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Videotape


On the shelf, next to our TV, is a set of three white video boxes with thin black letters spelling out “Shoah” on the side. These tapes contain statements by three of my four grandparents speaking about their Holocaust experiences. As both my grandfathers have passed away, one long before the Shoah Foundation could interview him, and my family prepares to celebrate my maternal grandmother’s 85th birthday, the invaluableness of these tapes becomes more and more apparent. It is an incredibly moving yet terrible experience to watch one of my grandmothers describe being forced to march for days from one frozen Eastern European concentration camp to another, walking on frostbitten bare feet and an empty stomach, with her sitting on the couch next to me. It humanizes the Holocaust in a way that is hard to find elsewhere. A family friend who is also a holocaust survivor once said that a high school history teacher requested that he not come speak to their class because he would add too much emotion to the story rather than facts. While I had learned about the Holocaust in school before watching my grandparents tell their stories, seeing them discuss their experiences made me realize that the people affected were the same people as the ones with whom I celebrate Jewish holidays; that, before Hitler’s rise to power, my grandparents lived lives very similar to my own; that these terrible events occurred when they were my age or even younger. How could I possibly imagine being separated from my parents, never to see them again at age 14? I could not truly understand the full extent of the Holocaust, despite having heard all the horrifying statistics and seen gruesome pictures, until I could personify the experiences and imagine it happening to me.

Holocaust education is not only important from a historical standpoint, but also as a warning. A vital part of learning about the Holocaust is understanding that it could easily happen again. At the end of the video of my grandfather, he was asked about the world today and how it compared to his experience growing up. He responded “[as] I experience the world today, I am very scared of what [it] is turning into. There are again signs of racism and ethnic cleansing, of strong political movements and of selflessness, and I am fearful for my offspring, that they should have a life as satisfactory as mine was.” Speaking in early 1996, it is likely that the events to which he was referring were the then-recent genocides in Rwanda and Bosnia, although his statements could be applied to any number of incidents in the past several decades. When we look at the world response, or lack thereof, to genocide in Rwanda, it becomes clear that we have not understood the lessons of the Holocaust. A simple acknowledgement by President Clinton that “we in the United States and the world community did not do as much as we could have and should have done to try to limit what occurred in Rwanda” did not even stay in the world’s collective mindset long enough to protect the citizens of Darfur from another genocide only a decade later (Bennet 1). Preventing violence in today’s world requires a new look at Holocaust survivor’s tales, and learning from actual experiences rather than history textbooks.

            One of the things that always shocked me when I heard about the Holocaust from my grandparents was the inevitability of the Nazi’s rise to power. They did not gain control of the government through a military coup or even through some sort of radical uprising, but through democratic processes that had been in place for years. With relatively minimal coercion, Hindenburg was convinced to relinquish his position as chancellor to Hitler in order to stop a communist uprising. The Nazis, along with their coalition, quickly gained a parliamentary majority through a democratic popular vote (Spartacus). It seemed that before anyone knew what was happening, the Nazis had taken control, and the majority of Germans had fallen in lockstep behind them. As we enter into a recession that is the closest we have been since the end of WWII to the economic conditions that provoked the election of the Nazis, it is ever more important that we learn from this part of our history. It is all too easy to find a scapegoat and lay all the blame for the situation on “those people.” This is exactly the kind of thinking that allowed the Nazis to come to power and to convince the German people that what they were doing was morally correct.

            Students in my generation have an additional responsibility we must take on: we will be the first generation to have to teach our children about the Holocaust without the assistance of actual Holocaust survivors. In order to combat prejudice, discrimination and violence, and prevent future holocausts, it is our responsibility to preserve as much as we can about the Holocaust, through videos or books of interviews with holocaust survivors, through memorials and museums, through the memories of our family members. Simply reading a high school history text book, where each horrible story like my grandparents’ is reduced to a statistic and a couple of lines at the end of the Second World War chapter, is not enough. When we hear today about situations in Darfur, Myanmar, Zimbabwe or the Congo, it is easy to distance ourselves and ignore the mind-numbing numbers of dead and suffering humans because we have never met people from these places or heard first-hand accounts of the atrocities. Indifference to a situation like the Holocaust, Darfur or Rwanda is far easier when one does not comprehend the suffering in human terms. In order to prevent these events from happening in the future, we must ensure that a Holocaust education is never consists of just numbers and a picture but includes actual experiences. Above all, we must remember George Santayana’s aphorism: “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” A complete understanding of the Holocaust is the only way to prevent it from ever occurring again.
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