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A profound and powertull;y moving atudy of hWll.n 
survival. SurriY&l of what? Terrence Dea Pree looka 
at how aen and women survived the worat hell• that 
people have inflicted on each other, the concentration 
campa of Hitler'• Geraan;y and Stalin's Ruaaia. Fro• 
that depth of horror, Dea Pree nanagea with the ql!Oted 
evidence of countless docU111enta and with eloquent argu
ment to retrieve a mea•ge of hope for the future. But 
thia ia no facile opti■i811a onl7 when w, like the 
in•tea of tho•• campa, have aeen the worat and have 
rf!:lized on what nece■ary qU&litie■ baaic huaanit7 
depends, can we ezpect to have even a chance of survi
val in extre■it;y. 

The in■atea saw death all around the■, and the 
near certainty- of their own death. The;y saw that they 
needed aome very baaio thing■ in order to survive: 
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needed some baaic aocial attributes, a aenae of aelf 
~nd dignity which ■o•thow they could retain (it might 
mean merel7 an attempt to clean themaelve■), a aenae 
of resistance (which might be carried on even while 
seeming to cooperate with their captors), a sense of 
giving to each other, and a detendnation to bear 
witnea■ to what they had eeen. Ir they au, theae 
needa clearly, they had at l•at a greater chance of 
survival than others. 

Men and women did find theae needa and qualities 
in themaelvea in the campa; and Dea Pres' portrait of 
the survivor ia radically different fro■ thoae painted 
by such writer• aa Bettelheim, Elkin■, Vieael, and 
Lifton. It amounts alao to a critique or philoaophiea 
t.hat are baaed on the belief that hwana are basically 
bad; and of societies vhich e:xalt heroes and think of 
survivors as '•re' survivors. Dea Pre■ disputes 
behaviorist and psychoanalytical interpretations of 
the character of the ■urvivor, and aettlea in a contro
versial laat chapter on a biological one: at the most 
baaic level, life will perpetuate itself. But hia 
message ie deeply moral. 
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C ACH THING, said Spinoza in the "Ethics," insofar aJ it is in 
itself, endeavors to persever, in its being. That may not be true 
for rocks and stars, but for societies and men it is undeniable. 
Survival of the body and its well-being take priority over every· 
thing else, although this imperative is transcended and lost sight 
of when the machinery of civilization is working as it should. The 
remarkable fact, however, is that while the business of living goes 
forward from day to day we reserve our reverence and highest 
praise for action which culminates in death. I am referring to 
images of the hero in Western religion and literature, and here 



One more distinction: Ix-cause the tradition.ti hero d10oscs to 
find rnnsummation in death, he controls the rnndition for his ful-

~ fillment. The survivor's choice is not absolute in the sam<.· w,t)', 
To stay alive is of coursc the whole point, hut unlik<.· thoS<.· who 
die deliberately, the survivor can never be sure of sufn•~s. An)' 
day sickness or the whim of a vicious ~•uard l',m rnt short th<.· 
struggle. That is one more drcumstancc the survivor must fan·. 
If he or she should die, it is the fi1,:ht to live ,md not th<.· nunnl·r 
of dying which matters. /u,d finally there is this: in extremity. 
the b.1re possibility of survival is not cnou~h. There must also bl· 
a move beyond despair and self-pity to that licr<."c dctcrmin.,tion 
which survivors call up in themselves. To rnm<.· through; to keep 
a living soul in a living body. ■ 

The first condition of extremity is that there is no escape, no 
place to·go except the grave. It is like a city under siege, Paris in 
1870, Leningrad of the 900 days, or like the town of Oran in 
The Plttg111: "But once the town !,>ates were shut, every one of us 
realized that all . . . were . . . in the same boat, and carh 
would have to adapt himself to the new rnnditio•i of life" ( (u). 
So begins Camus' allegory of the extreme situatiot New rnndi
tions become "normal conditions-in other words, the pla1,:ue·· 
( 166); and this, in its immense power, is like "the slow, Jdib
erate progress of some monstrous thing crushing out all upon its 
path" ( 163 ). The city becomes a "victim worlJ," and the old 
order is transformed. Schools turn into hospitals, the stadium be
comes a quarantine camp, streetcars arc uS<.·d as d<.•,trh wagons. 
This is a world in which living and dying arc no longer held 
separate; in which the forms of life arc determined by death. 

The plague is ubiquitous and no place is safe. Death waits .,t 
home, in the street, on the stage; and slowly the condition of 
anti-life, because it cannot be veileJ in myth or hclli in the bal
ance of combat, becomes anti-human ,l.'i wc.-11. SubjClt to this pres
sure and unable to draw inspiration from traditional forms of 
courage-in-adversity, the people of the town suffer general rnl-

lapse. They despair, become selfish anJ mean; they will not face 
facts and behave as if asleep. Confronted with a terror that has 
no foretellable end, they are reducl.'d to helplessness. If they had J 
been attacked by something on the human scale, an invasion of 
hostile neighbors for example, the citizens of Oran would have 
rallied to the cause and given their lives as the martyr and the 
patriot have always done. But the extreme situ~tio~ is n~t an 
event, not a period of crisis with its proper begtnmng, m1dd_le 
and end. It is a state of existence which persists beyond the abil-
ity of men to alter or end it. And because there is no opportunity 
for one all-out effort, no single battle to be fought come what 
may, the honored forms of heroism fail as models for action an~ 
spiritual support. A sense of impotence prevails and Jehumam
zation sets in. Again t 1hi.r enemy the people of the town see no 
way left to act. 

Extremity requires an attitude which allows men and women 
to act, and thereby to keep faith in themselves as something ~~re 
than victims. First of all, then, the survivor is not a v1ct1m 
merely. He refuses to see his victimization_ as total, fights it :15 
best he can, and will not consent to death tn any form. He will 
not, that is, accept the logic of the situation imposed upon him. So 
there are two kinds of people in The Plag11e, the "townspeople" 
and the "volunteers ... Both react to the plague, the former on its 
terms, the latter on terms partially their own. The "townspeople" 
remain subject to necessity, at one with the situation destroying 
them. The "volunteers" respond to the same necessity, but by 
opposing it. They turn reaction into action self-directed, and in 
this way move far enough beyond death's rule to_ keep themselv~ 
intact as human beings. Rieux, Tarrou and their co-workers pit 
themselves against the plague, with no conviction of success, but 
only determined not to stand idle while others suffer. Tog~her, 
therefore, they organize hygienic programs, they tend the stncken, 
they dispase of the dead. They work twenty hours a day amid the 
st/ench and agony of the dying, spending themselves in that end-_ 
less, empty time of day upon day, without the encouragement ot 
visible progress, without the hope of a positive end in sight, and 



t<.·rms with it, tr.tnsn·nded his \'ictimization by refusing self-pit)' 
or the temptation to hope for anything but life itself, am! thL·n 
~one on to find what goodness he can in the life he has. Like all IS 
survivors, he has squarely faced the basic problems of l'Xistcn<.·c 
in cxtremitv. The first is how not to despair. The second, how to 
k l'f\C>C o..J. !.~~e...d d" . . 
eeptiiliillilnli■ an 1gntty intact. ■ 

Like thousands of actual P.0.W.'s, Shukhov was sent to the 
camps because <luring the w.u he had been captured by the Ger
m.ms. According to his interrogator, "he'd surrendered to the 
Germans with the intention of betraying his country" ( 71 ) . Mil
lions of men and women under Soviet rule were imprisoned for 
similar-and similarly insan<.·-reasons. In The Finl Circle, Gera
simovich bccom<.-s a zek for "intent to commit treason," Kagan 
for "failure to inform." These strictly imaginary crimes were de
fined anJ made real by Ser/ion 58 of the penal code. Anyone who 
stood out, either by accident or decision, sooner or later could ex
pect to be arrested-anyone incompatible with the system in 
which he or she was trapped. The Soviet camps were full of peo
ple arrested bera11Je they were innocent, because they would not 
cooperate with evil, because they possessed the integrity to think 
and judge for themselves. In Cancer Ward Kostogloto•: and his 
fellow students get seven years plus exile: "We used to come to
gether, court the girls, dance; but the boys also talked about poli
tics. And about HIM .... In May, just before the examina
tions, we were arrested, the girls too" ( 193). • 

When a government rules by force and falsehood, when peo
ple arc murdered in great numbers and the prisons are jammed 
with men and women who even the interrogators know arc in
nocent, then to escape involvement bernmes impossible. Some 
work with the system, become murderers. Others-millions-be
come victims. Still others watch and pretend they do not see. 
Many men and women were swept into the So\'iet camps by pure 
accident. They happened to be in the wrong place at the right 
time, they became part of a quota. But there was always an out-



its ruthlessness anything known of the lives of cannibals and rats" 
( 208). But at the same time he speaks of "the harsh apprentice
ship of • camp" ( 388). To what can that refer, if not to the/? 
apprenticeship of one's own soul, to the crystallizatioL 5 I I Q 
·us C a 1 rs alt 7 r •of that essence all 
men and women share but seldom realize or even acknowledge? 
As Nerzhin puts it, "one must try to temper, to cut, to polish 
one's soul so as to become a h11man being" ( 389). That recalls 
Shukhov: "the longer he spent at the camp the stronger he made 
himself." It seems clear that the ordeal of survival becomes, at 
least for some, an experience of growth and purification. 

By virtue of the extraordinary demands made upon men and 
women in extremity, their struggle to~ humanly involves a 
process of becoming more-essentially, ~-human. Not the 
humanness of refinement and proliferation, of course, but of the 
fundamental knowledge of good and evil, and of the will to 
stand by this knowledge, on which all else depends. Nerzhin 
says: "I had no idea what good and evil were, and whatever w:i.s 
allowed seemed fine to me. But the lower I sink into this inhu
manly cruel world, the more I respond to those who, even in such 
a world, speak to my conscience" ( 51 5). For this kind of sur
vivor, the way down is the way up. 

Like other types of the hero, survivors take their stand directly 
on the line, but they are unique in that they stay there. And it is 
there, in the balance of being and non-being, that their peculiar 
freedom becomes real and effective. Their vision is not clouded 
by M sheltering illusions; they do not suddenly, in the ambush 
of crisis, discover their mortality, for in order to remain alh-e 
they must at every moment acknowledge the centrality of death. 
This familiarity has not failed to breed a proper contempt: sur
vivors may be killed, but as long as they live they will not be 
afraid. And closer to death, survivors are rooted more urgently 
in life than most of us. Their will to survive is one with the thrust 
of life itself, a strength beyond hope, as stubborn as the upsurge 
of spring. In this state a strange exultation fills the soul, a sense of 
being equal to the worst. And as long as they live, survivors are 



equal to the worst. This, finally, is the attitude of those =ek.r 
Nl·rzhin, Gerasimovich and their friends-who at the end of The 

,:?d Fir.rt Circle are shoved into a meat truck and shipped ntf to the 
,;unps: 

Concentratirfg on the turns the van was making, the 
zeks fell silent. 

