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Abstract: In this paper I show that, from a philosophical perspective, in Elie Wiesel’s work
in general and in Night in particular, the relation between ethics and religion is based on
complementarity. In order to achieve this, I have analysed the way in which memory is
shown as an invitation to participation in a common set of meanings, values and actions.
What 1 deem most significant is the way in which the memory of the Holocaust is
constituted as a medium of action and of communion among humans in an act of mutual
responsibility. Through this, the memory of the Holocaust obliges us to assume an ethics of
responsibility and of action that rules out the possibility of a contemporary repetition of
the events that took place in the death camps. I use Night to show how this narrative
reveals several points that are important for understanding certain aspects of the relation
between ethics, religion and the memory of the Holocaust. One of these is the
understanding of memory as a way to bring man and God together in a relation of mutual
communication, beginning with the experience of suffering of dehumanization and of
God’s absence from the death camp. Another is that the religious and cultural memory
represented by Israel is the main target of extermination as a manifestation of radical evil.
A third is that Israel’s suffering has a paradigmatic value, and therefore the memory of the
Holocaust becomes a special power that may be used as a tool to diminish the power of evil
through the elimination of indifference and the assumption of responsibility.
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Philosophical ethics, religion and memory

One can seize the complex relations between ethical and religious
aspects in limit situations. Such a situation can be illustrated using Elie
Wiesel’s reflections on the Holocaust. Reading Wiesel’s Night one could be
tempted to believe that, due to the life conditions in death camps, man is
driven away from his faith - and, according to some authors, one could
find there an early form of a theology of the death of God. However, in his
subsequent works, Wiesel brings more and more arguments in favor of a
normal relation between doubt of or even rebellion against divinity and
the affirmation of faith in limit situations. One of Night's most important
contributions consists in the fact that the ethical interrogation of faith
and the deconstruction of religion are achieved using religious tools.
Furthermore, in Night, Wiesel succeeds to establish an ethics of
responsibility towards otherness, without minimizing the importance of
God’s presence in history. One can see that the human component is
important from a religious point of view precisely because it involves an
ethics that presupposes the responsibility of man towards the other man
with whom he has a face-to-face relationship. In this respect one must
understand Wiesel’s contention that: ,,Remember, God of history, that You
created man to remember”.! From the very first meeting with Elie Wiesel’s
texts, the reader will note the central place of the necessity of keeping
alive the memory of the holocaust. Beginning with this, I will attempt to
emphasize the way in which the memory of the Holocaust is constituted as
a communication channel among humans and between man and God. At
the same time, memory is more than a simple communication from past to
future, it is also an ethical way of assuming responsibility for the horrors
humankind experienced during the twentieth century.

I believe a good departure point is the fact that Wiesel assigns the
memory a privileged status: the power of memory as Wiesel expresses it in
Night has the capacity to pull victims out of the kingdom of death and
integrate them into our present lives.” By using Wiesel’s own reflections
and those of his interpreters, I show how the memory of the Holocaust
might act as a moral duty of any human being, as a factor of interpersonal
solidarity and of community cohesion. Being interested by the deep
human, ethical and religious signification of memory, 1 will
simultaneously assign to it the role of a background for affirming an ethic
of human responsibility toward the other, which implicates responsibility
toward God, and of God towards humanity. This ethic of responsibility
may be understood as similar to that found in Emmanuel Levinas. I believe
that both originate in a detailed understanding of the Talmudic texts. It is
common knowledge that Levinas and Wiesel, without knowing each other,
were at the same time students of the same Talmudic master, Chouchani.
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Their common Biblical and Talmudic experience may explain the presence
in both of them of affirming the necessity of an ethic of responsibility. >

We can note two perspectives on the relation between religion,
ethics, and memory. On the one hand, and especially in the post-Holocaust
situation, I believe that a key aspect of Wiesel’s works is that memory is
the means by which man and God confirm each other into existence.
Memory is God’s attribute and the human created in His image bears the
seal of memory as a sign of human agency. This is why, in the post-
Holocaust period, Wiesel feels compelled to pull God out of the forgotten,
while bringing the victims of extermination into the reality of memory. He
reminds God of Israel’s experience, because God is a God of truth and
memory, the God of Israel’s testimony.” On the other hand, being a living
document of the memory of the Holocaust, Night talks about presence and
absence, about silence and the necessity of testimony, about the condition
of humanity and God, about the two-way responsibility that they share,
and about the necessity of questioning both with regard to what happened
inside the extermination camps.

