
everyday history, particularly when restricted to a spe-
cific region, that can and will lead to a total de-politici-
zation of National Socialism. That does not mean a
falsification; on the contrary, it reflects reality and ex-
perience in the consciousness of the population, and it
is precisely in that manner that it turns National Social-
ism into a complete banality. Polemically accentuated,
such historization, based on everyday phenomena, can
lead to the conclusion that nothing did really happen
after all. And such a diagnosis would be totally true.
For, an approach that is oriented on everyday life in
Germany during National Socialism will reflect the
picture of a reality which was constructed by the Nazis
themselves: the normalcy of a normal German leading
a normal life. The victims and their history will have to
be portrayed parallel to that, as the history of an
extreme, exceptional situation, and it will be impossible
to tell both stories as one and the same. Thus, the
historical approach reproduces the reality of National
Socialism: the story of the Germans as a history of
normalcy, with periods that will be set to correspond
not to the actions against humanity, against the Jews—
ie., 1933, 1934, 1935, 1938, 1941 —but which will be
divided into a good phase, perhaps until 1942 when the
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Holocaust. Only the social organization of a modern
bureaucracy, only telephones and radios, only railroad
trains, only Zyklon B, could make an Auschwitz possible.

But why was it the Jews who became the target of
this runaway modernity?

In the language of modernity, we can say that history
put the Jews of Eastern Europe into the most vulnerable
position possible when confronting a human race that
was drunk on its new-made “modern” power. The Jews
were a stateless people. A non-military people. A proto-
type people. What is it Elie Wiesel says? That in the face
of nuclear annihilation the whole earth is Jewish—Ilike
the Jews who faced the Holocaust. Why (say I)? Because
now everyone is a stateless person. Every people, even
every government, has been disarmed. Because in the
face of Planetary Auschwitz Camp I (the US. nuclear
“arsenal”), the Soviet Union has no weapons of defense
—only the threat of Planetary Auschwitz Camp II. And
vice versa. “To provide for the common defense” is the
deadest letter in the American Constitution.

Powers once felt to be Divine are
now infused into human beings.

The holy people, the stateless people, the people
who had only the Talmud for a Constitution and rabbis
for police—they died the soonest. But they point the
way for all of us.

We have been talking the language of modernity. I
think this language is necessary, but I do not think it is
sufficient. If the Holocaust Past and the Holocaust Yet-
to-Come are cancers of modernity, then some other lan-
guage, some language that encompasses and transcends
modernity, is necessary. I propose that this language is
God-language. But not the old God-language. God in a
new key, a2 new name, a new sensing. For the o/d God-
language was itself transcended, reduced, relativized,
by the leap of modernity.

The Hassidic Rebbe of Chernobyl gave us a hint, two
hundred years ago. He taught that we must see the
world as God veiled in robes of God so as to appear
to be material. Alz iz Gott. All is God. Our job is to
unwrap the veil to discover that our history is God, our
biology is God, our ... is God.

In this way of speaking, the Nazi Holocaust and the
Bomb are byproducts of the Divinization of the human
race.

Even the Holocaust—it is all right to tremble as you
read this, for I am trembling as I write it—even the
Holocaust was an outburst of light. Those who say we

cannot blame God for the Holocaust are only partly
right: it was the overflow of God, the outbursting of
light, the untrammeled, unboundaried outpouring of
Divinity, that gave us Auschwitz ..
sume the earth.

Start back, before the Holocaust. Imagine the God
Who stood outside the world, but let a spark of God-
ness flare up in every human being. And over millennia
of slow human history, let the spark catch into a glowing
coal—into a sense of God, the Presence, hovering
almost among us, almost within us, not quite beyond us.

And then, in the burst of light that is the modern
age, the coals burst into flame. Powers once felt to be
Divine are now infused into human beings. Powers like
the ability to make a revolution (it was God Who made
the Exodus from Egypt). Like the ability to create new
species. Like the ability to destroy all species. Flame by
flame, the human race in the modern age incorporates
into itself the powers that we once called Divine.

And now in this God-language, why the Jews? In this
kind of language, the God Who chose us from outside
history at Sinai is still choosing us from inside History.
We are God’s canary-people: the people God sends
down the mineshaft first, to test out whether the air
breathes ecstasy and revelation or is full of carbon
monoxide. If we keel over. ... Now God knows, we all
know: the air is heavy with poison.

hy us, how did we get chosen? From inside

V x } history—the history that made us the first

stateless people is the history that chose us

to be the canary-people. No more mysterious than
that—but that is plentifully mysterious.

