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More Than Remembering
 

When my great Grand Uncle Yankel Gordon (my great grandfather’s brother) watched the Nazis shoot and kill his daughter and son-in-law in his backyard in Germany, he promptly died of a heart attack, overcome as he was by grief and shock. Uncle Yankel’s reaction captures the full horror of the Holocaust, atrocities so grotesque as to kill those who watched. In an instant, he fathomed the unfathomable and lost his life. Uncle Yankel didn’t live to tell the story, but others did.  Holocaust survivors have bequeathed to us their painful memories and the honor of their legacy. It is our responsibility to remember and understand. More than remembering, it is our responsibility to make intelligent choices to prevent future violence and genocide.         

The Nazis’ barbarity is so shocking that we struggle to understand.    How could the Nazis suffocate, incinerate, and starve millions? How could they make soap and buttons out of human flesh and bone? How could they sell hair for manufacturing? Murder children in front of parents and parents in front of children? 

Just as Uncle Yankel had no words to express his horror and grief, we may never be able to fully explain why so many people became mass murderers. But we can recognize patterns of thought and speech common to genocidal movements, the twisted notions by which one group of people begins hating another. Perpetrators use language that separates the world into “us” versus “them.” Genocidal regimes polarize the world into good and bad and gradually dehumanize entire groups of people. 

The Nazis tapped into this ancient tribal impulse to erect their evil empire. They promised to unify and strengthen German society by purging their country of an alien enemy.  It was easier to demonize Jews, Polish Catholics, the disabled and homosexuals than grapple with the complicated problems following World War I. With his propaganda, Hitler promised a bright future for a unified country of superior blond-haired, blue-eyed Aryans.   

By tapping into primordial fears, mass murderers flatter those within their tribes into feeling stronger, better, superior and righteous. Their underlying belief that strength is based on vanquishing the enemy has been expressed literally by Pol Pot, the Cambodian mad man whose regime massacred millions: “When we are strong they are weak, when they are weak we are strong.” (Pol Pot, quoted in the Original Cambodian)   Hitler was the same: “Anti-Semitism is the unifying element of the reconstruction of Germany. “ (Statements by Hitler and Senior Nazis) The Hutus in Rwanda were no different, calling the Tutsis “cockroaches,” a term that parallels “filthy bacteria, the Zionist regime,” a phrase used by Iran President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in reference to Israel. (Anti-Defamation League) Mass murderers dehumanize others and offer to conquer the world to the glory of their people. The lessons of the Holocaust teach us to pay attention to these clues. 

Since the Holocaust, there have been numerous vows of “never again” from American Presidents and other leaders around the world. But sadly, over 100 ethnic wars have taken place since World War II. Old hatreds have flared into violence on nearly every continent.    In A Problem from Hell, Samantha Power describes how the U.S. failed to intervene in a timely fashion to prevent genocides in Rwanda, Bosnia and Cambodia. Rwanda’s case, in particular, was a clear cut moral imperative for the U.S. to act; and our failure to do so means we didn’t live up to our post-Holocaust vows of “never again.”   Her criterion for military force is to intervene when there is an imminent danger of large loss of life. This is useful in situations where aggression is already underway or imminent. Power challenges the traditional notion that U.S. military power should be reserved for protecting vital American interests. It should be used for humanitarian purposes. She’s right. 

Power has given us a way to think clearly about forceful military intervention but there are “softer” ways to prevent ethnic conflict, mass violence and genocide. In terms of current U.S. security, we need to address the complicated conditions and causes that prompt young people to join jihadist groups like the Taliban and Al Qaeda. For an outstanding example of this approach, we can thank Greg Mortenson, author of Three Cups of Tea, the story of Mortenson’s friendship with northern Pakistani villagers that led to the building of a school. After seeing kids in northern Pakistan drawing outside in the dirt for their education, Mortenson vowed to build them a school. He succeeded beyond his wildest dreams, ultimately founding the Central Asia Institute to promote education and literacy, especially for girls, in remote mountain regions of Pakistan and Afghanistan. Educating girls to at least a fifth grade level, Mortenson says, brings enormous benefits to a community --  reduced infant mortality, reduced population growth, better quality of health and life and ultimately, less violence. Mortenson has built 78 schools to date and was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize earlier this year. Three Cups of Tea shows that books are powerful weapons in the struggle against terrorism. 

To live up to our promise of “never again,” we need to make wise decisions about when to use bombs and how to use books. Both “hard” and “soft” approaches are needed in our big, complicated world. In honor of Uncle Yankel and all the spirit and resilience of all who suffered in the Holocaust, we need to do more than remember.   
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