Yes, the taiga and the tundra awaited them. the rec
ord cold of Oymyakon and the copper excavations of 
Dzhezkazgan; pick and barrow; starvation rations of 
soggy bread; the hospital; death. The very worst. 

But there was peace in their hearts. 
They were filled with the fearlessness of those who 

have lost ef/erything, the fearlessness which is not easy 
____ to come by but which endures ( 'i79). -. 

Having fought agfilnst the Nazi invasion, Solzhenitsyn's sur
vivors are also soldiers, and that is how they think of themselves 
as day by day they withstand extremity with the modest tactics 
which keep them alive. "A soldier gets .lion~ best on the de
fensive" (89). says Kostoglotov in The <.'tmter If/ art!: and in 
fact the survivor's struggle is very much like ~uerrilht warfare 
"tactical offensivl'S within the strategk defonse," as Mao Tse
tung defined it ( 157). But the survivor's enemy is death. and in 
the end he is a soldier who ran never hope for more than small 
and temporary victories. The cancer ward is death's home field. 
and those who find themselves thl·re have no thought but to sur
vive, to employ any medical tactic which may stren1-,>then their dl'· 
fense. They fight as best they can, but since death will not retreat. 
they must come to terms with their situation so as to live licyond 
fear and despair: "In the face of death. in the face of the striped 
panther of death who had already lain down beside him, in the 
same bed, Vadim, as a man of intellect. had to find a formula for 
living" ( 293). Kostoglotov's answer is to live as the soldier lives: 
aware of danger and ready to die, yet putting up the longest fi~ht 
possible, and regarding all men kindly hut without pity as broth
ers in a losin~ war. 

This hardness of the living heart is something a man like Kos-



which will deprive him of his virility. and this is thl· dl'dsi,m h'-· 
must face: "To become a walking husk of a n1.1n-isn'I th.it .111 

.22 exorbitant price? It would be ,1 mockery. Should I pay it?" ( _~46). 
And if hl' pays, what then? 

Whom shall I seek, with whom share 
The heavy-hearted joy of my survival? 

In this small verse the wholl' of his fate is cxprl'SSl'd. \'\''-' r.111 
suppose that this lusty man would onn· haw led ,1 simpk- fruit
ful life, shared with the woman he has wnJe to low. But now lw 
must continue to livl· against cnnoaching Glllrcr with th'-· knowl
edge that he has lost everything; that low .ind work. d1ildrcn. 
l~fe ripening within, will not be his to try. But he docs dllW.lSl' lo 
l~c, onrc more giving up a part of himsdf in ordl'r to prl·scrH' 
what he rails "the main thing." He will not stop now, hcrause 
after the '-·amps he cannot, in this last l'xtrcmity. negak thl' onlr 
meaning his lik has had; and becauSl' lo rnntinue to li\'l', l'Hn 
for a few months, is worth it absolutely. 

Survivors chnn.re life, and the basis of tll(:ir d1okl• is apparent 
in the happiness of Kostoglotov·s final walk throu~h the dty 
his rapport with the teeming life and motion around him, the in
tense rdish with which he cats some masted meat. the tm,kr 
gratitude he feels toward Vega for her love. It is a wonderful t!,l) . 
• md the wisdom of his deep delight is evident: "Evm if next 
spring ncwr came, even if this was the last, it was onl' t!Xlr,1 

spring! And thanks be for that!" ( 571). Likl' Shukhm anti lik'-· 
Ncrzhin, he is abk to respond to life's ll',lst ~ift with a fullness 
of joy which is, finally, greater anJ more powerful than hop<:. 
That is the survivor's small but invaluable return. In this st.ill' of 
mind Kostoglotov leaves the l·.mrer ward in Sl',trd1 of .1 flowering 
apricot tree. Not to possess it, but only for ,1 moment's time to 
behold it, and allow the beauty of its delirak blossoming to nm· 
firm the enduring l' e.r he has so ofkn and at sud1 rnst said to 
life. 

Then back into exile. He boards the train. finds ,1 place in thl· 
baggage rack, and settles for the joumcy thinkin~: "Others hat! 
not survived. He had survived" ( 61 c;). That is .111. Kosto~loto\' 

is a man without hope, but even so, he has lived as long as he 
could, without damage to his innocence, without harm to others . 
And in this effort-to carry on when ordinary avenues of life are -2 J 
closed and death lies visible ahead-the survivor reaches his 
limit. In the end he has nothing, nothing at all but this short re
pri°e, this extra life free and his own. The loss of particular hope 
opens on the power of life in itself, spmething unexpectedly un
covered when the spirit is driven down to its roots and through 
its pain is brought to a stillness and finality which-as men once 
said-surpasses understanding. For survivors that is enough. ■ 



\o COME from fiction to documents is to move from an ideal 
lucidity to the dense anguish of men and women telling as 
straightforwardly as they know how the story of what they saw 
and endured in their passage through the concentration camps. 
Their testimony is given in memory, told in pain and often clum
sily, with little thought for style or rhetorical device. The expe
rience they describe, furthermore, resists the tendency to fiction
alize which informs most remembering. We have accepted the 
idea that when the past is described the narrator selects and ar
ranges, points up and slides over, maneuvering the facts to pro
duce an acceptable image. And no doubt that is true for men 
and women in civilized circumstances, where there is always 
more than one level of meaning to choose from, more than one 
way to view the facts. But the world survivors speak of has been 
so rigidly shaped by necessity, and so completely shared-almost 
all survivors say "we" rather than "I" -that from one report to 
the next the degree of consistency is unusually high. The facts 

------ lie embedded in a fixed configuration; fixed, we 
may come to believe, by the nature of existence when life is cir
cumscribed by death. 

Men and women are happy in many different ways, but in sor
row's deepest moments all are one. The experience of extremity 
issues always in the same need and pain, always in what Barring
ton Moore, Jr., has called "the unity of misery" (II). We may 
prefer to ignore the world's anguish, and those who must bear 
it have seldom been articulate. But radical suffering, as Moore 
observes, "has been the lot of a very large portion of humanity 
for nearly all of recorded history. The inarticulateness of the vie-



Death is compounded by oblivion, and the foundation of hu
manness--faith in human continuity-is endangered. The final 
horror is that no one will be left. A survivor of Dachau told me ~ 3 
this: 

The SS guards took pleasure in telling us that we had 
no chance of coming out alive, a point they emphasized 
with particular relish by insisting that after the war the 
rest of the world would not believe what happened; 
there would be rumors, speculations, but no clear evi
dence, and people would conclude that evil on such a 
scale was just not possible. 

Without the past we have nothing to stand on, no context from 
which to organize the energies of moral vision. Against such pos
sibilities survivors do what they can. Facing man-made horror, 
their need becomes strong to remember and record-to ensure, 
through their own survival or the survival of their word, that out 
of horror"s ,·ery midst ( from where else can it come?) the truth 
shall emerge. ■ 

"There was," says Elie Wiesel in One GeneraJion After, "a veri
table passion to testify for the future, against death and oblivion, 
a passion conveyed by every possible means of expression'"; he 
goes on to cite "accounts told with childlike artlessness" and 
"precisely kept ledgers of horrors," all of which "waver between 
scream and silent anger" ( 53). In Night, his first book, Wiesel 
describes the agony of his boyhood in Auschwitz, and it is that 
experience which becomes central to the spiritual position of the 
protagonists in later books, novels like The Accidenl and The 
Gales of Jhe Forest, in which Wiesel attempts to interpret, not 
h exp<: • n,e itself but 1e. survivor's relation to it in retrospect. 

1)( e.\~<., a ~e.!ii ""G..6 '?ee.. 
• concerned with the prob-

lems of the survivor as a tt•itness. In One Generation Afer he 
says: "All questions pertaining to Auschwitz lead to anguish. 
Whether or not the death of one million children has meaning, 
either way man is negated and condemned" ( 56). But if faith in 



arguef that guilt is the key to the survivor's mentality. The sur-
vivor has a "need to justify his own survival in the face of others' 
deaths" ( 35). This need arises from a "process of identification l7 
which creates guilt over what one has done to, or not done for, 
the dying while oneself surviving" ( 496) . Lifton reduces the 
problem to the "inseparability of death and guilt" ( 499), and as 
might be expected, he focuses on "t~e survivor's tendency to in
corporate within himself an image of the dead, and then to think, 
feel and act as he imagines they did or would" ( 496). I have 
tried to suggest some of the ways in which this "tendency to in
corporate" comes about. In Lifton's view, however, the fact that 
living men and women insist upon remembering the dead is clear 
proof of neurosis. The aim of psychiatric treatment is adjustment, 
acceptance, forgetting-goals which constitute a condition the 
survivor rejects. The urgency of his need to bear witness puts him 
in open conflict with the system being imposed to explain away 
his behavior, and such opposition, from the psychiatric point of 
view, is further evidence of neurotic reaction. 

Lifton's good will is evident, but as a psychiatrist he can only 
assume that behavior as intense and singleminded as the sur
vivor's is abnormal. Lifton's original focus on atomic-bomb sur
vivors, furthermore, obscures an essential aspect of bearing wit
ness which becomes clear in instances of protracted crisis. The 
will to bear witness arises early, not after guilt has had time to 
accrue, but during the initial stage of adjustment to extremity. 
This is an important point, and it is confirmed repeatedly in the 
descriptions survivors give of their experience. The following 
passage is from a survivor's letter to me, and plainly, the idea of 
a "task" precedes any notion of guilt: 

I feel no guilt in being a survivor, but I feel that I have 
a task to fulfill. We may call it the survivor task, and it 
is part of my ego ideal, not of my superego. This task 
crowded into my thinking when I participated for the 
first time at the roll call of the captives in the concen
tration camp Buchenwald thirty-four years ago when I 
had no guarantee whatsoever that I would be a survivor. 



Another survivor, Leon Thorne, began 0111 of Jhe A.,·heJ in hid
ing, before he was captured and sent to the camps: "I dare not 

Ji' hope that I shall live through this period, but I must work as 
though my words will come through. I shall act and write as 
though there were hope for me" ( 1 3) . 

