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The Complicity of Silence


“He who remains silent in the face of murder becomes an accomplice of the murderer.  He who does not condemn, condones.”

Zofia Kossak-Szczucka, co-founder of the Council for Aid to Jews (Piotrowski)

 

A darkness fell over a nation when a twisted ideology took captive the minds and hearts of a few thousand men.  It happened slowly and over many years, so few paid attention.  Silence and inaction emboldened the killers, who gradually ensnared thousands more as their accomplices.  Soon, they crossed borders and engulfed whole nations with a vengeance.  Everywhere they went they created pandemonium and terror.  The local populace was cowered into submission.  The world was plunged into war, and wholesale genocide commenced. 

 
They constructed more than 300 concentration camps and thousands of slave-labor camps where they herded the “untermenschen,” or undesirables, to die from starvation, beatings, disease, overwork, shootings, or gassing (Piotrowski).  My grandmother was taken from her home in the night by soldiers with machine guns.  Her cousin disappeared off the street in broad daylight.  Other family members were victims of Dr. Mengele’s medical experimentation.  While Hitler ranted, “Be merciless, be brutal…” the technicians of death perfected their swift and ruthless killing machines.  Befehl ist befehl.  Orders are orders, they rationalized without reflection (Hoss).  And when they took their victims away, they trumpeted their achievement from loudspeakers on the streets: “This town is Jew-free!” (Opdyke).  They were so proud of the 11 million they murdered (Hoss).

How could this have happened?  The Holocaust was carried out within a large context of apathy.  The people of Europe had developed a tolerance for intolerance, which allowed them to watch as their neighbors’ homes and businesses were destroyed and whole families herded into cattle cars for their final journey to the death factories.  Governments looked away too.  Jan Karski, a Polish diplomat, was smuggled out of Poland to the United States to meet with President Roosevelt and to tell him of the tragedy that was happening in Auschwitz (Cargas).  A Jewish prisoner, Rudolf Vrba, escaped from the camp and wrote a report that was received by the Vatican in June 1944 (Hoss).  And yet the slaughter was allowed to continue.  

In the last 25 years, we have seen the results of hate crimes in different parts of the world:  Iraq, Afghanistan, Rwanda, Darfur, and Bosnia.  Why should we remember the Holocaust?  Because we owe something to the memory of those who suffered so much then, and to those who still suffer from ethnic cleansing.  We owe all the victims and the survivors our promise that we will not be quiet in the face of violence and discrimination.  

Racists, terrorists, and all those who kill out of hatred and prejudice are dangerous.  To call their actions anything else is to deny justice.  To let them kill out of hate and to exonerate them through our inaction is the real insanity that we must confront.  

Conditions today are ripe for hate crimes.  The world is in a serious economic recession, and many people are looking for scapegoats.  Similar to conditions in 1930s Germany, it is easy to point the finger at somebody else to make ourselves feel better.  Hate groups use these economic conditions to incite crimes against others (Aldridge).   
Moreover, the threat of indifference today can be even greater than it was 65 years ago.  The prevalence of violent videogames and movies is desensitizing the younger generation to the suffering of others.  In urban areas around the world, drug crime, gang violence, sex trafficking, road rage and drive-by shootings are a way of life.  Millions are becoming immune to the savagery that this violence represents.  Unless we are vigilant, we will give rise to another bystander generation that says, “This doesn’t concern me.”

The best way to achieve a tolerant world is to embrace our similarities rather than concentrating on our differences.  This was the prime motivation behind the actions of Holocaust rescuers.  They saw Hitler’s victims as fellow countrymen who happened to be of the Jewish faith, instead of Jews living in their country.  In other words, the rescuers focused on characteristics that united them with, and made them obligated to help, the victims.  If we all take the time to think like this, I am sure we can combat the kind of bigotry and hatred that makes genocide possible.

 How many of us have heard an ethnic joke and laughed?  Why didn’t we walk away with condemnation?  How many of us cling to people who are just like us, instead of embracing people who are of a different race, religion, or ethnicity?  Why does our society make excuses for bad acts?  Why do we side with someone who looks like us when s/he is wrong instead of the person who is right, but who doesn’t look like us?  Why do so many of us do the wrong thing, and why are we happy to get away with it because there is no one to see or hear?  Haven’t we learned anything? 

Peaceful, tolerant societies begin in the home and in school, for it is here that young people develop the attitudes and values which will stay with them for the rest of their lives.  Too often students’ actions are written off as youthful teasing and we fail to recognize the dangers of condoning this type of behavior.  As students, we have to be vigilant about the things our classmates say and do, meaning whenever we hear a racist slur or see a student being bullied, we must hold the perpetrator responsible.  Something as simple as telling your friend that you don’t approve of a hurtful joke can influence their behavior.  We must create an atmosphere in which teasing, bullying, and discrimination are frowned upon, instead of accepted as normal.  By doing so, we will force students to stop their behavior at a young age, rooting out the childhood intolerance which can progress into violent actions.

For me, this topic is especially relevant.  I have volunteered at a slave cabin for the past five years, giving tours and participating in special events.  The cabin represents one of our nation’s darkest periods, and is a constant reminder that not long ago African Americans were embroiled in a bitter struggle for their civil rights.  I work at the cabin because I know that the only way to prevent mass discrimination in the future is to remember the injustices of the past and to pledge that we will not allow them to be repeated.  

 
We will never live in a perfect world where peace and harmony prevail everywhere, but we can work to minimize conditions that allow hatred and prejudice to fester.  History is filled with ordinary people who stood up for someone else – who saved someone by putting their own self-interest aside.  The righteous gentiles were individuals who did the right thing against unspeakable odds (Paldiel).  We must continue their legacy by finding our own courage to speak out, whether it’s through anti-bullying protests, writing to Congress in support of hate crimes legislation, or organizing rallies on behalf of the oppressed.  Above all, we must promise to never remain silent.  
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