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The Power of Emotion

The Holocaust brought death and devastation that was more widespread, calculated, and efficient than any other genocide of the twentieth century. Many identify Jews as keepers of the legacy for Holocaust commemoration. Elie Wiesel has charged us with a “moral obligation” to recall the Holocaust, to preserve the testimony of survivors and honor lost lives (Wiesel, 1985). However, the moral imperative for Holocaust remembrance must extend to the entire world community. Regardless of race, creed or religion, as human beings we share the capacity for decency and good, as well as that for creating unparalleled suffering and inhumanity. The Holocaust stands as a stark reminder of the potential for human depravity. It has been said that reflecting upon the lessons of the past may help us avoid the destiny of repeating our mistakes in the future. Remembrance, however, must encompass more than mere facts and figures. Research in moral development has shown that forging an emotional connection is critical to inspiring human care and decency (Gilligan, 1994). Thus, we must fight indifference and apathy. We must remember, and, we must inspire emotion.


I am part of what is referred to as the Second Generation– a daughter of a daughter of a Holocaust survivor. As a small child, my grandmother’s status as a Holocaust survivor was a shadowy backdrop– omnipresent, yet tucked away in a realm where we only occasionally ventured. Perhaps I was afraid to ask direct questions. Perhaps I felt uncertain about such delicate and personal probing. Or perhaps I felt I ought not to ask, fearful of stirring up painful emotions. After all, I already had plenty of information. Raised in a Jewish family and educated until age thirteen in a Jewish Day School, learning about the Holocaust was a given. As Day School students, we watched films, read novels, and listened to the testimonies of survivors. However, it was only after I left this sheltered environment that I came to more fully understand the importance of Holocaust remembrance in the broader community and embrace my personal role as one of the Second Generation.


The Nazi-perpetrated Holocaust stands alone in terms of the scope of its destructiveness; however, it is but one of several genocides that left a chilling mark on the twentieth century. Cambodia, 1975-1979, 2,000,000 deaths; Bosnia-Herzegovina, 1992-1995, 200,000 deaths; Rwanda, 1994, 800,000 deaths; and now Darfur, represent troubling, but less widely recognized examples of more recent genocides (Gavin, 2000). Educational approaches are currently developing for the study of the Holocaust, in addition to the broader topics of peace, mass violence and genocide (Woolf and Hulziser, 2004). Courses dedicated to these issues are now found at high schools and universities alike. Despite this growing emphasis on Holocaust study and global awareness, anti-Semitism is on the upswing, and mass violence, as in Darfur, is ongoing. With the rise in global terrorism and societal upheaval, complacency and indifference have become powerful adversaries to the effort to combat suffering and injustice. Far too many nations, as well as individuals, are willing to ignore increased violence in the world community.  


It is well known that the Holocaust occurred under the noses of ordinary Germans, Austrians and Poles –their indifference facilitated the Nazis to perpetrate the annihilation of their Jewish neighbors (Hornberger, 2007). Therefore, it is our obligation to fight apathy and ignorance. We must educate ourselves, as well as others, to care about prejudice and injustice. When I entered high school, I was excited to leave Jewish Day School for a secular environment. A community with greater diversity, I naively assumed, would breed respect and understanding. To my surprise, I found myself having to defend my beliefs to my classmates, some of whom brazenly challenged Israel’s right to exist. For me, this was eye opening. Joining with a few others, we established a Jewish Students’ Union, wrote political features for the student paper, and sponsored educational programs. I learned that, as students, we possess the capacity to make a difference by responding to prejudicial beliefs and intolerance within our schools and communities. Whether we stand alone, or band together, we have the responsibility to oppose all forms of ethnic or cultural discrimination.

First, I secured permission from the high school administration. My objective: organize a Holocaust remembrance assembly for the 70th anniversary of Kristallnacht. Given the go-ahead, I located a speaker to provide personal testimony, and created a slide show of Holocaust images. Abruptly, the day prior to the assembly, I found the high school principal requesting to speak with me. I listened to her objections in stunned silence– “the slide images are too graphic; they must be sanitized before they can be shown to the high school student body.” The directive was clear: no images of emaciated persons, dead bodies, weapons, or acts of violence. Although this was not an act of anti-Semitism, it surely was an act of ignorance and indifference. Denied the powerful images that instill emotion, it would be difficult for the program to convey the true horror of the Nazi atrocities. Disillusioned and dismayed, this censorship marked a turning point in my commitment to play a personal role in Holocaust testimony.


In the months that followed, I went to my aging grandmother, and together we began to plumb the intimate depths of her Holocaust history. I probed her childhood in Vienna, her recollections of Kristallnacht, and her sister’s departure for America. I listened as she explained how she and her parents were unable to gain a visa to immigrate to the United States. I learned the details of the efforts of a righteous, gentile friend, who sought to help her mother and father, even after they were deported to Poland. I heard about the childhood girlfriend, who became engaged to a Nazi and ended their friendship, and I imagined my grandmother’s fear of discovery, when her parents hid a close friend’s Jewish father in their home. Interviewing, writing, researching and documenting– I sought to record not just the facts, but also the powerful emotions embedded in my grandmother’s experience. I would record an oral history, or create a detailed memoir. I had found my legacy as part of the Second Generation.

Writing about moral development, psychologist Carol Gilligan championed the perspective that “knowing” is not enough; it is necessary to instill emotion to produce “caring” (Gilligan, 1994). With violence in many nations and ongoing genocide in Darfur undiminished, the global community must embrace Holocaust remembrance that stimulates a genuine emotional connection. Without depth of feeling, we are crippled in our efforts to promote tolerance, understanding, and outrage at inhumanity, past and present. I am now grateful that my encounter with censorship and indifference helped compel me to play a personal role in Holocaust testimony and remembrance. We must care enough to remember, know enough to educate ourselves, and be passionate enough to communicate with feeling. If emotion is truly what moves us to decency and to action, then apathy and indifference are humanity’s greatest adversaries.
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