Despite the fact that the narratives in Night presents us with a
universe from which any aspect of God seems to be excluded, the act of
remembering has the force of a reinvestment with meaning of a world
that lost its meanings. In this context, invoking God’s presence or absence
cannot have a theological value or motivation, but it functions as a
mechanism for establishing memory as a source of agency, as an
archetype of creation, as a presence of those who are absent, as the power
of truth, and also as the bond between humanity and God. I believe this is
why the refusal to forget is, for Wiesel, a normalizing force that
reestablishes the balance between life and death. As for restoring agency,
each person’s duty is to follow the spirit of the law, which is to
remember—even when a person feels forsaken by God. To forget is to
abandon. Thus, in the post-Holocaust period, one of the fundamental laws
of Judaism is to remember the victims, not abandoning those who passed
away, not condemning them to absence and destruction.’

Wiesel is well aware that sometimes memory is malicious, that it can
lead to hatred. But, even so, he believes memory has a purifying nature: it
can liberate us from the temptation to repeat past mistakes and it can
bring us to enter a dialogue that helps us understand the consequences of
violence towards another. Wiesel is well aware that memory does not
promise a total answer to the problems of the present, but he remains
convinced that memory is an important component of building a common
future. Memory can have a negative effect, when in remembering we stop
at the simple act of recollection. Today, certain communities use religion
(which is meant to celebrate life) to promote death, using memory as a
weapon against others.® And so in remembering we must move a step
further. Memory must bring us together to solve our common problems.
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Wiesel urges us not to allow memory to turn into a source of violence and
anguish. ’

Memory as Restoration of God and Man

By analyzing Night, as well as Wiesel’s other writings, we discover a
picture in which, in the conditions of the death camps, humans enter a
process of full dehumanization, and seems God totally absent from history.
I believe that today, retrospection enables us to see the Holocaust as a
special force that holds the power to contribute to the restoration of the
human condition and of God’s presence in history. Through these lenses, I
think one may understand the apparent inadequacy between, on the one
side, several instances of Eliezer’s behavior that look like signs of rebellion
against God in the circumstances of the death camp, and, on the other
side, Wiesel’s openness to faith and his refusal to be associated in any
manner with the theologies of the Death of God.

Several aspects of the role that memory plays in the dynamics of
human-to-God relations should be emphasized. The first of these, which I
believe should inform the way in which we read Night, is affirming that
memory holds a central place in Wiesel’s thought, in large part because it
has the power to bring people together. In the field of memory, life in
community can be restored, escape from isolation is possible, and thus a
bridge towards dialogue can be built.

[ belive that this is the perspective in which we may understand
Wiesel’s affirmation: “Memory is my homeland ... it is because I remember
that I could remain human.”® In this way, it becomes obvious that the
memory of the Holocaust acts as a protector, as a shield against despair
and madness, as a reason to stay alive. But most importantly, for Wiesel
memory plays an essential role in the conservation of human integrity.
This empbhasis on the sphere of memory is connected to and grows out of
the experience of the death camp, to the need to resist the temptation to
allow the tragic experience of the European Jews to be forgotten. Night
invites us to remember the absolute evil experienced by the inhabitants of
death camps in order to work together in finding a way to rebuild what
seems irretrievably lost in humanity. Wiesel’s writings are not just a
mirror that shows us the images of the corpses left in Auschwitz. The
darkness Night wraps us in is the background that shows us at the same
time the image of those who are gone, the totally unfamiliar images the
survivor contemplates in the mirror, and also the image of the reader who
is called upon to look at humanity and its resources from a new angle. This
expiatory and conciliatory force is what the author refers to when he says:

“We remember Auschwitz and all that it
symbolizes because we believe that, in spite of the
past and its horrors, the world is worthy of
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salvation; and salvation, like redemption, can be
found only in memory.”’

[ would emphasize again that the issue of dehumanization is a central
one in reflecting on the Holocaust. There is a meaningful fragment in Night
that helps us understand the human condition in the death camp. The
agonized father calls for Eliezer, and is violently struck by an SS officer
who wants to quiet him. Eliezer does not react because he is afraid of
being struck himself. In his memory, he will always have the image of his
father helplessly trying to whisper his name with his lips shivering, his
head cracked open, and his face bleeding. This image represents a whole
community: all those who have suffered solely for being born Jews.

