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C
urrent awareness of the Holocaust stands in
marked contrast to that of the early postwar
decades, which witnessed—with some
notable exceptions—a “strange silence”
shrouding the Holocaust, in both Jewish
communities and the academic world.1 In
the last three decades, however, in addition

to the creation of Holocaust museums and memorials
around the world, there has been an unparalleled explo-
sion of creative and intellectual activity aimed at dealing
with this unique catastrophe. These activities range from
popular TV dramas, movies, plays, and fiction to art
exhibitions and concerts, along with an expanding body
of scholarly research and publications in such diverse
fields as history, literature, philosophy, and psychology.
Six decades after the end of World War II, the Holocaust
is recognized as a watershed event with ramifications of
critical significance for Jews and non-Jews alike. 

Unfortunately, both popular and scholarly works
dealing with the Holocaust routinely highlight the Nazi
process of persecution that ultimately ended in the bru-
tal murder of the Jews. Scant attention is paid to Jewish
life in Europe before the Nazi assault. Thus we know the
Jews primarily as victims, with little knowledge of who
they were. We learn little about their family life, their
communities, their languages, and their views of their
world and future before the war. Nor do we know how
they responded to the unimaginable assault on their
lives and their families. Regrettably, Jews under German
domination are often depicted as passive objects—face-
less extras in the drama of their own destruction.2

A disturbing consequence of this lack of knowl-
edge is that often, in very subtle ways, Jews themselves
are blamed for being victims.3 The questions people ask
often imply guilt. The Holocaust author and survivor
Primo Levi observed: “Among the questions that are
put to us [survivors] there is one that is never absent:
Indeed, as the years go by, it is formulated with ever
increasing persistence, and with an ever less hidden
accent of accusation. More than a single question, it is
a family of questions. ‘Why did you not escape? Why
did you not rebel? Why did you not avoid capture
beforehand?’”4 These queries imply that the victims
could have acted differently, and that by not doing so,
they were somehow “wrong,” or even worse, might be
somehow responsible for their own demise.5

This widespread depiction of Jews as innocent but
passive victims presents a fundamentally skewed picture
of what was a far more complex and nuanced situation,
and prevents people from viewing the behavior of Jews
during the Holocaust in a positive light.

There is a need, therefore, to present the often-
ignored Jewish dimension of the Holocaust. Doing so
will help audiences get inside the heads of the threat-
ened Jews, so they can understand not only how
Jews perceived and reacted to changing Nazi policies
but how they understood the implications of these
policies. A more complete perspective will reveal that
Jews were not passive victims, but active agents who
responded with a surprisingly wide range of resource-
ful actions. Such a presentation is the objective of both
this volume and the exhibition that inspired it.
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