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Life - the Price of Prejudice


On a cold, cloudy day in July, I visited Auschwitz.  I passed through the gate, under the wrought iron letters which declare, “Arbeit Macht Frei,” or “Work Makes Free.”  But work never made anyone free in this place.  I passed rows of barbed electric fence.  The electric current was little more than a threat, though, because the SS shot anyone who came within three feet of the camp walls.  I walked down the uneven gravel and dirt road where hungry, terrified men and women stood for roll call at unthinkable hours, hollow and cold, full of silent, numb pain.  I ran my fingers along the rough brick barrack walls where hundreds and thousands of lifeless men and women slept and ate and walked, degraded and stripped of their very humanity.  I walked through the dingy cement hallways where inmates were put in standing cells overnight to keep them from sleeping before another full day of work; dim light filtered into a cement room where prisoners were herded for liquidation.  I entered the alley holding the “death wall,” where prisoners were executed by gunshot.  I saw four tons of human hair shaved off heads; I saw piles of shoes, toothbrushes, dentures, and a pair of baby shoes.  And here an incomprehensible statistic, the depth of the tragedy, finds meaning: here was a sweet, beautiful child with life and potential—now she is but a speck in these miles of ashes.  The memory of a life desecrated rests only in this tiny pair of shoes.  How many more lives are now faded out of memory?  How many more lives did the Nazis steal and obliterate?  Why do we forget so easily the faces behind numbers—such as the 1.5 million murdered at Auschwitz alone? (This figure is the one engraved on the memorial at Auschwitz II, Birkenau.)

The reach of the Holocaust is unfathomable.  Most clearly affected by the Holocaust were the millions of people routinely slaughtered and forced into hard labor between 1933 and 1945 (Rozett, Spector, 171).  These consisted of political enemies, gypsies, homosexuals, and Jews, the primary targets.  Six million Jews lost their lives to Nazi prejudice (Rozett, Spector, vi).  Yet not all killings happened in concentration and extermination camps.  Unknown to many is how 1.5 million Jews were executed in little towns and villages across the Ukraine.  In recent years, Father Patrick Desbois collected eyewitness accounts detailing the nature of this other genocide: how the Nazis requisitioned villagers to dig huge pits, then brought truckloads of Jews; how they then shot the Jews in the pits, often forcing them to stand or lay on top of their dead friends or family members.  Hanna Senikova was a child of nine when her aunt was requisitioned to cook for the Nazi soldiers, who feasted while taking turns killing Jewish families (Desbois, 88-92).  Of all those affected by the Nazi’s cruelty, the Jews undoubtedly suffered the most.

Yet here, already, we can see others who were touched by the horror of this ruthless genocide: Russian civilians who witnessed the cold, impersonal slaughter of the Jews, of their friends and classmates; Russian civilians forced to dig the mass graves, who then had to bury the masses of innocent humans.  But the scope of the Holocaust reaches much further than these who were directly involved.  A significant portion of Europe’s population essentially disappeared.  This horror, then, affected all of Europe.  Yet again, however, the extent of those affected reaches still further.  Humans, as a rule, have great influence.  In his lifetime, a man may come into contact with hundreds, perhaps thousands of people.  As humans, we have an enormous capacity to touch others.  John Donne expands on this in his insightful poem, “No Man is an Island”:

No man is an island, entire of itself;

every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main.

If a clod be washed away by the sea,

Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory were,

as well as if a manor of thy friends or thine own were.

Any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind;

and, therefore, never send to know for whom the bell tolls:

it tolls for thee.

Therefore, the millions of forgotten faces behind the incomprehensible numbers of men, women and children extinguished in the German’s genocide also affect all of humankind.  It even affects us, decades and generations later.

This said, we are left with a two-fold responsibility.  First, it is imperative that we remember the Holocaust.  People who aren’t directly involved often have a difficult time believing genocide happened at all—it seems impossible; unreal.  According to Desbois: 

The unbelievable nature of genocide is a weapon often used by those who perform it, whether it is the genocide of the Jews, the Armenians, or the Tutsis in Rwanda, and allows them to deny their feat.  This common incapacity to accept genocide is known by those who commit it, and to their accomplices; it is built into their plans… Mass assassins know that the witnesses will be heard but seldom believed (Desbois, 62).

Primo Levi, an Italian Jew who survived Auschwitz, speaks poignantly of a recurring dream he experienced during his nights of internment.  In his dream, he spoke to his sister and his friends, telling his story, but they did not listen.  When he told his friend this, he discovered that many others shared this dream (Levi, 60).  We cannot allow their nightmare to find truth in today’s society.  If we forget the truth of the past, and assume genocide cannot possibly happen, we have no way to avert it.  Hitler reportedly referred to the genocide of the Armenians, saying, “Who remembers the genocide of the Armenians today?” (Desbois, 63)  Let us remember the Holocaust that we never may have to relive such a terrible event.  It may not be pleasant, but, to quote Maya Angelou:

History, despite its wrenching pain,

Cannot be unlived, and if faced

With courage, need not be lived again. (Loewen, 137)

The importance of remembering the Holocaust lies in preventing another.

As a student, it may seem as though there is little we can do to fight issues such as prejudice and discrimination—the roots of the Holocaust.  But this is our second responsibility in response to the tragedy.  All change must begin inwardly.  This means first recognizing and combating prejudice in our own lives.  The key to loving others and treating them equally lies in recognizing that every person you meet is made in the image of God.  The Nazis obviously did not regard the Jews as fellow humans if they could perform mass killings in the midst of feasting.  By realizing this and treating people accordingly, there can be no discrimination.  We must cease judging others according to looks, ethnicity or intelligence.  And finally, today’s students are tomorrow’s citizens.  As citizens, our duty is to stay informed about what is happening in our country and world; to think, ask questions, and seek the truth, that we may not be swayed by smooth words and pretty ideology as the Germans were.  In this way, perhaps we will not have to witness the repeating of history.
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