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Part 1

The Ark of Innocence — Morality
and Memory after Auschwitz






1

The Ark of Innocence — Morality
and Memory after Auschwitz’

Eveline Goodman-Thau

As we look back on the end of the Jewish world in Europe, especially in what
was the Jewish space called Ashkenaz — united by the common use of the
German language in all its cultural ramifications — we are no longer using
the same discourse as before, neither from a religious nor from a secular
perspective: we are living in a time of man-made disasters and apocalyptic
myth come true in the tumbling towers of Manhattan for all to see in real-time
over and over again by the power of technology and the global media. The
Golem - as a deus ex machina — has taken a terrible revenge on its master and
we are groping for words and images to describe the unimaginable, to bring
our world-view and self-image into focus.!

Thus the problem of Holocaust representation touches not only on the
question of the Biblical prohibition of making a graven image of the divine, as
that which should not be seen but only heard, but also enlarges the horizon of
our consciousness in a new way, enabling us to comprehend this prohibition
from a human, that is a moral, point of view, crossing the boundaries between
aesthetics and ethics.? Although one would not deny the extraordinary character
of the Holocaust as an historical event, there exists a considerable debate con-
cerning the uses and misuses of memory regarding its moral implications, its
‘moral space of figurative discourse’, including its more radical one: silence.?

The problem is however not only inherent in the context of Holocaust
writing, but even more so in reading Holocaust narrative. So when dealing
with the relationship between ‘how narratives are told (their aesthetics) and
how they mean (their hermeneutics)’, Daniel Schwartz notes, ‘I see telling as
a crucial act, all the more crucial because of the trauma of the originating
cause. Because we can never trust memory fully, in narrative effects (how a
teller presents himself or herself) sometimes precede cause (the explanation
for why a narrator is the person he or she is)’.*

The very act of telling the story thus creates a discontinuity with the histor-
ical past: the narrator chooses to place him- or herself in the situation of those
who did not live to tell their story to us, as survivors burdened with the task of
creating continuity in time.>
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The question posed by memory and morality after Auschwitz is therefore:
what are the ethical implications of breaking the silence of Auschwitz, of
speaking not only the unspeakable but speaking the language of those whose
voices were not heard then and which cannot be recaptured to-day? ‘The dis-
aster always takes place after having taken place’, Maurice Blanchot remarked.
The remarkable fact of the Holocaust representation confronts us in the first
place with our own lives, with the way we look, directly and indirectly,
through the very blurred vision of consciousness, trying at all costs to recapture
something of the recognition of origin, of its originality, to try and fill the gap
caused by a general feeling of ‘world-loss’, to avoid falling into the abyss of
meaninglessness.

Being part of human history and yet outside of human experience, used as
we are to imagining unlived events, the Holocaust directs us to face the
‘Unavoidable’, a point of no return, where the Real breaks the boundaries of
the Imaginary, shattering our hopes and illusions, the very foundations of
human culture and civilization. ‘Perhaps we should say that Holocaust narra-
tives have become a genre with its own archetypes and its own cultural
continuity.’® It means starting at the very beginning: questioning language.

The question of language has come back again. You thought it seemed as if you
had solved it; and you discover that, where language is concerned, you are in
exile again.

Not that you lack a language, rather the question of your mother tongue, the
German language, is back again.

Are you able to speak in this language or was it extinguished in Auschwitz?’

Re-visiting the Ark of Innocence means entering into the literary repres-
entation of the human construct of the world as the concrete world of
immediate experience.

The world of literature is human in shape, a world where the sun rises in
the east and sets in the west over the edge of a flat earth in three dimen-
sions, where the primary realities are not atoms or electrons but bodies
and the primary forces not energy or gravitation, but love and death and
passion and joy.®

In the world of literature and imagination anything can be imagined: ‘the
limit of imagination is a totally human world’.? In The Ark of Innocence expe-
rience and imagination are seeking each other: broken apart by the stark
reality of death and destruction, devoid of memory, as all traces of life have
been erased, no bridge to our world, the world of the living, seems possible:
where the train-tracks end, life ends.