~ 

The survivor's behavior looks different when seen in terms of 
a "task," and Lifton too has noticed this. In Hislory and H111ua11 
S11rvival he refers to "the survivor's intense concern with histori-
cal record" ( 197); and although the "sense of special mission 
characteristic of survivors" is still explained by "the need to 
render significant the deaths they have seen" ( 204), Lifton' s em
phasis is now on a positive outcome. He wishes to retain the con-
cept of guilt, but-as in the following remarks from an article in 
Parli1an Review-finally he wants to suggest a new way of think-
ing about it: "although as a psychiatrist I was brought up to look 
upon guilt as a profound problem within neurosis, as indeed it 
can be, one comes in certain situations to value it as a process" 
(518). This, in turn, leads to the formulation of an "energizing 
or animating guilt" ( 517), and ultimately to a redefinition of 
survival guilt as "the anxiety of responsibility" (519). At which 
point-and this is the conclusion I draw from Lifton's work-the 
idea of guilt transcends itself. As the capacity for response to 
deeds and events; as care for the future; as awareness of the inter- .M 
dependency ~uman life, it becomes simply conscience§rnest '-tr" 
A. Rappapo~reached a similar conclusion. Drawing on personal 
experience ( he was in Buchenwald) and on years of psyc~iatric 
work with survivors of the Nazi camps, Rappaport argu~ that 
their experience was so radically unique that the theory of neu-
rosis is inadequate to deal with it; and finally that much of their 
psychological difficulty is an outcome of the social resistance they 
encounter when they do not go along with "the preferred attitude 
of for ttin .' 

Which is to say that apart from the idea of "survival guilt," 
there is still the problem of its usage, of its deployment as a de
f enseffe "world" to which survivors speak is very much a part 
of their condition as witnesses. They speak for someone, but also 



TT BEGAN in the trains, in the locked boxcars-eighty to a lmn-
dred people per car-crossing Europe to the camps in Pol.md: 

The temperature staned to rise, as the freight car was 
enclosed and body heat had no outlet. . . . The only 
place to urinate was through a slot in the skylight, 
though whoever tried this usually missed, spilling urine 
on the floor. . . . When dawn finally rose . . . we 
were all quite ill and shattered, crushed not only by the 
weight of fatigue but by the stifling, moist a~mosphere 
and the foul odor of excrement. . . . There was no la
trine, no provision. . . . On top of everything else, a 
lot of people had vomited on the floor. We were to live 
for days on end breathing these foul smells, and soon 
we lived in the foulneu itself ( Kessel, 5 1). 

Transport by boat, in the case of many Soviet prisoners, was even 
worse: "most people were seasick and they just had to vomit on 
those down below. That was the only way to perform their nat· 
ural functions too" (Knapp, 59). From the beginning, that is, 
subjection to filth was an aspect of the survivor's ordeal. In Nazi 
camps especially, dirt and excrement were permanent conditions 
of existence. In the barracks at night, for example, "buckets of 
excrement stood in a little passage by the exit. There were not 
enough. By dawn, the whole floor was awash with urine and fe
ces. We carried the filth about the hut on our feet, the stench 
made people faint" ( Birenbaum, 226) . Sickness made things 
worse: 

Everybody in the block had typhus . . . it caroe to 
Belsen Bergen in its most violent, most painful, dead
liest form. The diarrhea caused by it became unron
trollable. It flooded the bottom of the cages, dripping 
through the cracks into the faces of the women lying in 
the cages below, and mixed with blood, pus and urine, 
formed a slimy, fetid mud on the floor of the barracks 

(Perl, 171). 



.. l"he latrines were a spectacle unto themselves: 

There was one latrine for thiny to thirty-two thousand 
women and we were permitted to use it only at certain 
hours of the day. We stood in line to get into this tiny 
building, knee-deep in human excrement. As we all suf
fered from dysentery, we could rarely wait until our 
turn came, and soiled our ragged clothes, which never 
came off our bodies, thus addiqg

0 

to the horror of our 
existence by the terrible smell which surrounded us like 
a cloud. The latrine consisted of a deep ditch with planks 
thrown across it at certain intervals. We squatted on 
these planks like birds perched on a telegraph wire, so 
dose together that we could not help soiling one an
other (Perl, 33). 

Prisoners lucky enough to work in one of the camp hospitals, and 
therefore able to enjoy some measure of privacy, were not thereby 
exempt from the latrine's special horror: "I had to step into hu
man excreta, into urine soaked with blood, into stools of patients 
suffering from highly contagious diseases. Only then could one 
reach the hole, surrounded by the most inexpressible dirt" (Weiss, 
69). The new prisoner's initiation into camp life was complete 
when he "realized that there was no toilet paper"-

that there was no paper in the whole of Auschwitz, and 
that I would have to "find another way out." I tore off 
a piece of my scarf and washed it after use. I retained 
this little piece throughout my days in Auschwitz; 
others did likewise (Unsdorfer, 102). 

Problems of this kind were intensified by the fact that, at one 
time or another, tfleryone suffered from diarrhea or dysentery. 
And for prisoners already starved and exhausted, it was fatal 
more often than not: "Those with dysentery melted down like 
candles, relieving themselves in their clothes, and swiftly turned 
into stinking repulsive skeletons who died in their own excre
ment'' (Donat, 269). Sometimes whole camp populations sick
ened in this way, and then the horror was overwhelming. Men 
and women soiled themselves and each other. Those too weak to 
move relieved themselves where they lay. Those who did not re-

rover were slowly enveloped in their own dernmposition: "Some 
of the patients died before they ever read1cd the ga.,; d1;unbcrs. 
Many of them were covered all OVl'r with l'Xaement, for therl' S] 
were no sanitary faciliti~and they could not keep them,;clves 

..di___ clean" (Newman, 39)yiarrhea was a deadly disease ;ind a 
-i-y--source of constant befoulment, but it was also dangerous for ;m· 

other reason-it forced prisoners to break rules: 

Many women with diarrhea relieved themselves in soup 
bowls or pans for "coffee"; then they hid the utensils 
under the mattress to avoid the punishment threatening 
them for doing so: twenty-five strokes on the bare but
tocks, or kneeling all night long on sharp gravel, hold
ing up bricks. These punishments often ended in the 
death of the "guilty" ( Birenbaum, 1 _:B). 

In another case a group of men were locked day after day in a 
room without ventilation or toilet facilities of any kind. Next to 
a window by which guards passed they discovered a hole in the 
floor. But to use it a man had to risk his life, since those caught 
were beaten to death. "The spectacle of these unfortunates, shak
ing with fear as they crawled on hands and knees to the hole and 
relieved themselves lying down, is one of my most terrible mem
ories of Sachsenhausen" ( Szalet, 51). 

The anguish of existence in the camps was thus intensified by 
the mineral movement of life itself. Death was planted in a need 
which could not, like other needs, be repressed or delayed or pas
sively endured. The demands of the bowels are absolute, and un
der such circumstances men and women had to oppose, yet some
how accommodate, their own most intimate necessities: 

Imagine what it would be like to be forbidden to go to 
the toilet; imagine also that you were suffering from 
increasing severe dysentery, caused and aggravated by a 
diet of cabbage soup llS well as by the constant cold. 
Naturally, you would try to go anyway. Sometimes you 
might succeed. But your absences would be noticed and 



ft-

you would be beaten, knocked down and trampled on. 
By now, you would know what the risks were, but ur
gency. w~uld oblige you to repeat the attempt, cost 
what it might .... I soon learned to deal with the dys
entery by tying strings around the lower end of my # ____ drawers ( Maurel, 38-.W). • 

With only one ex~epti~~~ as I know, psychoanalytic studies 
of the camp experience - t11at it was characterized by re~rcs
sion to "childlike" or "infantile·· levels of behavior. This con
dusion is based primarily on the fact that men and women in the 
concentration camps were "abnormally" preoccupied with food 
and excretory functions. Since infants show similar prcoccupa-
• I l . ....~\<>""~ 

hons, psyc 1oana ytac experts - t11at men and women read to 
extremity by "re~ression to, and fixation on, pre-oedipal stages" 
( Hoppe, 79). Here, as in general from the psychoanalytic point 
of view, context is not considered. The fact that the survivor's 
situation was itself-a•• "abnormal" is simply ignored. That 
the preoccupation with food was caused by literal starvation 
therefore does not count; and the fact that camp inmates were 
forud to live in••••• filth is likewise overlooked. 

The case for "infantilism" has been put most forcefully by 
Bruno Bettelheim. A major thesis of his book The Infor111ed 
He,trt is that in extreme situations men are reduced to children· 
and in a section entitled "Childlike Behavior" he simply <.'quate; 
the prisoners' objective predicament with behavior inhen•ntly re
gressive. Bettelheim observes, for example-and of course this 
was true-that camp regulations were designed to transform ex
cretory functions into moments of crisis. Prisoners had to ask per
mission in order to relieve themselves, thereby becoming exposed 
~o the murderous whim of the SS guard to whom they spoke. Dur
mg the twelve-hour workday, furthermore, prisoners were often 
not allowed to answer natural needs, or they were forced to do so 
11•hile they worked and on the actual spot u•h,re they worked. As 
one survivor says: "If anyone of us, tormented by her stomach, 
would try to go to a nearby ditch, the ~uards would release their 
dogs. Humiliated, goaded, the women did not leave their places
they waded in their own excrement" ( Zywulska, 67 ) . Worst of 

all were the days of the death marches, whc.•n prisoncrs who 
stopped for any reason were instantly shot. To live.· thc.-y simply 
h,1d to keep 1-,10ing: 

Urine and excreta poured down the priS<mers' legs. and 
by nightfall the excrement, which had frozen to our 
limbs, gave off its stench. We were really no longer hu
man beings in the accepted sense. Not even animals, hut 
putrefying corpses moving on two legs ( Weiss, 21 1). 

Under such conditions, excretion does imkcd hccomc. as Bct
telheim says, "an important daily c.-vent." But the rnndusion does 
not follow, as he goes on to say, that prisoners werc thercforc 
reduced "to thc level they were at before toikt trainin~ was 
achieved" ( 132). Outwardly, yes; mm and women were.· vcry 
much concerned with excretory functions, just .i.,; infants arc, .md 
prisoners were "forced to wet and soil thcmsclves" just as infants 
do-except that infants are not "forced." Bettclheim ,:ondud<.-s 
that for"camp inmates the ordc.-al of excremental crisis "made it 
impossible to see themselves as fully adult persons any more·· 
( 1 34). Ne I @ I It& I 111!1! I ii •• 1 I I -
I "(JIii ; 1"13 I Jhaplj at *i I • ~ 11 Q41 
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t H;gsm:i He docs not distinguish between beha\'ior 
in extremity and civilized behavior; for of c:ourse, if in civilized 
circumstances an adult worries about the state of his bowels, or 
sees the trip to the toilet as some sort of ordeal, then neurosis is 
evident. But in the concentration camps behavior was governed 
by immediate death-threat; action was not the index of infantile 
wishes but of response to hideous nc.-cessity. 