So was the Holocaust inevitable? Were the Nazis
God’s own Arm, in a paroxysm not of punishment—not
at all this time “for our sins”—but of untrammeled
power striking down its holy victim? Did God forget
to put on #’fillin one morning and the unbound Arm
of the Almighty.... ?

Wit a minute, damn your midrashic poetry, are you
saying so many babies and so many bubbes died be-
cause God was coming deeper into the world?> How
good can such a God be? Very good; but not totally
good. Very good, despite and because of the evidence
of the Holocaust, because it was the surge of enormous
God-power to do good in the world that made it also
possible to do such enormous bad in the world. And
very good because the teachings from God, about God,
teach and taught the human race how to prevent the
Holocaust. And very good because the teachings left us
free to choose. But not totally good—or we would have
used our freedom better.

I do not believe that Auschwitz was inevitable—but
the Divine Insurge made it very hard to avoid. I do not

. and may yet con-
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RETHINKING THE HoLOCAUST

Some Dawn Thoughts on the Shoah

Zalman M. Hiyya Schachter-Shalomi

In these meditations, I want to first point to the need
for trans-dialectical thinking about the Shoah and to
make a liturgical suggestion; second, look for the implica-
tions of the Shoah for the planet; third, consider the
possibility of making Auschwitz a place for the work of
tshuvab, for one’s final witnessing and for the work of
psychic rescue; and finally I want to deal with the psychic
issue of “recycled souls.”

For forty years have I contended with the
generation.

(Psalm 95.)

It has now been some forty eventful years since the
Shoah. Elie Wiesel has been awarded the Nobel Peace
Prize. His witnessing message has reached many and
they have affirmed it. By and large, however, we Jews
have yet to reach a consensus of understanding about
the Holocaust at a level responsive to Wiesel’s message.

I, who am also a survivor, do not write these lines
lightly. T write from my own firsthand experience.
Thank God, I was not interned in one of the Nazi
camps. Instead, I was a refugee internee in two Vichy
camps before coming to the United States in 1941. Our
suffering in France at that time was due to a series of
events which to us then seemed simply unfortunate.
Had we had our way, my parents, siblings and I might
have joined our family in Oswieczim (Auschwitz). They
were Shochetim, a position they had inherited from my
grandfather, a fervent Belzer Hassid. They were also
among the first to be forcibly inducted into the ghastly
task of building the KZ.

I hesitate to make my statement here, knowing that
even I, one haunted by The Great Shoah Question,
have difficulty maintaining an awareness of it. The
inner work that allows one to do creative thinking
instead of falling into reactive defense is hard. The
blindspots are many. The mind circuits have a way of
overheating and underlighting on this issue. Affirming
the popular “explanations” set forth by our tradition
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Havurabh Movement.

would not be of much help here. None of the theology
derived from Deuteronomy (“Blessing if you harken . ..
Curse if you don’t”) helps us to understand our fate
and destiny in the world. And to view the Holocaust
from the dialectical viewpoint would lead only to the
wish for getting even.

There are those who claim that there are no lessons
to be derived from the Holocaust. Its evil is too unique,
the concatenation of circumstances too weird to help
us transfer meaning to other situations. They maintain
that we cannot persist with the theology of self-blame.
The murder of children as punishment for the trans-
gressions of Shabbat and Kashrut does not make sense
to our souls. The enormity of the massive Nazi evil will
never make sense. Still, I disagree with the notion that
one cannot derive any lessons from the Holocaust. As
I previously wrote:’

What Jewish guilt is there in Auschwitz? No
single-valued reductive statement can serve to an-
swer the question in a sociological frame. But,
ethically and morally, our weakness was not enough
righteousness toward the goyim [non-Jews].
“What?” I hear exclamations all around me. “We
should have been more righteous? Why don’t you
preach to the Germans, why to us?” And here is
the answer. Why did we not preach to the Germans
(as some of us are preaching to the Johnsons about
Vietnam and as many non-Jews are preaching to the
South Africans)? Why did we not preach to the
Arabs? This is the point. Thinking that we, as vic-
tims of the Nazi Germans’ oppression, somehow
had no right to preach in order to save our own
necks, we kept an anguished silence. In response to
Nazi hostilities, we judged a// Germans to be inhu-
man, predatory beasts, and the Germans returned
the compliment. They were stronger, and we, by
definition, the vermin to be exterminated. In short,
the Holocaust was partially caused by Jews who did
not think it worthwhile, or even possible, to reprove
the Germans.