‘Where is the train going?’ the little girl asks her mother.
‘It's going to ... it’s taking us to Lodz. It’s a long, long journey. Patience my
child, you’ll have to be patient. Lodz is a long way away; the city is beyond our
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reach. We’ll only know what it is like by the journey it takes us to get there, where
we are going — a journey that has no end. The rails take us on further to where
they end, through the gateway, through the gateway to heaven that is always
open, but leads to death, the end of the railway line, that’s where life ends.’'°

Here, the imagination does not go beyond the point of death, there is no
Heaven and Hell, no story of a lost Paradise: an abyss opens up between us
as readers of the conversation between mother and child, with the child asking
and the mother, from experience, answering. There is no memory of this
conversation, no written account to verify its truth, it is only by identifying
ourselves with the questions and the answers that we overcome the
dichotomy of fact and fiction, but more so between fact and value.!!

The text Arche der Unschuld (The Ark of Innocence) was born out of a visit to
Auschwitz of almost ten years ago with my non-Jewish students at the
Martin Luther University Halle-Wittenberg, where I established and, between
1992 and 1998, built up the first Department for Jewish Studies in the East
after the reunification of Germany. It was a first visit to Auschwitz for me and
for my students — a group of about 15 young people including the eight-year
old daughter of one of them - taken by train from Halle to Krakow, a long
train-ride eastward, which brought back to me images of memory of the
train-ride which I did not take — I was lucky to survive the war in hiding with
my family in Holland — but was a last journey for so many others.

The time of our journey was most significant: it was 50 years after the
liberation and the fifth anniversary of the Seminar for Jewish Studies. After
five years of hard work, it would finally become firmly established with a
permanent chair, but, as it turned out, the students and I did not succeed in
conveying the originally conceived aim of the department: to tackle, through
the teaching of Jewish-European Studies, the issue of a renewal of the
Humanities in Germany after the Holocaust.

As the author of The Ark of Innocence, I realised only much later, in fact five
years later, when reading the transcribed version of my notebook, that I
was the child - having survived the war in hiding with my family in
Holland, and surely pondered on the meaning of ‘trains and transports’,
Deportation - also the mother. My parents were with us during the period of
hiding, but there was however a silence about the unspeakable: what would
happen, if, God forbid, we would be called up for deportation. There is in
fact in my memory a scene of my father coming home with five knapsacks
after having followed the orders of the Judenrat - Jewish Council - to prepare a
knapsack for each member of the family with the bare essentials for a jour-
ney of a few days, and of my mother standing at the top of the stairs in our
house in Hilversum, shouting at him not to dare enter with these bags: ‘If we
prepare ourselves, we are, in fact, already with one foot on the train. No, if
we are called, we will in the emergency get ourselves ready, but we will
not prepare ourselves to be deported.” This was not, what we would call a
classical case of ‘denial’, of not wanting to see reality as it is, but rather an
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amazing insight on the part of my mother into the strategy of the Gestapo:
first, Jews were separated from the rest of the population by special ordi-
nances, then they had to register (the official reason given was the fact that
workers were needed in ‘work-camps’, since the German work-force was doing
its duty as soldiers at the front). If you didn’t register for the ‘work-camp’ you
were punished and sent to a concentration camp, which was the euphemism
for the death camps. My mother could see a ‘logic’ behind the ordinances:
once you had registered and once you had psychologically entered into that
realm of experience, the much dreaded day of the call-up for deportation
would seamlessly fit into the scenario of the imaginable. Only what was to
follow lay outside the imaginable, outside the speakable, exactly because of
the break between human experience and imagination: the mind cannot
find the original of such an event, a picture that can adequately fit reality.'?

Stepping out of experience is in itself an act of defiance, of questioning the ‘logic’
of the authorities, of accepted opinion. It meant in the first place questioning
the order of things, of a reality that had replaced normality where knapsacks are
used for happy occasions, for an outing to the mountains or the seaside. Out of
this realisation came my mother’s act of resistance, her enacting of a will of her
own and her insistence that she, and the members of her family, would not bow
to the will of the executioners and would take their fate into their own hands. It
was this questioning of the ordinances and of the law that eventually saved our
lives during the period of hiding and that has stayed with me until this very day
as a ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ in my own scholarly work.

We can encounter the convergence of memory and ‘morality’ here, when
we recognize the Nazi perversion of values in the name of a ‘higher order’
which demanded a human ‘sacrifice’ on the part of the German nation,
moving towards its intended destiny, its Heilsgeschichte, an issue we will deal
with later on in this essay.