The fact is that prisoners were sys1,111a1i,,1lly subjected to filth. 
They were the deliberate target of excremental assault. Defilc
ment was a constant threat; a condition of life from day to day, 
and at any moment it was liable to take abruptly vicious and 
sometimes fatal forms. The favorite pastime of one.· Ka10 was to 
stop prisoners just before they reached the latrine. He would forre 
an inmate to stand at attention for questionin~: thcn make him 
"squat in deep knee-bends until the poor man rould no lon~cr 



by destroying itself ( a consolation which no longer means much, 
since the perimeter of atomic destruction is infinite). The <.·xer-

6} cise of totalitarian power, in any ca~ Joes not stop with the de
mand for outward compliance.• seek~ .. ~rt1!1r, t1/;1:h • 
,:. 11 I ,,. ii th h • • • ~ O l, (,f_ot., .... 72 I • e uman spmtl p t c 1 a 
active inward principle whose strength depends on its freedom 
from entire determination by external forces. And thus the com
pulsion, felt by men with great power, to seek out and destroy all 
resistance, all spiritual autonomy, all sign of dignity in those held 
captive. It was not enough just to shoot the Old Bolsheviks; Sta
lin had to have the show trials. He had to demonstrate publicly 
that these men of enormous energy and spirit were so utterly 
broken as to openly repudiate themselves and all they haJ fought 
for. And so it was in thc ..... camps. Spiritual destruction be
came an end in itself, quite part from the requirements of mass 
murder. The death of the soul was aimed at. It was to be accom· 
plished by terror and privation, but first of all by a relentless as
sault on the survivor·s sense of purity and worth. Excremental at
tack, the physical inducement of disgust and self-loathing, was a 
principal weapon. 

But defilement had its lesser logic a..-. well. "In Buchenwald," 
says one survivor, "it was a principle to depress the morale of 
prisoners to the lowest possible level, thereby preventing the de
velopment of fellow-feeling or co-operation among the victims" 
(Weinstock, 92). How much self-esteem can one maintain, how 
readily can one respond with respect to the needs of another, if 
both stink, if both are caked with mud and feces? We tend to for
get how camp prisoners looked and smelled, especially those who 
had given up the will to live, and in consequence the enormous 
revulsion and disgust which naturally arose among prisoners. 
Here was an effective mechanism for intensifying the already 
heightened irritability of prisoners towards each other, and thus 
for stifling in common loathing the impulse toward solidarity. 
Within the camp world all visible signs of human beauty, of 
bodily pride and spiritual radiance, were thereby to be eliminated 
from the ranks of the inmate w t l z; I t; tl I aifsa 
IN • * · · 6 t ; I· I I I • The prisoner was made 

to feel subhuman, to see his self-image only in the dirt ,md stink 
of his neighbor. The SS appeared superior not only by virtue of 
their guns aR~ ~ance, but by their elegant apartness f~om t~e S-1 

) J ~' \...- of the prisoner's world. In Auschw1t:z pris-
oners were forced to march in the mud, whereas the clean road

way was reserved for the SS. 
And here is a final, vastly significant reason why in the camps 

the prisoners were so degraded. This made it easier for the SS to 
do their job. It made mass murder less terrible to the murdere!s, 
because the victims appeared less than human. They looked Ill· 

ferior. In Gitta Sereny's series of interviews with Fran:z Stangl, 
ci;>mfll;!\$nt of Treblinka, there are --,. moments of fearful 
'"'~t'ii . Here is one of the most telling: 

"Why,'' I asked Stangl, "if they were going_t? ~ill them 
anyway, what was the poinl of all the hum1liat10,a, why 
the cr,ully?" 

"To condition those who actually had to carry out 
the policies," he said. "To make it possible for them to 
do what they did" ( 101). 

In a lecture at the New School (New York, 1974), Hannah 
Arendt remarked that it is easier to kill a dog than a man, easier 
yet to kill a rat or frog, and no problem at all to kill in~- "It 
is in the glance, in the eyes." She means that the ~rce~tton. of 
subjective being in the vict:m sparks some degree of 1denttficat1on 
in the 11Ssailant, and makes his act difficult in proportion to the 
capacity for suffering and resistance he perceives. Inhibited by 
pity and guilt, the act of murder becomes_ harde~ to perform and 
results in greater psychic damage to the killer himself. If, ~n t~e 
other hand, the victim exhibits self-disgust; if he cannot hft his 
eyes for humiliation, or if lifted they show only e~ptiness-th~n 
his death may be administered with ease or even with the convic
tion that so mucb rotten tissue has been removed from life's body. 
And it is a fact ~af_(he~rocedure of "selection" -to the left, life; 
to the right, death-was based on physical appearance and o~ a 
certain sense of inward collapse or resilience in the prospectlve 
victim. As a survivor of Auschwitz puts it: 



Yes, here one rotted alive, there was no doubt about it, 
just like the SS in Bitterfield had predicted. Yet it was 
vitally important to keep the body clear .... Everyone 
[at a "selection"} had to strip and one by one, parade 
before them naked. Mengele in his immaculate white 
gloves stood pointing his thumb sometimes to the right, 
sometimes to the left. Anyone with spots on the body, 
or a thin Mmelmam1,, was direqed to the right. That 
side spelt death, the other meant one was allowed to rot 
a little longer (Hart, 65). ■ 

With water in permanent shortage; with latrines submerged in 
their own filth; with diarrhea rife and mud everywhere, strict 
cleanliness was just not possible. Simply to try to stay crean took 
extraordinary effort. As one survivor says: "To pick oneself up, 
to wash and dean oneself-all that is the simplest thing in the 
world, isn't it? And yet it was not so. Everything in Auschwitz 
was so organized as to make these things impossible. There was 
nothing to lean on; there was no place for washing oneself. Nor 
was there time" ( Lewinska, 43). That conditions were "so or
ganized" was a---••drc.1dful discovery: 

At the outset the living places, the ditches, the mud, the 
piles of excrement behind the blocks, had appalled me 
with their horrible filth. . . . And then I saw the 
light! I saw that it was not a question of disorder or 
lack of organization but that, on the contrary, a very 
thoroughly considered conscious idea was in the back 
of the camp's existence. They had condemned us to die 
in our own 61th, to drown in mud, in our own excre
ment. They wished to abase us, to destroy our human 
dignity, to efface every vestige of humanity, to return 
us to the level of wild animals, to fill us with horror 
and contempt toward ourselves and our fellows 

( Lcwinska, 41-42) . 

With this recognition the prisoner either gave up or decided to 
resist. For many survivors this moment marked the birth of their 
will to fight back: 

There and then I determined that if I did not become 

the target of a bullet, or if I were not hanged. I would 
make every effort to endure. No longer would I suc
cumb to apathy. My first impulse was to concentrate on 
making myself more presentable. Under the circum- ~ I 
stances this may sound ludicrous; what real relation was 
there between my new-found spiritual resistance and 
the unsightly rags on my body? But in a subtle sense 
there was a relationship, and from that moment on-
wards. throughout my life in the camps, I knew this for 
a fact. I began to look around me and saw the beginning 
of the end for any woman who might have had the op
portunity to wash and had not done ~. or any woman 
who felt that the tying of n shoe-lace was wasted_ energy 

(Weiss, 84). 

Or as another survivor says, '!}!Pis • fa ,, ( ii nl • d a 
t ti ctiiSttt i, t&I ,Met Eliil P81 ffftjt" I 14 a 

But from the instant when I grasped the motivating 
pri\lciple . . . it was as if I had been awakened from a 
dream. . . . I felt under orders to live. . . . And if I 
did die in Auschwitz, it would be as a human being, I 
would hold on to my dignity. I was not going to be
come the contemptible, disgusting brute my enemy 
wished me to be. . . . And a terrible struggle began 
which went on day and night (lewinska, 'iO). 
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Washing, if only in :t 

ritual sense-and quite apart from reason..,; of health-was some
thing prisoners needed to do. They found it nc(cssa?' to survival. 
odd as that may seem, and those who stopped soon died: 

At 4:30, "coffee"-a light mint infusion without nour
ishment and with a repulsive taste-was distributed. We 



but for dignity and propriety. We must walk erect, 
without dragging our feet, not in homage to Prussian 
discipline but to remain alive, not to begin to die 