1. “Homeland and Holocaust,” by Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, The
Religious Situation, Beacon Press, 1968.
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Shalt Thou, O G-d, not bear Thy guilt this day
For standing by while multitudes in blood did lay,
And silent Thou unmoved didst stay,

Thy covenant to help us didst betray.

While millions’ lives to ash were turned,

To their last breath Thine intervention yearned,

Still hoping day and night, while all the ovens burned.
Why were our prayers of desperation spurned?

If Thine own we are, O Lord, and Thou art King
If only by Thy leave occurs each thing,

Then butcher Thou, and we the offering.

Yet who, but Thou, can heal our suffering?

The help Thou sendest must renew
All of mankind, not just the Jew
The Arabs and the Russians too
Must be freed, ere peace is true.

Send Thine anointed Saviour, Lord,
To turn to plowshare atom’s sword.
May each in Him see One adored

And prophesied by prophet’s word.

* x b

I have been to Germany since and taught there. I
must say that I enjoyed the experience of teaching at
Tuebingen. I found that both students and colleagues
sought to know, and wished to set right, what a gener-
ation before them had wronged.

I met Germans in Israel who are motivated to work
for tikkun. I met German converts to Judaism there
and in Germany who live noble Jewish lives. I met
Christians in East Germany whose sympathy for our
people and heritage causes them to live close to the
edges of danger. I salute them.

I cannot say that the warm and touching experience
at the university healed me completely of my traumas.
On a train from Heidelberg to Tuebingen, I became
terrified when the train filled with soccer fans returning
from a game, and a rowdy cadre of youths were making
their way through the aisle. Suddenly, one of them
noticed me and shouted: Da sitzt ein Jude! 1, then sixty
years old, felt the fear of a pre-adolescent again. I felt
as if some time trap had plunged me back to the late
Fall of 1938. I calmed down when I spotted a train
policeman patrolling the car, but the incident put me
in touch with some unconscious fears still active in my

guts.

Your brother’s voice cries out to me from the

earth.
(Gen. 4:10.)

My wife and I visited Auschwitz, a painful pilgrim-
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age, to see if we wanted to bring more children into
such a terrible world. The most terrifying impact the
place had on me was a psychic one. There are souls
there that still haunt the site. “The voice of your
brother’s blood cries out to me” was no longer a mere
metaphor for me. According to Rabbi Gedaliah ben
Yossef ibn Yachyah (16" century), souls cut off tragi-
cally and suddenly “hover about the area where they
have lost their bodies” (Shalshelet Hagaballah, Treatise
on the Soul and its Nature).

I felt then that it was imperative for some of us to go
and live at the scene of the horror for at least a year to
raise those #’shomes chained to their hells. I envisioned
a Bet HaMidrash in which psalms would be said, the
Mishnah (N’shamab) be studied and Kaddish recited, a
place where those of us who wish to work for peace
could meditate and think, mourn and grieve and do
that work to which we would be drawn by the souls

who need our work and help.

We, who want the world to learn
something from the Holocaust,

what have we learned? . .. Are we
not steadily and forcibly being pulled
into the place of the oppressor?

I gave up on this “dream” because of the unfriendly
government, and because of the sad fact that it would
be most difficult to find the right people to do this
work. By “the right people” I mean those who know
the meaning of psychic rescue and release work, and
who believe in it. While there are some who are capable
of doing this, they are, understandably, too preoccupied
with the enormous spiritual needs of the living.

I spoke with some people about this. When I raised
the possibility that some souls may still be chained to
their suffering and to their wish for revenge, I was
attacked with such vehemence that I dropped it. My
conviction still holds.

I forgive whoever has hurt me .. . in this gilgul

or any other.
(From the bedtime Sh’'ma.)

One does not need to visit the death camps to come
across their impact. Even if I had not believed in
reincarnation as a result of my study of kabbalah I
would have begun to believe in its reality for reasons
of fact. My reputation as one interested in spiritual
phenomena has attracted people who have confided in












“I see I shouldn’t have bothered you.”

“Ilse, it’s just that I've got a store full of customers.
Leave it if you can’t do it. Or have Cathy do it. It’s not
worth bickering over.”