As the author of The Ark of Innocence, 1 realised that I was the child and the
mother in conversation in real time in the past, but also the grandmother in con-
versation in real time — this time as a listener to their conversation — being with
mother and daughter on the train. It meant breaking not only with the aesthetic
conventions of Western tradition but also seeking to bridge the gap between art
and knowledge, touching upon the question of concern versus indifference
when dealing with detachment and objectivity as scholarly virtues. The search
for truth discovered that the solid ground for knowledge had become fractured,
revealing the deep fissures caused by the very fact that Auschwitz really
happened. Remembering this historical fact thus poses a moral burden, which
is normally hidden from the eye when dealing with historical knowledge.

In an essay on the goal of humanities and the morality of scholarship,
Northrop Frye notes:

The scholarly virtue of detachment, we said, is a moral virtue and not
merely an intellectual one: what is intellectual about it is its context. It
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turns into the vice of indifference as soon as its context becomes social
instead of intellectual. Indifference to what? Indifference, let us say, to
what we may call, with the existentialists, concern. By concern, I mean
something, which includes the sense of importance of preserving the integrity of
the total human community. Detachment becomes indifference when the
scholar ceases to think of himself as participating in the life of society,
and of his scholarship as possessing a social context. We see this clearly
when we turn from the subject itself to the social use made of it.
Psychology is a science, and must be studied with detachment, but it is
not a matter of indifference whether it is used for a healing art, or for
‘motivational research’ designed to force people to buy what they neither
want nor need, or for propaganda in a police state.!3

In The Ark of Innocence 1 have tried to find this language of concern. I have
tried to give it a voice in the midst of silence, making the invisible visible.
There are a number of these conversations in The Ark of Innocence:

‘Where has the train come from and where is it going to?

Where has it come from? From Paradise. Where is it going to? It is going to
Hell. And the only way, the only way human beings come to know about paradise
was when the trees were still blooming, when the flowers were there still for pick-
ing, when children were still playing and laughing,

When lovers were still in love.

Only after escaping from Hell, from the flames, you get to know this, my
child, of humankind.’**

Here the dialogue turns into a trialogue: a vantage point becomes visible
from which beginning and end can be perceived. Paradise and hell, a short
distance, a train-ride away from each other. The child and the mother can
speculate about this, but you have to escape from the flames to know, to know
as a grandmother knows her child, and the child of her child. But, too few
grandmothers survived to bear witness and to live on the threshold of Life
and Death, on the dividing line, the Rakia (Hebr. horizon)!s between experi-
ence and perception, trying to bridge the gap between history, memory and
reality.

For the first time, I dared to break the barriers of amnesia in myself,
confronting history with memory, questioning historical evidence with life:
my life as child, mother and grandmother and thus the lives of so many
other children, who would now have a similar story to tell, but whose voices
remained unheard. It was not sufficient for me to live vicariously through
the stories of others, to rely on their images. I had to break through to the
original story, my story. To break time by my presence in history, describing
the present, not in the light of a projected future, but of a transformed past.
A past, which according to historic logic, cannot be changed, but which can
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be transformed by memory, expressed in a language of concern, which does
not bring the dead back into life, but which opens the ‘Way to Life’ for us.'® By
displacing oneself, it is indeed possible to unmask the disguises of detachment
and the trappings in society, to gain the solid ground of morality steeped in
the knowledge of having touched, however slightly, the veil of human free-
dom and truth.

In The Ark of Innocence 1 experienced displacement, in an existential
manner — it made me understand many of the decisions of my life, but more
important the thrust of my scholarship.

‘Where is the train going?’

‘It is heading for the void, my child, bound for the beginning. For you and for
me, my child. But for the others, for those who’ll survive, where is the train
taking them? Perhaps on holiday, as it used to, to the mountains, to the lakes,
to the seaside, to the islands, or into the city. I don’t know, my child, I don’t
know what life with Auschwitz will look like. I just don’t know.’V

‘I don’t know what life with Auschwitz will look like’ is the challenge that we —
nolens volens - face 60 years after: Auschwitz is not a different planet; it is
here on earth, a place one hour from Krakow. In the winter ice-cold - as this
past 27 January 2005 when we stood in the snow at 16 degrees below zero
listening to the speeches of the Kings and Queens, Presidents and Ministers,
Rabbis and Pastors from all parts of Europe, watching them as they lit
memorial-candles at the sound of drums in the summer burning hot, as I vis-
ited the camp for the first time with my East German students ten years ago.