(Levi, 36). 6.3 

The basic structure of Western civilization or perhaps of any civi
lization, insofar as the processes of culture and sublimation arc 
one, is the division between body and the spirit, between concrete 
existence and symbolic modes of being. In extremity, howe,·cr, 

~~~s::s 1~~:::h::id~l!:~s:j J,,w~i-~~zt::~:e:~;l~:: 

mediate locus of selfhood. When this happenJ, body and spirit 
become the ground of each other, each bearing the other·s need, 
the other's sorrow, and each responds directly to the other's total 
condition. If spiritual resilience declines, so does physical endur
ance. If the body sickens, the spirit too begins to lose its grip. 
There is a strange circularity about existence in extremity: survi
vors preserve, their dignity in order "not to begin to die"; they 
care for the bod)' 11 as a matter of "moral survival." 

For many among us, the word "dignity" no longer means 
much; along with terms like "conscience" and "spirit" it has 
grown suspect and is seldom used in analytic discourse. And cer
tainly, if by "dignity" we mean the projection of pretense and 
vainglory, or the ways power cloaks itself in pomp and ritual 
pride; if, that is, we are referring to the parodic forms of this 
principle, as men exploit it for justification or gain-just as honor 
and conscience are exploited and likewise parodied, although real 
in themselves-then of course the claim to dignity is false. But if 
we mean an inward resistance to determination by external forces; 
if we are referring to a sense of innocence and worth, something 
felt to be inviolate, autonomous and untouchable, and which is 
most vigorous when most threatened; then, as in the survivor·s 
case, we come upon one of the constituents of humanness, one of 
the irreducible elements of selfhood. Dig!li_tr•.i~ this case, ap
pears as a self-conscious, self-determining~ "hose function 
is to insist upon the recognition of itself as .r11rb. 



Certainly the SS recognized it, and their attempt to destroy it, 
while not successful in the survivor's case, was one of the worst 

UJ 'f aspects of the camp ordeal. When cleanliness becomes impossible 

and human beings are forced to live in their own excretions, their 
pain becomes intense to the point of agony. The shock of physical 
defilement causes spiritual concussion, and, simply to judge from 
the reports of those who have suffered it, subjection to filth seems 
of ten to cause greater anguish than hunger or fear of death. "This 
aspect of our camp life," says one survivor, "was the most dread
ful and the most terrible ordeal to which were were subjected" 
( Weiss, 69). Another survivor describes the plight of men 
forced to lie in their own excreta: they "moaned and wept with 
discomfort and disgust. Their moral wretchedness was crushing" 
( Szalet, 78). In the most bizarre cases, defilement caused a des
peration bordering on madness, as when a group of prisoners 
were forced "to drink out of the toilet bowls": 

The men could not bring themselves to obey this devil
ish order; they only pretended to drink. But the block
fuehrers had reckoned with that; they forced the men's 
hea~deep into the bowls until their faces were covered 
with excrement. At this the victims almost went out of 
their minds-that was why their screams sounded so de
mented ( Szalet, 42) . 

But why is contact with excrement unbearable? If actual dis
comfort is minor, why is the reaction so violent? And why does 
the sense of dignity feel most threatened in this particular case? 
The incident of the toilet bowls, cited above, has been examined 
from a psychoanalytic point of view, the conclusion being this: 

infantile satisfactions . . . could be acquired only by 
means against which culture has erected strong pro
hibitions .... Enforced breakdown of these barriers 
was capable of bringing the prisoner near to mental dis
integration ( Bluhm, 15). 

The extreme suffering of those men thus resulted from a breach 
in cultural taboo. Their demented screams issued from the rend
ing of subliminal structures, in response to violation of those 
"cleanliness habits" which are "enforced by any culture at an 

early stage of training" (17). The survivor's struggle against an 
excremental fate, to speak more plainly, is a function of "toilet 
training" -although that term is not used in the article from t.,~ 
which I am quoting, since the degree of reduction it implies, even 
from a psychoanalytic perspective, seems altogether dispropor
tionate to the violence of the prisoners' experience. The article 
goes on, however, to suggest that the depth at which the scream 
originates may reveal, beyond the relative and flexible demands 
of culture, the violation of a limit or boundary not relative in the 
same sense: 

however, the normal adult of our civilization shares the 
disgust toward the contact with his excrements with 
members of tribes who live on the lowest levels of cul
ture. This disgust seems to be a demarkation line, the 
transgression of which can produce effeas much more 
devastating than the appearance of more or less isolated 
regressive symptoms ( 17). 

From the psychoanalytic point of view, moral anguish is a 
product of conflict between cultural demands and the regressive 
desire to subvert them. But if we kee in mind that all regression 
is in the service of pleasur_e, or c: !from pain ( which was 
Freud's definition of pleasure), then the whole theory of in
fantile regression, in the survivor's case, becomes absurd. The 
scream of those desperate men was indeed a defense against dis
solution, but to reduce their extraordinary pain to the violation of 
a taboo, or any restriction merely imposed, seems entirely to miss 
the point. In any case, the inhibiting authority of "toilet training" 
is not so central to selfhood that infraction causes the personality 
to disintegrate. Only once in Western culture has this been viewed 
in terms of psychic crisis ( among the bourgeois classes in the 
nineteenth century, with their radical reliance on physical rigidity 
and, as a consequence, their prurient forms of sexual satisf ac
tion) ; and I would suggest, finally, that such "training" is the rit
ual organization of an inherent biological process. Plenty of ta
boos went by the board in the concentration camps, but not this 
one-not, that is, transgression of a "demarkation line" which 
runs deeper than cultural imposition. What human beings will or 



the goal of civilization, the outcome of ,l process of sublimation 
or transcendence or etherealization ( mil it what you wish) by 
which actual events and objects become the imagl-s, myths .md 6 7 
metaphors that constitute man's spiritual universe. Transforma-
tion of the world into symbol is perpetual; thereby we intemaliz<.· 
actuality and stay in spiritual, if not in concrete, ronncction with 
those primal experiences from which, as civilized beings, we have 
detached ourselves. 

But this activity can be reversed. When civilization breaks 
down, as it did in the concentration camps, the "symbolic stain" 
becomes a condition of literal defilement; and evil becomes that 
which causes real "loss of the personal core ~f one's being." In 
extremity man is stripped of his cxpan e spiritual identity. 
Only concrete forms of existence remain, actual life and actual 
death, actual pain and actual defilement; and these now consti
tute the medium of moral and spiritual being. Spirit docs not 
simply vanish when sublimation fails. At the cost of much of its 
freedom it falls back to the ground and origin of meaning-back, 
that is, to the physical experience of the body. Which is another 
way of saying that, in extremity, symbols tend to actualize. 

We might say, then, that in extremity symbolism ,1.r .ry111boli.r111 
loses its autonomy. Or, wh.,t amounts to the s.tme thing, that in 
this special case everything is felt to be inherently symbolic, in
trinsically significant. Either way, meaning no longer exists above 
and beyond the world; it re-enters concrete experience, becomes 
immanent and invests each act and moment with urgent depth. 
And hence the oddly "literary" character of experience in ex
tremity, to which I shall return in Chapter Six. It is as if amid 
the smoke of burning bodies the great metaphors of worlJ litera
ture were being "acted out" in terrible fact-death and resurrec
tion, damnation and salvation, the whole of spiritual pain and 
exultation in passage through the soul's dark night. 

The following event, for example, seems literary to the point 
of embarrassment. It is the kind of incident we might expect at 
the climax of a novel, valid less in itself than as a fiction bearing 
meaning, and therefore acceptable through the symbolic state-



ment it makes, the psychic drama it embodies. This event, how
ever, happens to be real. It occurred during the last days of the 

,j' Warsaw Ghetto uprising, it was the fate of many men and women. 
Armed with handguns and bottles of gasoline, the ghetto fight
ers held out for fifty-two days against tanks, field artillery and air 
strikes. So stubbornly did they resist that the Germans finally re
sorted to burning down the ghetto building by building, street by 
street, until everything-all life, all sign of man-was gone. The 
last chance for escape was through the sewers, and down into that 
foul dark went the remnant of the ghetto: 

On the next day, Sunday, April 25, I went down ... 
into the underground sewer which led to the "Aryan" 
side. I will never forget the picture which presented it
self to my eyes in the first moment when I descended 
into the channel. Dozens of refugees •. . . sought shel
ter in these dark and narrow channels awash with filthy 
water from the municipal latrines and foul refuse 
flushed from the private apartments. In these low, nar
row channels, only wide enough for one person to 
crawl forward in a bent position, dozens of people lay 
jammed and huddled together in the mud and filth 

(Friedman, :?84). 

They stayed below, sometimes for days, makin~ their way to
ward the "free" side, coming up occasionally to see where they 
were, and then simply waiting. Many died, but through the com
bined effort of Jewish and Polish partisans, some were rescued 
and survived: 

On May 10, 1943, at nine o'clock in the morning, the 
lid of the sewer over our heads suddenly opened, and a 
flood of sunlight streamed into the sewer. At the open
ing of the sewer Kmzaczek [a member of the Polish re
sistance} was standing and calling all of us to come out, 
after we had been in the sewer for more than thirty 
hours. We started to climb out one after another and at 
once got on a truck. It was a beautiful spring day and 
the sun warmed us. Our eyes were blinded by the bright 
light, as we had not seen daylight for many weeks and 
had spent the time in complete darkness. The streets 
were crowded with people, and everybody . . . stood 

still and watched, while strange beings. hardly r~g
nizablc as humans, crawled out of the sewers 

( Friedman, 290). 

If that were from a novel, how easily we mi~ht speak of rites i7 
of passage; of descent into hell; of journey through de.1th's un
derworld. We would respond to the symbolism of darkness and 
light, of rebirth and new life, as, blessed by spring and the sun, 
these slime-covered creatures arise from the bowels of the earth. 
And we would not be misreading. For despite the horror, it all 
seems familiar, very much recalling archetypes we know from art 
and dreams. For the survivor, in any case, the immersion in ex
crement marks the nadir of his passage through extremity. No 
worse assault on moral being seems possible. Yet even here there 
was life and hope, as if these shit-smeared bodies were the accu-
rate image of how much mutilation the human spirit can bear, 
despite shame, loathing, the trauma of violent recoil, and still 
keep the sense of something inwardly inviolate. "Only our fever-
ish eyes," said one survivor of the sewers, "still showed that we 
were living human beings" ( Friedman, 289). ■ 



ONE SURVIVOR remark~that in camp he did not wake fel
low prisoners when one of them was having a nightmare; he 
knew that no matter how bad the dream might be, reality was 
worse. And what, really, could be worse than to wake up in a 
concentration camp? "The most ghastly moment of the twenty
four hours of camp life," says a survivor of Auschwitz, "was the 
awakening, when, at a still nocturnal hour, the three shrill blows 