It is significant that Wiesel retells, in the foreword to the 2006
translation of Night, this scene of the beaten and defenseless father
abandoned by others acting under the pressure of fear and the instinct of
self-preservation.” The crowd is unmoved by the dying man’s cries for
help and the gratuitous acts of violence against him. Moreover, not getting
any response from people in general, the desperate father calls for his son
but, in spite of all the devotion he had shown until that moment, not even
the son reacts. This terrible description of the father’s situation thus is
also meant to show us the son’s tragedy. At the same time it suggests the
way that suffering and helplessness transfigure the character. Eliezer
becomes a representative for the many anonymous people who lack the
power to react, to carry out their desire to help others. The character
struggles with the competing interests of self-preservation and
conscience, of accepting the dehumanization or obeying his father. Inside
Eliezer faces a super-human battle between two desires: the desire to keep
his humanity and the desire to survive. The laws of survival in the death
camp inevitably overcome the desire to protect his dying father. In spite
of the man’s cynical tone, Eliezer cannot ignore the advice given to him by
a Blockdlteste:

“Listen to me, kid. Don’t forget that you are in a
concentration camp. In this place, it is every man
for himself, and you cannot think of others. Not
even your father. In this place, there is no such
thing as father, brother, friend. Each of us lives and
dies alone. Let me give you good advice: stop giving
your ration of bread and soup to your old father.
You cannot help him anymore.”"

We can understand the whole meaning of this episode only if we
remember that Eliezer’s only way of keeping his humanity, which Wiesel
finds essential, is through his relationship with his father. His father is his
strongest tie to his lost past, the person who animates his desire to live
and gives him strength to do so. In Night, the ethical order and all human
situations are filtered through his powerful relationship with his father. It
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is obvious that Eliezer’s father’s death represents all those who were lost
in the extermination camps: for those who died alone, for those who were
sacrificed in the dark flames of Planet Auschwitz in total isolation. Eliezer
finds himself alone—his father, finally, simply absent. Absent like God,
humanity, and life inside death camps.

A second aspect, of equal importance, concerns God’s absence and
the way in which this absence may be understood in light of the memory
of the Holocaust. Michael Berenbaum offers a powerful analysis of the
consequences of life in the death camp for Wiesel’s vision. Berenbaum
shows the way in which Wiesel builds on this background, as an
alternative to the traditional Jewish vision, a theology of absence:

Wiesel’s theological vision is of void. Where
previous Jewish theologians found some security in
God and His revelation, in man and his creaturely
status, and in Israel and its divine mission, Wiesel
now finds an abyss of chaos, madness, and radical
insecurity. Wiesel’s fundamental experience is one
of absence in a world that was once pregnant with
Presence. Where Wiesel formerly experienced God,
he has come to encounter the void."

However, leaving aside Berenbaum’s powerful analysis, I maintain
that it is irrefutable that Wiesel’s vision also contains a compensating
element, an ethic of responsibility before the void, with the void defined
as rupture within community and of interpersonal relations. The void
must be filled with responsible action towards the other. In his con-
struction, Wiesel finds the best instrument of responsibility to be the
power of memory. Thus he says: “I have said it so many times: To forget
the victims means to kill them a second time. We couldn’t prevent the first
killing, but we are responsible for the second one if it takes place.”*’

From Wiesel’s numerous texts we can understand that this is first and
foremost the responsibility of survivors of the Holocaust." But it is also
about each person’s responsibility for others. Wiesel addresses this
broader responsibility in an interview with Richard Heffner entitled “Am I
My Brother’s Keeper?”." In the biblical context, this is the question with
which Cain answers God’s inquiry regarding his missing brother Abel. And
Wiesel’s answer to this question, as a survivor of the contemporary
genocide against the Jews, is: “of course ... we are all our brother’s keepers.
Why? Either we see in each other brothers, or we live in a world of
strangers. [ believe that there are no strangers in God’s creation.”*®

The experiences of the Holocaust brought Wiesel to the conclusion
that we should take our interpretation of Cain’s exchange with God
further and say, “whoever kills, kills his brother.” Moreover, he argues,
violent action has devastating effect not only on the victim but also on the
victimizer. In the commission of a violent act, one’s humanity is harmed to

Journal for the Study of Religions and Ideologies, 9, 26 (Summer 2010) 99



Sandu Frunzd Ethics, Religion and Memory in Elie Wiesel’s Night

the core. In killing another, the murderer kills him- or herself. “It’s
possible, as I interpret it, that Cain and Abel were only one person. Cain
killed Abel in Cain.”"