Auschwitz is sheer experience. This is so, because the only way of knowing
about it, is through experience, through encountering one’s real original
after having forgotten the imagined original — the re-presentation of what
Auschwitz ‘looks like’ in memory.!® The point of amnesia allows the
encounter with reality itself that from this moment onward affects all reality.

The bond between perception, imagination and reality has been broken
and must be mended in order to see. This ‘mending of the world’ (Emil
Fackenheim)!? is at the heart of our concern for history and memory 60 years
after Auschwitz.?°

It raises the question of what Emmanuel Levinas named the Conditio
Judaica — the Jewish Destiny:

When temples are standing, the flags flying atop the palaces, and the
magistrates donning their sashes, the tempests raging in individuals’
heads do not pose the threat of shipwrecks. They are perhaps but the
waves stirred by the winds of the world around well-anchored souls
within their harbors. The true inner life is not a pious or revolutionary
thought that comes to us in a stable world, but the obligation to lodge the
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whole of humankind in the shelter — exposed to all the winds - of
conscience ... But the fact that settled, established humanity can at any
moment be exposed to the dangerous situation of its morality residing
entirely in its ‘heart of hearts’, its dignity completely at the mercy of a
subjective voice, no longer reflected or confirmed by any objective order —
that is the risk upon which the honor of humankind depends. But it may
be this risk that is signified by the very fact that the Jewish condition is constituted
within humanity. Judaism is humanity on the brink of morality without
institutions.?!

Levinas reflects then on the price that the Jewish people have paid for this
‘exposure’ and concludes:

But that condition, in which human morality returns after so many
centuries as to its womb, attests, with a very old testament, its origin on the
hither side of civilizations. Civilizations made possible, called for, brought
about, hailed and blessed by that morality — which can, however, in its part,
only know and justify itself in the fragility of the conscience [...].22

Conscience is, in fact, fragile, because knowledge breaks down in the face of
each individual and becomes relevant where the ‘personal’ meets the ‘general’,
the ‘religious’ meets the ‘profane’. Our debate on the future of Judaism on the
brink of morality without institutions, therefore, cannot avoid the question
of the nexus between power and memory.? Dealing with the Jewish Question
after Auschwitz is thus not only a political issue, a form of restitution or repa-
ration, but rather about the intellectual survival of society as a whole and
about the necessary consideration of the renewed role of the Humanities in
countries experiencing the late consequences of a rupture of civilisation,
especially in those countries where Jews are no longer a present force to help
carry the burden of values. It means addressing the question of the relevance
of traditional texts — be they religious or secular — which, to paraphrase
William James, reveals the impact of the varieties of historical experience, and
offering an opportunity to study and research the tradition-founding ele-
ments in the various traditions, that have shaped European identities and
their cultural connection with Judaism.?* This would be a common task for
all, to make a new beginning out of destruction, to confront the historic
hour and, therefore, history. It would allow us to delve into the Archives of
Memory rather than History to extract the deep layers of amnesia and strate-
gies of denial inherent in human nature, to free the spirit from the burdens
of forgetting, as an act of resistance to any form of totalitarianism, as ‘The
struggle against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting.’?®

It means coming to terms, not merely with the historical fact of the anni-
hilation of European Jewry, the conscious killing of six million innocent
men, women and children under the cloak of war, but also with the way we
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look at life and history, judge our actions and those of others, practice political
activism and social critique. In short, it poses the question of the politics of
history and memory, and urges us to reflect on the means and ways to move
towards, what I would call a political hermeneutics of culture. Before we
consider this, we must return once more to the Ark for one more - this time
the last — conversation between mother and child on the train, breaking into
the intimacy of this encounter, where the mother finally reveals the truth to
her child and opens the end for a beginning: for human freedom.