of a whistle tore us pitilessly from our exhausted sleep and from 
the longings of our dreams" ( Frankl, 31). "The moment of 
waking," says another, "was the most horrible" (Zywulska, 33). 
Or finally: 

A wakening is the hardest moment-no matter whether 
these are your first days in the camp, days full of de
spair, where every morning you relive the painful shock, 
or whether you have been here long, very long, where 
each morning reminds you that you lack strength to be
gin a new day, a day identical with all previous days 

( Szmaglewska, 4) . 

The wonder is they got up at all. Camp prisoners were perma
nently ~xhausted, they were often sick, and a night's sleep was 
four or five hours at most. Under such stress we might expect a 
retreat into unconsciousness, into coma, as when a person faints 
from shock or excess of pain. Where did the strength to get up 
come from? And why return to a reality so terrible? 

Prisoners were driven awake by fear, by anxiety, and often by 
the blows of a whip or club. But mainly they got up for the same 
reason any of us do: essential activities have to be performed; or
ganisms must interact with, and find protection from, their envi
ronment. Prisoners either got up or died; they either faced an un
bearable world knowing they would have to bear it, or gave up. 
The whole of the survivor's fate is in that moment. It was always 
a battle in itself, but it was also part of a larger fight, not just 



against weakness and despair, but finally against sleep because 
sleep itself was dangerous. There was never time for enough 

7't sleep, and this elementary need thus became a constant tempta
tion, enforced by extreme exhaustion but even more by the yearn
ing to quit, to sink into the blank pea\~ of oblivion and stay ther~. 
N ; 4 I i ; c J li\any prisoners were shot or 
beaten to death for crawling off to some corner and falling asleep. 
Many others froze to death while sleeping in the snow. At any 
moment of relaxed striving, sleep could become a part of the 
slide toward death, a surrender of the will to shove on . ._. 
--•--•"The only escape is in sleep, but sleep means death" 
( Ekart, 46) . 

11.A!ll&"a•f•l•Hl!II. •t ll!Li"lt•t.•t1•z•.••••.:•s "There was absolutely no I 
relaxation possible at Auschwitz" ( Kessel, 106). ) i t sia 
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fact that prisoners remained sanl' on so little sleep and under such 
pressure argues a radical revision of the body's basic rhythms and 
therefore an agency beyond will alone. Sleep and wakin~ are 
phases in a process biologically determined, and we may speculate 
that in extremity men and women find a foundation for struAAle 
in the essential acts of daily life, as if these were indeed "rt.r of 
life. Every morning the survivor's will had to be renewed, and it 
was: not through some secret fortitude of the heart, but through 
the physical act of getting up. The pain might be enormous, de
spair complete, but the commitment-to that day, to that much 
more of existence-was made. A survivor of Auschwitz describes 

it this way: "I climb down on the floor and put on my shoes. The 
sores on my feet reopen at once, and a new day begins" ( Levi, 

57). ■ % 

When the camp experience is viewed as a whole, a remarkable 
parallel appears between each morning's waking and a _larger 
aspect of the survivor's experience. The first encounter with e~
tremity immersed prisoners in a world of pure terror,_a world m 
which nothing made sense or promised hope. The impact was 
so sudden and overwhelming that the self'floundered and bega~ 
to disintegrate. In shock and disbelief, prisoners ~en_t abo~t as if 
asleep, as if locked in horrid dream, not responding mtell_1gently, 
not looking out for themselves. The first phase of survival ex
perience may thus be described as a period of initial collapse. 
Given time, however, breakdown was followed by a second 
t e c~cterized by reintegration f I ·1111 J Jnd recovery of 

v.~ t. -.cl • • t . ery much as if they were waking up, survivors wen 

from withdrawal to engagement, from pas~~.lc ~.Esi~a;il. 
Tuey nnerged from their dream-state to. fac-.. it:£ l - ) 
~~-~- p )' ·;; rd l h -,. 

Coming from our world, with no prior.knowledge of extre~
ity, new prisoners were in no way prepared for the fre~y of their 
first days in camp. Here is what it was like-after days m a cattle
car without water or room for rest, standing in excrement and 

vomit-to arrive: 

the wagon doors were torn ajar. The s~outs w~re deaf
ening. S.S. men with whips and half-wild Alsatian dogs 
swarmed all over the place. Uncontrolled fear brought 
panic as families were ruthlessly torn apa~- Paren~ 
screamed for lost children and mothers shrieked their 
names over the voices of the bawling guards. Everyone 
without exception lost both nerves and senses 

(Unsdorfer, 72). 

It was an onslaught not to be withstood. When the train doors 
opened, prisoners were faced with an incomprehensi~~e world.: 
beating and shooting; families dispersed; and those not se~~ed 
for immediate extermination driven into crowded bwldmgs 



where everything-possessions, clothes, hair, name-was stripped 
from them. The magnitude and speed of these events made sane 
response impossible. What kind of sense. aftc:r all, was the in
comin~ prisoner to make of his or her first march through Ausch
witz: 

Corpses were strewn all over the road; bodies were 
hanging from the barbed-wire fence; the sound of shots 
rang in the air continuously. Blazing flames shot into 
the sky; a giant smoke cloud ascended above them. 
Starving, emaeciated human skeletons stumbled toward 
us, uttering incoherent sounds. They fell down right in 
front of our eyes and lay there gasping out their last 
breath (Newman, 19). 

The otherness of the camps, their horror and apparent chaos, 
was not real by past standards; unable to root itself in familiar 
ground, the old self fell apart. A similar disintegration was suf
fered by Soviet prisoners who, as soon as they were arrested, were 
subjected to a process which would not end until the prisoner 
broke down and signed a false confession: 

Interrogations by night and special cells ensure that the 
prisoner is not allowed to sleep for one moment. After 
6ve to eight days without sleep he is subject to increas
ingly severe hallucinations and these can be further in
tensified by blows. The prisoner loses his self-control. 
His personality begins to split, to dissolve and to be 
transformed. • • • He loses the power to distinguish 
between reality and possibility. He loses touch with 
himself. All that remains of him is a twitching point of 
reference between vague terror without an object, the 
pervasive feeling of imposed guilt and confusing hallu
cinations ( Roeder, 11). 

There are heroic accounts of resistance to that kind of treat
ment, especially Artur London's The Confession and Alexander 
Weissberg's The Acamd. London broke down in the md, and 
even Weissberg, whose endurance seems superhuman, went 
through brief periods of collapse: 

it had now been made clear that the examiner was not 

interested in the truth and wanted fictitious self-accusa
tions. If that were the case then I was really lost. . . . 
This feeling of being hopeles.1ly rapped paralysed me. 
. . . So far I had confessed nothing, but I felt now that 
my reason was about to break down (Weissberg, 219). 

Or as an American survivor of the Soviet camps told me: "Oh 
yes, after enough beating at the base of the spine, after enou~h 
kicks in the genitals, you would sign anything." To sign was to 
say to them and to yourself that you were not who you had been. 
Temporarily, the old self dissolved. And f?r• Soviet and Nazi 
prisoners alike, this first stage was decisive: 

every new-comer immediately had to traverse a course 
of profound personal degradation and humiliation. 

aked be was driven through the unbridgeable abyss 
that separated the two worlds, "ouuide" and "inside." 
It was the immediate effects of this terrifying act of 
compulsion that determined the ultimate destiny of a 
prisoner. There were two possibilities and within three 
months it became apparent which one would apply. By 
that time a man would have gone into an almost irre
sistible mental decline-if, indeed, he had not already 
perished in a physical sense; or he would have begun to 
adapt himself to the concentration camp (Kogon, 274). 

In The Informed Heart Bruno Bettelheim observes that the 
"vast majority of the thousands of prisoners who died at Buchen
wald each year died soon" (146). That was true everywhere in 
the world of the camps: newcomers had the highest death rate. 
We might therefore ask, as Bettelheim does, "why, in the con
centration camp, although some prisoners survived and others got 
killed, such a sizable number simply died" ( 14 5) . His answer is 
that they "died of exhaustion, both physical and psychological, 
due to a loss of desire to live" ( 146). Loss of desire to live is one 
of the primary symptoms of the period of initial collapse, and 
large numbers of men and women died because during this crucial 
stage of imprisonment they failed to strive for life with every 
fiber of their being. But still, loss of the will to live is a symptom, 
not a cause. The fact is that so many prisoners "died soon" for a 
complex of overwhelming forces which nothing in the whole of 
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world and thrust into life-and-death turmoil, to find a new inward 
center of gravity" ( Kogon, 176) . ■ 

Speaking of his own carnp experience, Bettelheim observes that 
"right from the beginning I became convinced that these dread
ful and degrading experiences were ~mehow not happening to 
'me' as a subject, but only to 'me' as object" ( 127). Elie Cohen, 
another psychiatrist who survived the camps, calls this the "stage 
of initial reaction"; he too emphasizes the "subject-object split," 
and identifies it by describing his response to atrocity: "My reac
tion to this, I observed, was an apparent splitting of my person
ality. I felt as if I did not belong, as if the business did not con
cern me" ( 116). Viktor Frankl, a third psychiatrist to pass 
through the camps, divides the period of initial collapse into two 
stages: first shock, then apathy. The new prisoner undergoes "a 
kind of emotional death" ( 18 ), which Frankl sees as a "neces
sary mechanism of self-defense" ( 27). Cohen, however, points 
out that although apathy keeps madness and despair at a distance, 
it produces a dangerous disregard for the environment: 

In my opinion the after-effect of the fright reaction in 
most prisoners was followed by the phase of apathy, 
which for many was a period fraught with extreme 
danger. As they took no interest in their surroundings 
and did not strive after self-preservation, reacting tard
ily and behaving as if they bad been "sandbagged," 
their behavior was not such as is best suited to a con
centration camp. The duration of this fright apathy is 
limited; I would estimate it at no more than one or two 
weeks. But after this the prisoner was not yet in a con
dition to make an attempt at adaptation, for with the 
dwindling of his apathy, mourning made itself felt to 
its fullest extent, and the mournfully depressive phase 
set in .... For many prisoners [this} period proved 
too long, so that they never had an opportunity to en

ge in the struggle for adaptation (169). 
•~ +t,, e.C1er\CC.. 
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the camp world was characterized by an overn mg sense o 111g • 

mare and 11nreality-two words which appear constantly when sur-g I 
vivors refer to their first days and weeks: 

All around us were screams, death, smoking chimneys 
making the air black and heavy with soot and the smell 
of burning bodies. . . . It was just like a nightmare 
and it took weeks and weeks before I could really be
lieve this was happening (Hart, 93) • 

But unlike our use of such words ( to inject a little drama into 
ordinary life), survivors speak this way because by any standard 
of communicable perception or past experie~ce, _the first :eeks 
in camp were literally unreal and embedded 111 n1ghtmare. ~ot 
only during the transport," says Bettelheim, "but for a_ long time 
to come, prisoners had to convince themselves that tlus was real 

and not just a nightmare" ( 127). 
To the extent that "reality" is a cultural construct, then of 