She tried sweeping them into a dustpan but as she
watched the bodies roll and tumble, the wings and
feelers lacing and tangling, she felt faint. Finally she
abandoned the task and left the marigolds, too, for
another day. When Cathy came home from school she
asked her to do it and Cathy obliged, with pungent
expressions of disgust but no apparent difficulty.

Mitch got on a ladder and sprayed the hive. There
was silence for several nights and they thought it was
over. Then Ilse woke before dawn and heard the hum-
ming in the wall, fainter, but still insistent. She began
to weep, very quietly, so as not to wake Mitch.

fter the war her mother got a clerical job at the
National Gallery in London where she met an
American tour guide and married him.
“We're going to have a new life, darling,” she told
Ilse excitedly. Mostly they spoke German when they
were alone, but her mother said this in English. “We’re
going to America with Robbie. Denver. You'll love it, I
know” Ilse nodded. She was a silent child, the kind
who seems full of secrets. At school she had few
friends, was politely enigmatic and did her work
adequately, but the teachers nonetheless accused her of
dreaming. In America she changed. Robbie was all
right; he looked like a cowboy and sounded like Gary
Cooper, and Ilse treated him as a casual friend of the
family. But she did love America. No one shunned her.
They liked her British accent and were eager to hear
stories of life in London. I can be a normal girl, she
whispered to herself one morning in the mirror. From
now on. And she behaved as she perceived other nor-
mal girls to behave, a tactic which worked so well that
she adopted it for the rest of her life. Meanwhile when
she was old enough to understand, around Cathy’s age,
she went on a binge of reading books about the war,
till she was satisfied that she comprehended what had
happened to her father, what his final years or months
had been like, and had thoroughly, viscerally partaken
of them up to the point where his bones lay in a ditch
indistinguishable from the millions of other bones.
“You never talk about him.” She expected her mother
would hedge and say, About who?, but she was mista-
ken.
“What can I say? He died in the war”
“But I mean, about how”
“Do you know how?” her mother asked.
“Yes.”

“Well so do I. So....”

She was craving a significant scene, tears and em-
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braces, or lies and shouting, culminating in cloak-and-
dagger truths, secret horrors not included in any books,
and above all in profundities vast enough to connect
the past to the present, but her mother offered nothing.

“Did you cry?”

“What a question, Ilse. I cried plenty, yes.”

But she was not about to cry anew for Ilse. They
were lucky, her mother repeated with lips stiff and
quaking. “Remember all your life what a lucky person
you are.”

Ise fled from the room. Now she had long forgiven
her mother. At the time they boarded the plane for
London, she realized, the day she got stung, her mother
was twenty-four years old. A girl the age of Melissa,
who was swimming and dancing in the Caribbean
moonlight and about to earn extravagant sums of
money. And at the time of their talk her mother had
known Robbie for as long as she had known Ilse’s
father. Her mother was truly lucky. In compassion, Ilse
stopped pestering her and let her live her lucky life.

wice more Mitch moved aside the cardboard
I and sprayed into the hole. Twice more the bees
crackled, the room smelled, and the nights were

silent, then the noise returned.

“It’s no use. We need an exterminator” And he
sighed a husbandly sigh of overwork.

“I’ll take care of that” Ilse was expert at arranging
for services and dealing with repairmen. In the Yellow
Pages she found just what was needed: Ban-the-Bug,
which promised to rid your home of pests for good.
Ban-the-Bug’s logo was a familiar black-bordered circle
with a black line running diagonally through the center.
Three times a week Ilse saw the symbol, but in red, on
the door of Ban-the-Bomb, a local group with a small
office opposite her own. Except instead of the mush-
room cloud in the center, Ban-the-Bug’s circle displayed
a repulsive insect suggesting a cross between a winged
cockroach and a centipede. The black line was firm and
categorical: it meant, Ilse knew, No More, Get Rid Of,
Verboten.

On the telephone she did not even have to supply
details. Ban-the-Bug understood all about the problem
and would send a man over late that afternoon.

“Don’t worry, you’ll never have to hear that sound
again,” a reassuring, motherly voice told Ilse.

Never again. She would sleep in peace. The soothing
promise echoed as she shopped and chatted in the
market and set out on the kitchen counter all the
ingredients for a Chinese dinner. With another secretary
from the law firm she was taking a course in Chinese
cooking, and Mitch and Cathy had been teasing her for
a demonstration. Cathy had brought a friend home
from school, and both girls volunteered to help. As Ilse

































































































































