A third aspect that I wish to draw attention to is that of the
superimposing images of God and humanity in the suffering experienced
by the Jews during their extermination. A representative scene that
describes the condition of humanity and of God in the Kingdom of Night is
the execution of the angel-faced young man, which is one of the most
commented upon scenes in the book. Wiesel tells the story of a boy,
beloved by the guards as well as the prisoners, who are sentenced to
death, eliciting the compassion of everyone who must witness the scene."

This scene has been interpreted a number of ways, the common
thread being the problem of destiny and God. Leaving aside the poignancy
and drama of the scene, 1 would like to emphasize the answer to the
question “where is God?”: “this is where.” I wish to highlight that, beyond
the theology of the death of human being and the death of God, for Wiesel
in this scene divinity is the same as humanity in suffering, the same as an
innocent being persecuted for no fault, ultimately sharing Israel’s destiny
in the death camps. God is there because Israel is there. Together with the
boy, He is hanging from the gallows. This is the deep message in this
episode. It is not a story about God’s silence and, like Wiesel’s others
works, it is not about God’s total absence or death. It is about humanity
and the atrocities human beings are capable of committing against one
another, about the Jew and Israel’s suffering. I do not believe it is by
chance that this is one of the few scenes in Night where the people
participate in the suffering of the victim of extreme violence. This
participation is the source of the emotional force that all of the witnesses
share towards the innocent victim. I must stress the fact that this
superimposing of the image of the suffering man and the suffering God
establishes a correlation between man and God; it opens itself towards a
place of encounter where the human being is removed from the status of
anonymous dehumanization and is placed in the hypostasis of a being
inhabited by God. The memory of the Holocaust appears in a new light,
which emphasizes this dynamics of restoration and of inhabitation in a
common responsibility toward the suffering of the other. Thus, we see
that questioning God’s existence entails certain answers concerning the
moral condition of the human being, the fracture instituted by each
individual in relation to his others, and the absence of minimal elements
that might suggest respect for the human condition. Where man as man is
absent, neither God can be perceived as presence.

Evil and the war against the memory of Israel
In order to grasp why Wiesel commends us always to keep a living

memory of the Holocaust, I believe we need to understand the ultimate
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signification Wiesel attributes to the Nazis’ action as a manifestation of the
radical evil in history.

Wiesel describes the Holocaust in terms of the manifestation of
absolute evil: “The progression into inhuman transcends the exploration
of the human. Evil, more than good, suggests infinity.”* Thus the event is
about the basic human drive that causes one person to end the existence
of another. The manifestation of the infinitude of Evil goes beyond the
boundaries of ethics; it creates an image of an apocalyptic universe.
Wiesel’s description of nocturnal processions from the death camps
supports this interpretation:

There was something solemn about the way they
converged over there, something mystical, all those
men and women and children, families and
strangers, friends and relatives walking with the
same steady gaze in their burning eyes. They did
not cry nor did they shout, nor did they ask pity or
compassion. They walked quietly, not ever looking
back. And so numerous were that they suggested
the infinite. One had the impression that they
would go on walking, walking forever, until the end
of time.”

From the outside, these images can appear mystical, religious,
transforming. But there is nothing uplifting about them: they speak of
forced labour, of gratuitous violence, of the tragedy of extermination.
There is nothing human left; the apparently mystical nature of the scene
derives solely from the awareness that these victims are still among the
living.

Wiesel illustrates the problem of suffering and surviving in the final
march from the camp, a march that was supposed to lead to salvation. The
Nazis and their victims are deserting the Buna death camp under the
pressure of the retreating German eastern front. When compelled by the
Soviets to abandon the death camps, the Nazis leave behind only the ill
and those unable to walk. Although they could have stayed with the ill,
Eliezer and his father choose the retreat march, convinced by the logic of
the death camps that those left behind will be killed. Eliezer later finds out
that, in the Nazis’ rush to get out, those who remained in the camp were
left alive and were later liberated by the Soviet army.” Among those who
leave the death camp, the majority died on the road.”