course the camps were unreal. 1111 llil'§ 1 d ~ n cm·. _ ~f •. 

l I 3 : • 4 I ii 5 I I J ■ I SI~ ~ : 
At least in Western Europe there had been two centuries o stea_ Y 
advance in political and economic well-being, wit~1 much praise 
of "Progress" and "Humanity;· on the assum_ption that the~ 
providential agencies were fully capable of takmg . a lo~t God s 
place. an was emerging from the dark past of his childhood) 
The homeland of Kant and Goethe was renowned for its K11lt11r. 
for its Geislesbild11ng, and in Russia the new age of justice had 
arrived. Imbued with such preponderant "faith in humanity," 
how indeed were the victims to believe, let alone make sense of, 
the inhumanity massing to destroy them? Evil on such a scale ~as 
not believable. As one survivor says, "We fell victim to our faith 
in mankind, our belief that humanity had set limits to the degra
dation and persecution of one's fellow man" (Donat, 103) • Or 
as another survivor puts it, this time in direct answer to our ques-

tions: 

Why? Why did we walk like meek sheep to the 
slaughter-house? Why did we not fight back? • • • I 



to myself: "Wake up! Wake up! You are having a 
nightmare!" I would look around me, trying to wake 
up, but alas, my eyes kept on seeing the same dismal 
picture. Finally, I would start to shake all over, and I 
would say to myself: "You are in a concentration camp, 
in an annihilation camp. Don't let them get you down." 
I didn't want to end up in the furnace; I wanted to live 
to tell of this ( ewman, 20). 

This survivor of Auschwitz would "call" to herself as if split 
into distant selves, the one passive, the other helpless but aware 
of the need to act. The dream is not a dream, there is no way out, 
and once she begins to admit the truth of her predicament the 
sense of unreality fades. By coming to face the evil of the world 
she is in she gains a perspective which sets her apart. Selfhood, 
realism, and the desire to live emerge together ("I didn't want 
to end up in the furnace") and culminate in the will to bear wit
ness ( "I wanted to live to tell of this"). Ila 

The survivor turns back to life because a process of healing, of 
inner repair, has had the time to complete itself. The mind grows 
able to respond once more, and here a final factor is evident, for 
very often the moment of waking occurred in response to a spe
cifically human act or circumstance. In the following instance a 

survivor of Maidanek anJ Auschwitz describes her breakdown 
and the care of a friend which gave her the time and encourage
ment to recover: 

The shock that followed the unexpected loss of my 
mother, my frantic terror at the sight of the watchtow
ers, the machine-guns . . . drove me almost to the 
point of insanity .... and at a time when I should 
have forced myself to be as resistant as possible, I broke 
down completely .... Meanwhile Hela fought with 
redoubled strength-for herself and for me. She shared 
every bite she acquired with me. . . . Had it not been 
for Hela's efforts, I would not have roused myself from 
my apathy and despair (Birenbaum, 94-6). 

Suicide, or rather its failure, was also effective. It shocked the 



'-l~e.4\ when they collapsed, they were thrown into the 
crematory-fllive. . . . I stood, rooted to the ground, 
unable to move, to scream, to run away. But gradually 
the horror turned into revolt and this revolt shook me 
out of my lethargy and gave me a new incentive to live. 
I had to remain alive .... It was up to me to save the 
life of the mothers, if there was no other way, then by 
destroying the life of their unborn children 

( Perl, 80•81). 

That kind of decisi1n-rto sav<:.hfe through death-was forced 
• ,eg.w.; eM.Jo.~ h 11 • • Ch upon survivors •• ; p u s a return to 1t 10 apter 

Five. The point now is that like each morning's waking, these 
moments of return to the world are psychic acts of INrning, from 
passivity to action, from horror to the daily business of staying 
alive-as if one turned one's actual gaze from left to right, from 
darkness to possible light. As one survivor says, "I simply did not 
dwell on the horrors I was living through" ( Donat, 304). There 
was no other way, and to become a survivor, every inmate had to 
make this turn. Once it was made the possibility of coming 
through was greatly increased, for now some part, at least, of 
their fate was up to them. They now paid sharp attention, not to 
the horror or to their own pain, but to the development of ob
jective conditions which had to be judged constantly in terms of 
their potential foi: life or for death. Survivors thus acquire a 
capacity for realism, impersonal and without the least illusion, a 
realism which one survivor has called "the inhuman frankness of 
Auschwitz"; and with it the ability to learn, to know, to fight 
back in small ways: 

The longer we stayed in the camp, the more we gained 
in experience, our instincts sharpened, our vigilance de
veloped and our reactions quickened. We acquired a 
greater capacity for adapting ourselves to conditions 

(Birenbaum, 103). 

They turned to face the worst straight-on, without sentiment or 
special hope, simply to keep watch over life. And when the mo
ment of turning came, finally, it was attended by a strong sensa
tion of choice, a feeling of new determination, as if the decision 



On their entry into the camp, through basic incapacity, 
or by misfortune, or through some banal incident, they 
are overcome before they can adapt themselves; they are cf'? 
beaten by time, they do not begin to learn German, to 
disentangle the infernal knot of laws and prohibitions 
until their body is already in decay, and nothing can 
save them from selections or from death by exhaustion. 
Their life is short, but their number is endless; they, 
the Musselmiinnn, the drowned, form the backbone of 
the camp, an anonymous mass, continually renewed and 
always identical, of non-men who march and labour in 
silence, the divine spark dead within them, already too 
empty to really suffer. One hesitates to call them living; 
one hesitates to call their death death ( 82). 

To say "they went to their death like sheep" is easy enough, 
and we say it often indeed. It is an expression of terror, of course, 
terror and doubt to be concealed even as we imply that we know 
better than they what it must have been like to wake up in a con· 
centration camp, to carry on through nightmare, to come back 
somehow to that world. Whatever our reasons, we can make such 
assumptions only by disregarding a cardinal fact about the survi· 
vor's experience: "" things h11m4n tllke time. time which the 
damned never have, time for life to repair at least the worst of its 
wounds. It took time to wake, time for horror to incite revolt. 
time for the recovery of lucidity and will. Imagine the time ~~c) 
to carry through a major resistance action in a concentration camp 
-the infinitely slow work of regenerating will and self-respect, of 
building trust, of making contacts, getting arms, sustaining deaths 
and betrayals, establishing accurate plans and then, together, 
moving as they did in Buchenwald, in Auschwitz, Sobibor, Treb· 
linka. Everything depended on time, and in the interim chance 
ruled supreme. Any accumulation of too much bad luck at once 
-to be exhausted and starving and then get sick and then be 
savagely beaten-and the frail spirit broke. This happened most 
often to new prisoners; but it could happen to anyone, and the 
survivor's greatest fear was that through a run of bad luck he or 
she would sink irreversibly into the masses of the doomed. 

In almost all accounts by survivors the spectacle of these truly 



"dead souls" is mentioned, and always with the same mixture of 
pity and revulsion. In the Soviet camps they were called dokhod-

~ yaga, the "goners," and the fear they inspire arises from the t•is-
ible process of spirit in decay: 

There was a man squatting on a rubbish heap. He must 
have broken down-mentally, I mean, and that was the 
end, physically too, in every case-,-and if he found a fish 
head, he tried to suck the eyes and did things like that 

(Knapp, 77). 

That, for survivors, was worse than being killed outright. And it 
was always possible, for once the will to live had been regained it 
was constantly undermined by chance and despair. Prisoners sur
vived by chance, they died by chance, and they lenetv it. .,..._ 
r lag • J'ffi It ti I ii I i, I If II· & j 4 ; ' 
I I I f J E 6 t Ml • I I f @I e In one 
instance a group of women were rounded up at random and 
locked in the gas chamber. All night they stood jammed against 
each other waiting; at dawn they were released because the SS 
had run out of gas, and by the time the next supply arrived it was 
someone else's tum. And always, around that corner, around this 
one, there might be an SS man drunk and killing for the fun of 
it: "Their hands were never far from their rernlvers and even 
without provocation they would draw them and shoot a pris
oner in the face at dose range" (Vrba, 209) . It was indeed hope
less, and yet the alternative was either to quit and join the M,,s
selmiinner, or to strive anyway, as if chance were to some extent 
on one's side. A survivor of Birkenau put it this way: "She knows 
that a number of circumstances evoked by orders or accidents 
may cause her annihilation, but she knows too that there is a 
chance to escape death and that it is up to her to win the game" 
( Szmaglewska, 12 3) . 

But still it was hopeless. The striking fact is that from a logi
cal point of view, resistance and survival were just not possible. 
The following dialogue, between two women in Auschwitz, ex
presses the general outlook among survivors: 

"There's no hope for us." 
And her hand makes a gesture and the gesture evokes 
rising smoke. PC] 

"We must fight with all our strength." O / 
"Why? ... Why fight since all of us have to ••• " 

The hand completes the gesture. Rising smoke. 
"No. We must tight." 
"How can we hope to get out of here. How could 

anyone ever get out of here. It would be better to throw 
ourselves on the barbed wire right now." 

What is there to say to her. She is small, sickly. And I 
am unable to persuade myself. All argun_ients are sen~
less. I am at odds with my reason. One as at odds with 
all reason (Delbo, 18). 

The survivor's will to go on is illogical, irrational, stupid _with 
another wisdom. Jib • ti T I i l'f • th. I " a 

"e~ caught in a catapult of death and slung fiercely at a massive 
seamless wall which, at the last second, proves here anJ there_ to 
have a slight warp, a thin small crack. In extre~ity the function 
of intelligence is not to judge one's chanc~, winch a_re zero, but 
to make the most of each day's opportunity for getting through 
thaJ day: "I realized, after what I had seen, that my attitude to 
Auschwitz would have to change. No longer was it simply a ques
tion of surviving. It was a q!,lestion of surviving today without 
thinking too much about tomorrow" (Vrba, 108). At any mo
ment the survivor might be killed, might be hurt badly enoug~1 
in mind and body to make another return impossible. But until 
then, he or she hangs on despite evidence on all sides that d~ath 
is inevitable. As long as the spirit does not break, the survivor 
keeps mute faith in life. Against the k~o~ledge of chance and 
hopelessness there is another, m?re m_t1mate knowl~ge-an 
awareness of "that puzzling potential of inner strength, as one 

survivor says, 

which permits your body to keep warm though the 
penetrating chill freezes the soil and clots the damp 
sand which permits you to keep the cheerfulness of 
spiri~ though death and extermination arc all about 
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you. which permits you to have faith that the Germans 
will lose though you are surrounded-take that railroad 
track. for instance, with its purposeful shipments-by 
evidence of their power ( SzmaEtlewska, 12 5). • 

Life in extremity reveals in its movement a definite rhythm of 
decline and renewal. The state of wakefulness is essential, but 
in active experience it is less an unwavering hardness of spirit 
than a tenuous achievement with periods of weakness and 
strength. Survivors not only wake. but reawake, foll low and be
gin to die, and then turn back to life. This happened to indi\'idual 
inmates all the time. Sometimes just the shock of realizing that 