‘Where is the train going to? It is going to annihilation, my child. It is best for
you to know that now, straightaway. Perhaps that will comfort you, be a way of
accepting the end more easily. Close your eyes, open your lungs and take a deep
breath, it will happen more quickly that way, you will lose consciousness imme-
diately and angels will immediately be able to carry you up to heaven. Survival
will be much, much worse. Not because life was so terrible, but because survival
will be impossible. The world will have changed beyond all recognition,
people will not recognize each other, because they have been there, in that place,
from which no-one returns alive, with a mind that feels alive, with hope, faith,
and love. All that, my child, will be gone. Un-recoverable, lost for ever and
ever, going up in the smoke of the crematoria, in the smell of the bodies, in chil-
dren’s screams. And so it’s better to wish for death than life. ‘I put before you life
and death and you choose death.” (Deuteronomy 30:10) No, you choose death,
because, until we get there, death is still bound up with life. Afterwards, after
Auschwitz, there will no longer be any life that is a choice between death and
life. You choose death now, you choose death now freely, in dignity, in freedom,
in order to save life, your own life.’*®

The French philosopher Jean-Francois Lyotard critiques the aestheticising of
death in Western tradition:

Auschwitz is the forbiddance of the beautiful death [...]. Sacrifice is not
available to the deportee, nor for that reason accession to an immortal
collective name. One’s death is legitimate because one’s life is illegitimate.
The individual name must be killed (whence the use of serial numbers),
and the collective name (Jew) must also be killed in such way that no we
bearing this name might remain which could take the deportee’s death
into itself and eternalize it. This death must therefore be killed, and that
is what is worse than death. For, if death can be exterminated, it is
because there is nothing to kill. Not even the name Jew.?’

Choosing death means re-affirming the choice between life and death, saving
the legitimisation of the individual and thus of humanity.

Thus Giorgio Agamben writes on the homo sacer, that obscure figure in
Roman law, who ‘may be killed and yet not sacrificed’, as a paradigm in modernity
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of those who are excluded from society by the logic of sovereignty as
outlaws: ‘[...] his entire existence is reduced to a bare life stripped of every right
by the virtue that anyone can kill him without committing homicide [...] yet
he is in a continuous relationship with the power that banishes him
precisely insofar as he is at every instant exposed to an unconditional threat
of death.’?

When considering memory and morality after Auschwitz, the question of
European Jewry after the Enlightenment becomes particularly important:
Jews were murdered in the ‘Third Reich’, not because they were criminals or
deviants — not even solely for their riches in Germany and other parts of
Europe - but for the simple reason that they were Jews: Europe had to be
made ‘judenrein’ for the establishment of the Third Reich - Das Heilige
Roemische Reich Deutscher Nation — on the threshold of the Third Millennium.

In The Ark of Innocence, that imaginary refuge after the Great Man-Made
Flood, I describe this event and its meaning for us in the following way:

How easy it is to picture all this to yourself, to dream that everything was just a
dreadful nightmare, a demonic plan. ‘What the hell were they thinking of?’
They were not thinking of anything, they just could not summon up the will to
stop the operation.

It had to be proven at all costs that the decision had been the right one,
otherwise why all the sacrifice, why all the effort and commitment? A logical,
rational reason had to be found to validate for generations to come the record-
ing, the need for image and film documentation, so that it would known for ever
and ever how much their forefathers, the heroes of Auschwitz, had done for the
‘Vaterland’. What acts of cruelty they had to commit, so that the Aryan could
live for ever and ever on Jew-free European soil. It was worth all the deprivation
to ensure they remained heroes for ever and ever.

Precisely this cruelty, this descent into the abysmal depths of humanity, was
their heroic act. Where in the whole of human history was there an annihilation
process that was planned in such detail and carried out by so many people?
Where else had there been such commitment to tracking down even the last
Jewish child in the smallest of villages? — No-one was to remain, so that we may
live ...