[ want to highlight the fact that this death march is presented to us
not so much as an exterminating march, but more as one of life that
defeats the violence of death. The voice is no longer the voice of the
victim, but the voice of the survivor. Apart from its horrific reality, I
believe this march might be understood as a metaphor of the attempt to
escape the world of radical evil. This deliverance, however, seems to
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potentiate the dehumanization, the void, the absence, because wherever
man does not manifest himself as a man, equally absent are humanity and
God. Individuals manifest themselves as a blind force that facilitates Evil’s
action. Without disregarding the fact that this triumph of survivors is built
on corpses, what is essential is that life defeats death. This victory is the
personal victory of the individual against one’s own death. But one is not a
victory in relation to ones persecutors; one cannot leave one’s condition of
victim,

We should not neglect that victory over death is always relative in
the concentration camps.” The biggest challenges to survival are the most
unexpected. A scene that portrays the end of the march, when the victims
settle into a new location suggests the calvary of survival:

My father and I were thrown to the ground by
this rolling tide. ...

I tried to rid myself of my invisible assassin. My
whole desire to live became concentrated in my
nails. I scratched, I fought for a breath of air. I tore
at decaying flesh that did not respond. I could not
free myself of that mass weighing down my chest.
Who knows? Was I struggling with a dead man?*

This image, beyond the violent reality it shows, suggests the situation
of a person confronted by what Wiesel labels absolute evil. We cannot
understand what happened in the concentration camps without
confronting the presence of evil there. As a member of the Hasidic
community, Wiesel was familiar with various means in the Jewish
tradition of addressing the problem of evil. For him, explaining evil is
about the status of divinity and the complex ethical relations between God
and humanity:

“God is one; He is everywhere. And if He is
everywhere, then He is in evil and injustice too, and
also in the supreme evil: death. It is the man task to
free God of this evil. Every time we extirpate a part
of evil, we hasten the coming of the Messiah.”*

In this formulation, evil cannot be separated from the human nature
or from God’s nature. There is always the possibility that in the ongoing
struggle to choose between good and evil, one might choose to remain on
the side of evil. The great problem is to consistently and successfully
differentiate good and evil. For Wiesel the experience of the Holocaust
adds urgency to this problem, because he is convinced that evil is not only
surpassing ethical principles, is not a mere absence of good or of love as
the Western tradition often claims. On the contrary, evil has ontological
reality and can overwhelm human beings. Wiesel does not think that the
Nazis killed six million people because they did not have the capacity to
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love. They undoubtedly loved and many certainly enjoyed a good family
life. But there is no doubt that, at the same time, they hated with unusual
intensity.” This hatred was not simply harmful, but devastating. It is
evidence that “Evil is not passive, but active. It is self-assertive, and it
strives to conquer. If it is not halted...it can triumph, just as desert can
triumph over fertile land, or the sea over a sandy beach.””

Wiesel rejects the classical ways of explaining evil’s presence that are
current in the Jewish tradition. Berenbaum notes that Wiesel rejects
traditional explanations because, in relation to the events of the
Holocaust, they have only theoretical and speculative value. They render
those in the death camps helpless, and they leave us even more helpless
today as we try to understand what happened there. Our helplessness is
not about the limits of language and the impossibility of fully expressing a
reality that cannot be put into words. Rather it is because in the
conditions of the death camp evil was a destructive force at an existential
level and, as Berenbaum argues,

“none of these defenses ultimately worked for
Wiesel on an existential level, and it is on the
existential level that the religious problem of evil
must be faced... Through the incidents and
reflections presented in Night, Wiesel undermines
the traditional strategies for explaining and
handling the presence of evil.”**

Without doubt, such an overwhelming presence of evil does not
however lead Wiesel to a theology of the death of God. The fact that God is
absent in the conditions of the camp leads him instead to an utter mutiny
against the means by which the Jew traditionally relates to God. But the
relationship between God and humanity is retrieved by the individual’s
desire to survive and to testify. Through testimony, one can maintain the
hope of a future possibility, even of finding oneself and perhaps even
finding God. Berenbaum reads Wiesel's work through the lens of
Rubenstein’s theology. Even if we agree with his assessment with regard to
Wiesel and Rubenstein, there is something that must be added to
Berenbaum’s interpretation. This is not to say that Wiesel has refused to
be associated with the theology of the death of God, but we must
acknowledge that the transforming power of faith is also central to his
vision. Even if faith is constructed as mutiny against faith, it is still key in
Wiesel’s thought. The appeal to faith seems to me inevitable in
understanding the meaning of memory in Wiesel.

