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The Scourge of Silence

"In the memory of our families who were brutally murdered, we who are still alive have an obligation.  It is our duty to share our memories with others.  If we remain silent it is as if we murder them again."
- Elly Gross, Holocaust Survivor (Gross)

 

Silence.  The despot’s accomplice.  History is shaped every bit as much by the silence of the many as it is by the wicked designs of the few.  Silence does not show up in the black print of textbooks.  Silence cannot be quantified.  Yet its power continues to crush humanity.

Little by little the voices of the Survivors are falling silent.  Soon — too soon — there will be no one to relate the first-hand accounts of the Holocaust.  Although it may be painful to recount the historical monstrosity, we must heed the words of Elly Gross.  We, the continuing generations, have an obligation to pass on the memories of those who survived.  In so doing, we give meaning to the memory of those who were murdered.  

President Barack Obama recently stood next to Jewish leaders in mourning the victims of the Holocaust.  The President addressed the dangers of silence, warning the masses not to be consumed in “the false comfort that others’ sufferings are not our own,” (Boston Globe).  He stressed the significance of empathy and the prevention of apathy.  I felt a deep connection with President Obama’s words having seen the remnants of the indifference to that evil just last summer.

I remember the feeling standing in the gas chamber in Birkenau.  The room was tight and compact.  There was nowhere to go.  Decades later, the ceiling was still stained a deep blue from the deadly cyanide gas.  And then I did something no Jew sent to Birkenau during the Holocaust was able to do — walk out of that gas chamber alive.

And as I walked out I could not help but notice the city in the distance — a city that had stood in indifference seventy years earlier as streams of human beings were slaughtered in its backyard.  While walking through the gas chamber was horrifying, what was most painful was the realization that the apathy stretched across borders and waters to my country.  I was speechless.

But I cannot remain speechless.

Author, humanitarian and Survivor Elie Wiesel presents a unique characterization of silence.  He notes that silence and indifference mean neutrality and neutrality is a failure to show conviction (Wiesel).  And that is the greatest sin of all.  As he explained in his Nobel Prize Acceptance speech, “Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim.  Silence encourages the tormentor, never the tormented,” (Wiesel Nobel Acceptance).
Wiesel, who took an oath of silence regarding the Holocaust immediately following his liberation, now shares his story with the world through his literary works, his political position as chairman of the President's Commission on the Holocaust, and his public speeches.  In his renowned book Night, Wiesel takes us beyond the depravity of human behavior and demands that we see — amongst the despair, degradation and death — the beauty of the lives that were exterminated (Night, Wiesel). 

Just as men, women and children were reduced to the inked numbers on their forearms during the Holocaust by their slaughterers, human beings who are oppressed and tormented in every corner of the globe today are lost within the swarm of statistics (Tattoos, Jewish Virtual Library).  Numbers are dehumanizing.  Numbers permit apathy.  My generation’s obligation is to see the human lives — and their value — within the mass of suffering around the world.  That is why it is vital that the remembrance and lessons of the Holocaust be passed to new generations.  We must combat the scourge of silence for all who cannot speak — those who came before us and, just as importantly, those who live today and those who will follow us tomorrow.

But words aren’t enough.  We must overcome silence with actions as well.  Raising awareness is an essential first step in fighting genocide, hunger, poverty, and other global ills.  And sending donations to countries that are suffering is a kind and meaningful gesture.  But sadly the roots of the problems still grow.  We must speak.  And then we must do. We must become global citizens and invest in the lives of people around the world.  And the best way to accomplish that is to take action — not just “send a few bucks” action, but “send a few students” action.

This year I have dedicated myself to a project that extends from my local community all the way to Africa.  As members of Oprah Winfrey’s “O Ambassadors” program, several of my classmates and I will be traveling to Masai Mara, Kenya this summer to help build a school (O Ambassadors).  I believe that education is the most valuable resource a person can have.  Education empowers.  Education can help people lift themselves from squalor.  And children should have a proper learning environment, something more than a deteriorating mud hut.  

But this initiative is much more than a group of American students helping an African community in need.  This is about youth connecting with youth on a human level.  The minute we meet our Kenyan peers is the minute they become more than numbers to us and we become more than headlines to them.  Seeing, touching, and feeling the beauty and value of other human beings elevates us above beyond the reaches of prejudice and discrimination.  Building a school is a project that can stand for decades.  But building a relationship is an investment that can blossom forever, generation through generation.  By cultivating connections we overcome the forces of hatred and violence.  

We have an obligation not only to break the silence but to take those shattered pieces and build bridges.  When we are connected as human beings, we are unwilling to ignore the cries of the victimized.

As the great 18th century Irish philosopher Edmund Burke suggested, “All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing.”

The perseverance of silence has the power to destroy humanity.

Elly Gross knows it.

Elie Wiesel knows it.

Barack Obama knows it.

I know it.
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