Sometimes you do not recognize the world any more. You would have expected
the peoples of Europe to have learnt something from an operation such as that.
To be obliged from now on to examine every procedure for its humanitarianism,
to see if it works in a humane way, to check it doesn’t put the system, democ-
racy, in jeopardy, e.g. through too many ‘special ordinances’. But after an age of
‘special units’, ‘special treatment’, ‘Sonderweg’, one surely just can’t carry on as
normal. How can you go over seamlessly into a democracy if you do not have
this chasm for ever and ever before your eyes? If with every signature, with every
official stamp, you do not see a human face in front of you? To write down the
names of the victims’ is just a substitute, a replacement for your own name,
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that is inscribed in every one of those that died. The grace that is gained from
being born late or the innocence that is earned by being born early are of no use.
You are never born too early or too late: you live only at the right time, then as
now, today you live for yesterday and tomorrow, stretched on a wire, between
heaven and earth.?® This hour is my hour, as Paul Celan says: ‘The hour stood
before the clock and commanded it to keep the right time.”*°

My hour, in which 1 by my own decision, since this hour is given to me,
inscribe myself and my time onto eternity. For good and for bad. As hero or as
victim. Why do we always speak of others, why do we not speak about ourselves.
About our hopes, anxieties, rage, grieving, helplessness. They then, victims as
well as victimizers, they did have the same feelings ... or did they not? Was it a
heroic deed, to do all this for ‘Fuehrer und Vaterland’ without feeling anything,
to harden yourself? To show weakness, is, after all, to show mercy, to take the
children’s crying seriously. You also were a child once, weren’t you? You also
once sought warmth and comfort in the dark, didn’t you? Was all this forgotten?
Had it become impossible? Was death in the end a way of being saved from a
life that had become impossible? But if it had been your own death at least,
everything would not have been so terrible. But it was by killing others, not your
acquaintance in the house next door, no, an unknown other, strangers, people
who strike me as strange, now that I have become a stranger to myself.3!

So, beyond the question of good and evil, representation finds its answer
in the reflection not on the premises of legal and philosophical concepts or
pseudo-conventions such as ‘etiquette’ and ‘political correctness’, nor in an
attempt to hide behind learned discussions concerning the correct facts and
figures, nor even in the use of language borrowed from the lexicon of
religious canon, such as ‘martyrdom’, ‘victim’ or ‘suffering’. (It is for this reason
that I find the word Holocaust — Greek: burnt-offering — so problematic since
Jews were not given a choice in Auschwitz to die for Kiddush Haschem, the
Sanctification of God’s name: they were murdered in the name of duty for
‘Fuehrer und Vaterland’.??) But representation entails a serious reflection on
accepting the onus to rethink not only the Shoah,3? but the very project of the
Humanities as a discipline, in the light of history, language and the self,** directed
towards finding a critical cultural paradigm which breaks down our precon-
ceived notions of reason, reality, and normality, and critiques our normative
values and standards: ‘The universe of dying that was Auschwitz yearns for a
language purified of the taint of normality,’®> writes Lawrence Langer, but
was it a ‘universe of dying’ and can this universe ‘yearn for a language purified
of the taint of normality’? Can a universe yearn at all, when those who were
murdered cannot speak, but still move our lips? Our mourning and yearning
for them is much stronger than any act of memory that can possibly heal the
universe by way of language: ‘Manchmal freilich stirbt der Himmel unseren
Scherben voraus’ (Paul Celan).?¢ Looking up to Heaven thus makes no sense
and is to no avail and we are left to gather the pieces which have rained
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down on us from the broken sky: the flight into an outdated metaphysics — or
theology - is no longer possible.

So when assuming the moral responsibility of becoming a witness to the
Shoah, we are indeed, each one of us, telling our own story, showing who we
are, and adding not only a missing link to our biography, but to history
itself, which is the sum total of the actions of mankind.3”

Acting in the world involves and construes my identity continuously, and
my identity is a narrative. In the very same sense in which telling my narra-
tive is a speech act, my actions, my involvement with the world, are an act of
speech, a building up of a continuous story. ‘Ich wiinschte, ich wire eine
Beethovensche Symphonie oder sonst etwas, was geschrieben ist,” said the
young Rosenzweig in one of his letters;*® ‘das Geschriebenwerden tut weh’.3°

Where history and biography cross is the place where true historiography,
the painful process of writing history and being written by history, begins: the
historian becomes a witness to history not only by relating mere facts and col-
lecting relevant documents, but by asking pertinent and probing questions in
regard to their meaning for the present. The ethical demand inherent in this
task cannot be overestimated, since it touches the very core of the search for
meaning after Auschwitz, picking up the thread of life after destruction,
creating historical continuity.
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