To adequately understand the range of undercurrents in Wiesel’s
writings, we must keep in mind the relationship he shows between his
theology and the historical events described in Night. In an interview with
Philippe-Michael de Saint-Cheron, Wiesel discusses a very important
moment in which the first reaction of the survivors upon being released
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from the death camp was to pray. Thus, the first wish the rescuers granted
them was “to say kaddish: yitgadal vyitkadash chemeh rabba! (may His name
be magnified and sanctified!).” Wiesel states that this was the first impulse,
these were the first words. The victims’ initial attitude was one acceptance;
rebellion only came later. At first we accept and then we ask, he tells us.”

This episode tells us that the victims felt a need for presence: a
transcendent presence to constitute a bond for a possible reconstruction
of the community of humanity. It is worth remembering, here, that Wiesel
has said that in the years after his liberation he tried constantly to retie
the knot with the past, to continue his life from the point where the
thread of existence was cut. After a time, though, he realized that this
would be possible only through recollection. One of his great memories is
for the two sacred places, Sighet and Jerusalem,” which together
constitute a single, privileged place of communal gathering, fasting, and
prayer. From the perspective of this testimony, we can better understand
Wiesel’'s refusal to fast and to pray in the circumstances of the
concentration camp as a refusal to accept abandonment as well as mutiny
against the dissolution of community and the dehumanization of the
Holocaust.

Berenbaum emphasizes and generalizes the sense of void, silence,
and absence in Wiesel’s work based on his comparison of Wiesel with
Richard Rubenstein. I believe that, while Berenbaum’s conclusions about
Night hold when the book is read in isolation from Wiesel’s other works,
they do not when we read Night in the context of Wiesel’s other works
where he consistently emphasizes the importance of faith as well as his
belief in a universe governed by the awareness of God’s presence. This
presence offers Israel the power of memory because, as we have already
seen, Wiesel’s God is a God of memory.

[ want to place emphasis on the fact that ethics, faith and memory act
as a common force that may result in the annihilation of evil. In the
extreme circumstances of the concentration camp, and especially
immediately after liberation, it becomes clear that for Wiesel faith and
memory, by themselves, cannot defeat evil, but may lead to an ethic of
responsibility. Thus, the memory of the Holocaust could infuse meaning
into the necessity of each individual assuming responsibility for Israel’s
suffering, which means for each individual’s suffering.

But this risks becoming a meaningless abstract conclusion if it is not
informed by the fact that in the conditions of the death camp, what Wiesel
calls “absolute evil”, is manifest as a force that could not be overcome by
faith, by the interventions of man, or by the interventions of God. One of
Emil Fackenheim’s questions further illustrates the extreme nature of the
experience of the camps: “We ask: what will limit the power of the devil if
existence itself is a crime?”*'

In Night, absolute evil is the basis for the fundamental purpose of the
death camps: the total extermination of the Jewish people. The Holocaust

Journal for the Study of Religions and Ideologies, 9, 26 (Summer 2010) 104



Sandu Frunzd Ethics, Religion and Memory in Elie Wiesel’s Night

is constructed as an assault on humanity and an act of defiance against
divinity, but the main objective was the extermination of Jewish history
and tradition. It was not, however, a cultural war or what we would now
call a “clash of civilizations,” but an attempt by one of the most civilized
nations people of the 20™ century to eradicate an entire people and, with
them, their culture. When asked for his opinion concerning the
murderers’ motive for attempting to exterminate the Jews, Wiesel’s
response was simple: “Memory. It was essentially a war against memory....
They were killing the Jews in order to kill their memory.”** Wiesel does
not intend to minimize the other people who have suffered as a result of
the Holocaust. In fact, one of the most illuminating, empathetic, and
compassionate of his texts is a review of Stefan Kanher’s The Eighth Sin. In
this review, entitled “Gypsy’s Tale, A Still Burning Ember of the
Holocaust,” Wiesel empathizes deeply with the tragedy of extermination,
referring pointedly to “the night of the gypsies.”” But he remains
convinced that the Nazis’ main purpose was “to annihilate the memory of
Israel.”*

Wiesel finds war against memory even in the period after Holocaust,
calling it a contemporary war against “Jewish memory, mainly on Jewish
memory of the Holocaust.”” Denials of the Holocaust come in various
forms: from the wholesale denial of its entire existence to the
minimization of its effects; from the attempt to discredit survivors to
arguments that their testimonies are much too subjective to be reliable
historical documents. Others consider the magnitude of the phenomenon
of denial to be exaggerated, accusing the Jews of attempting to build a
religion of the Holocaust. In the deniers’ view, the intention is to replace
Jewish religion, particularly in the United States, and redefine Jewish
identity through the Holocaust.*

One of Wiesel’s responses to this accusation is that the memory of the
Holocaust does not have an ideological function, but rather an existential
one. Memory performs a special function, potentially giving access to a
new resignification of the values of life. But this regeneration of daily life
must always acknowledge the real condition of contemporary humanity. It
is in this sense that Wiesel’s affirmations must be read: “Jewish memory is
something special. Human memory in general is something special, but as
a Jew I speak of Jewish memory. Memory wants to bear reality in mind,
commemorate it, both the painful and the less painful.”” Wiesel
understands this commemoration as an affirmation of life - life not as a
philosophical or theological concept, but the experience of living day by
day with the ones around us.

Towards a dialogue of mutual responsibility

As has become obvious, by analyzing Elie Wiesel’s work we realize
that the memory of the Holocaust is a means through which people
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belonging to different generations participate in a dialogue of mutual
responsibility. In this respect, we may say that memory is a sign of human
agency. Wiesel expresses this belief most often in questions that dare us to
find our own questions and not to give a definite answer. In one passage,
Wiesel pleads the importance of memory:

Never fight against memory. Even if it is painful,
it will help you; it will give you something; it will
enrich you. Ultimately, what would culture be
without memory? What would philosophy be
without memory? What would be love for a friend
without remembering that love the next day? One
cannot live without it. One cannot exist without
remembrance.*

Once more, we may understand that memory reaches a special
ontological status. Memory becomes an antidote against evil and violence.
The memory of the Holocaust brings to our attention the extermination of
a great part of the European Jewry. It also receives a universal value
through the alarm it sounds for the human condition in general.

In Night Wiesel tells us stories about people, about the meaning of
life, about radical evil, about survival, and about joy and blessing. All these
stories ultimately focus on the imperative of ending the indifference that
turns a deaf ear to the call to common responsibility for all humanity, for
each particular individual, and for the individual in relation to
community. This means that each individual must be a messenger of
authenticity. We may invoke in this sense the way in which Alan L. Berger
synthesizes Wiesel’s vision on the relation between the memory of the
Holocaust and action: “Memory requires one to act in a way that seeks at
least a partial tikkun (repair) of the world, while simultaneously asking
questions of both the divine and human covenantal partners.”* In this
way the memory of the Holocaust is no longer just a Jewish problem, or at
least not just a problem of Jewish memory. The event speaks of the
necessity of cultivating in each person a consciousness of responsibility in
the face of terror, violence, and the attempt to use religion or ideology
against other individuals or communities. The Holocaust teaches us of the
need to overcome indifference and to recognize and respect what is
authentic in each person.

When dealing with a profound problem about the quality of life and
the human condition, Wiesel always reminds us of the necessity of keeping
alive the memory of the Holocaust, and of assuming a conscience that is
responsible toward evil and violence. Night tells us that each person has
the duty to overcome indifference and to act to improve the present state
of the world. While it is an illusion, according to Wiesel, that evil can be
totally eradicated, it is in each person’s power to respect another person’s
dignity. That the memory of the Holocaust may potentiate this power of
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ending indifference and of assuming responsibility for the human
condition of each individual and, implicitly, of God, is clearly shown. This
could well bring us to an ethics of responsibility that surpasses the
boundary of Judaism or of Jewry. This ethics must be oriented against all
manner of atrocities, as well as indifference towards crimes, injustices,
and suffering that people perpetrate against other innocent humans.
Against the background of this special power of memory, ending
indifference appears to us as a means of communication among humans.
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