one was becoming a Mm1elman was enough to inspire new will. 
But often, too, the experience of renewal was shared, sometimes 
in moments of intense solidarity: 

Pain and . . . fear . . . kept us awake. A cloudless 
sky, thickly set with glittering stars, looked in upon our 
grief-filled prison. The moon shone through the win• 
dow. Its light was dazzling that night and gave the 
pale, wasted faces of the prisoners a ghostly appearance. 
It was as if all the life had ebbed out of them. I shud
dered with dread. for it suddenly occurred to me that I 
was the only living man among corpses. 

All at once the oppressive silence was broken by a 
mournful tune. It was the plaintive tones of the ancient 
"Kol Nidre" prayer. I raised myself up to see whence it 
came. There, close to the wall, the moonlight caught 
t~e uplifted face of an old man, who, in self-forgetful, 
pious absorption. was singing softly to himself .... 
His prayer brought the ghostly group of seemingly in
sensible human beings back to life. Little by little, they 
all roused themselves and all eyes were fixed on the 
moonlight-Rooded face. 

We sat up very quietly, so as not to disturb the old 
man, and he did not notice that we were listening .... 
When at last he was silent, there was exaltation among 
us, an exaltation which men can experience only when 
they have fallen as low as we had fallen and then, 
through the mystic power of a deathless prayer, have 
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awakened once more to the world of the spirit 
(Szalet, 70-71). 

On its collective level, this movement away from, and then 9 f 
back toward, life and humanness was more apparent in the Soviet 
camps, where the impact of some rumor or special event wo~ld 
cause the mood of the entire camp to rise or fall. In the followmg 
instance a kind of general resurrection occurred when everyone 
in camp was allowed a "free"' day, with no work and maybe a bit 

of extra food: 

At every step, in every corner of th; barrack, the ap
proaching holiday could be sensed. I could never under
stand how so much politeness suddenly appeared from 
under the shell of indifference and mutual hatred. As 
they talked, the men showed each other so much cour
tesy and friendliness that, looking at them. I could al
most forget that I was in prison. There was a stench of 
bad breath and sweat in the barrack. clouds of steam 
seeped in from the door and the faces seemed to blur in 
the murky light, but despite all this there was so much 
life and happy excitement, so much hope and feeling. 
. . . Good-night, good-night, excited voices whispered 
all around, sleep well, tomorrow is our holiday, tomor
row is a day of rest (Herling, 116). 

And sometimes, finally, this kind of rebirth came with all the 
pain and mystery of actual. birth, as if the two were but different 
instances of an identical process. To go into a camp "hospital" 
was not to expect improvement, since the main function of such 
places was to gather up the dead and dying. There was little treat
ment, often none at all, and hertr= • J I R l i 6Jtlc L 
a 11 • g ~ the diseases of the camp were assembled wit~?ut 
precaution. In the Nazi camps, the worst cases were regularly se
lected" for extermination, and terrible "experiments" were per· 
formed. A prisoner went into the camp hospital fairly sure that 
life was finished. The temptation to quit was very strong, and yet 
in these places too, many men and women regained the desire to 
live. And as experienced, it felt as if the power of life itself were 

pulling them back •to the world: 



IN NIGHT, Elie Wiesel records two moments of advice, two 
prescriptions for survival in the concentration camps. The first 
came from an "old" prisoner speaking to the new arrivals: 

We are all brothers, and we are all suffering the same 
fate. The same smoke floats over all our heads. Help one 
another. It is the only way to survive (52). 

The second was an anonymous inmate's comment: 

Listen to me, boy. Don't forget that you're in a concen
tration camp. Here, every man has to fight for himself 
and not think of anyone else. Even of his father. Here, 
there are no fathers, no brothers, no friends. Everyone 
lives and dies for himself alone ( 122). 

Help one another. Every man for himself. The conflict is clas
sic, and nowhere more starkly stressed than in the concentration 
camp ordeal. For as soon as survivors wake to the reality of their 
predicament they must choose. They must decide which view will 
govern their behavior and their perception of camp life as a 
whole. In extremity the claims of radical self-interest seem 
sounder, more logical; and the second prescription-help only 
thyself-dominates the description of events in Wiesel's books: 
men fight among themselves, fathers contend with sons to the 
death. The rule of war was total, or so he implies. Yet Wiesel did 
not abandon his father, and the prisoner who gave kind advice 
was, after all, a man living in .Auschwitz. 

There is a contradiction in Wiesel's view of the camps, a con
tradiction which occurs so often in reports by survivors that it 
amounts to a double vision at the heart of their testimony. In 
The Holocaust Kingdom, .Alexander Donat describes Maidanek 
as a world in which "the doomed devoured each other," but he 
includes another kind of evidence as well, for instance his near 
death from a beating he received for ref using to beat others, and 
the help he was given, when he was desperately in need of time 



tains unauthorized ends, or both, thus getting around 
the organization's assumptions as to what he should do 
and get and hence what he should be. Secondary adjust• 
ments represent ways in which the individual stands ff 
apart from the role and the self that were taken for 
granted for him by the institution ( 188-89). 

Goffman concludes by suggesting that "these [ secondary adjust
ments] together comprise what can be called the ,mderlif e of the 
institution, being to a social establishment what an underworld 
is to a city" ( 199). In extremity this "underlife" becomes the 
literal basis of life. • 

During the ordeal of the Warsaw Ghetto, for example, and 
precisely in Goffman's sense, Chaim Kaplan made the following 
remark in his Diary: 

lo these days of our misfortune we live the life of Mar
raoQfS. Everything is forbidden to us, and yet we do 
everything. Every Jewish occupation is under a ban, yet 
nevertheless we somehow support ourselves; true, we 
do it with grief, but we do survive" ( 174). 

Trade was illegal, procwing medicines was illegal, schooling the 
children was illegal. So were things like meetings, movement 
outside the ghetto, and traveling the streets af tee curfew. The: 
punishment was death, and yet all these activities were necessary 
to life and had to be carried on covertly, at constant risk. 

One of the most persistent forms of "secondary adjustment," 
in both the camps and the ghettos, was smuggling. In the Warsaw 
Ghetto this kind of "illegal" activity involved everyone; it pro
ceeded daily on both individual and organized levels, and as death 
by starvation increased, it grew to heroic proportions. There were: 
periodic crackdowns, when dozens of smugglers were shot, and 
other, looser times when bizarre methods of every sort were used: 

Specially constructed mobile mps were set against the 
walls on both sides to smuggle over live cows and oxen . 
. . . From the window of a building ... which over
looked the ghetto ... a sheet metal pipe was lowered 
and milk poured across the racial boundary 

(Goldstein, 78). 



organized a little "festival" under the noses of our mas• 
ters, it was resistance. When, clandestinely, we passed 
letters from one camp to another, it was resistance. 
When we endeavoured, and sometimes with success, to 
reunite two members of the same family-for example, 
by substituting one internee for another in a gang of 
stretcher bearers-it was resistance (Lengyel, 154). 

On the surf ace, cooperation with camp administration appeared 
total. But underneath, moral sanity reasserted itself, response to 
necessity was characterized by resistance, and the worst effects of 
extremity were thereby transcended. In a literal sense, these 
countless, concrete acts of subterfuge constituted the "underlife" 
of the death camps. By doing what had to be done (disobey) in 
the only way it could be done (collectively) survivors kept their 
social being; and therefore their essential humanity, intact.• --- The effectiveness of "organizing" depended on teamwork, and 
stable social units were thereby created in which relations were 
personal and friendly. These small groups sprang up everywhere, 
but in addition there was another, much broader network of in· 
teraction. This was the black market, an impersonal system of ac
quisition and barter which ran full tilt in all the concentration 
camps. Like any black market, this one took advantage of priva• 
tion and thrived on scarcity. It was exceptional.f.?ly in the scope 
and daring of its operations, and perhaps al~fhe improbable 
items-bottles of Clos Vougeot, caviar, packs of Lucky Strike
which appeared as if by magic. Goods were acquired in all sorts 
of ways, from "organizing" and manufacture to theft and deals 
with guards and camp officials. Elaborate methods of trading 
evolved, many of them dangerous and all of them open to be· 
trayal. Yet here was a vigorous underworld of interchange. Pris· 
oners met as buyers and sellers, sometimes in friendship, more 
often in suspicion and cunning, but nevertheless as participants 
in a steady stream of activity which, in the end and despite grave 
abuse, supported the general struggle for life. A survivor of 
Auschwitz describes it this way: 

Prices were determined by the scarcity of commodities, 

the inadequacy of rations, and, of course, by the risks in 
securing the article. . . . The barter was a natural re-
sult of local conditions. It was difficult not to take part nt:1 
in it. I paid eight days' ration of bread for a piece of ' 7 
cloth to make a nurse's blouse. I also had to pay three 
soups to have it sewn (l.en8fel, 78). 

This was the underside of the underside, a dimension of "sec· 
~daty" action which exploited vital needs but at the same time 
helped to fulfill them. ~d it was important for ~other reason. 
By playing on SS greed, the black market contributed to the 
spread of corruption in high places; and this in turn, weakened 
the discipline of the SS, not only among themselves, but more 
importantly in their control of camp affairs and t~erc.~ore the 
lives of the prisoners. "Large-scale theft was posS1ble, says a 
survivor of Auschwitz, "only because the S.S. men and women, 
who were supposed to supervise the prisoners at their _work in t~e 
stores, stole themselves, in competition and accord with the pris
oners" (Lingcns-Reiner, 48). Power declined as guards and offi
cers came more and ~ore to depend on their victims: 

For instance, the camp doctor, Dr. Rohde, before going 
on leave which he was spending with his wife, went to 
a Polish prisoner and asked the man to find him a nice 
present for her. What he got was a large pigskin dress
ing-cue. When he returned from leave he told the 
prisoner that his wife had liked it very much and sent 
mjlny thanks (Lingens-Reiner, 48). 

~c \iJ "-'\.:. ~ue_,. • I' d C • q ; of trade and theft -. otten quite comp 1catc , 

and sometimes even humorous: 

I remember the round trip of a pair of battle-dress 
trousers. An S.S. man stole them from a comrade and 
sold them for stolen sugar to a prisoner working in the 
kitchen. The prisoner gave them to his girl friend in 
the woman's camp from whom they were stolen by an
other prisoner, a prostitute. Another S.S. man "oonfis
cated" them as "illicit property," and gave them to a 
second prostitute with whom he had an affair. She sold 
them for spirits to a wardress, who bartered them f?r 
margarine, after which they returned to the first prlS-



oner working in the men's kitchen .... So it hap
pened with small things and with far more important 
things. And perhaps it was not altogether an evil, be
cause even a black market is better than none at all 

Q&~,k., .\ _q......:) (Lingcns•Rcincr, 46). 
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erty" touched the rest of the camp population mainly on the level 
of small thefts, and these were so constant and widespread as to 
constitute a perpetual mode of exchange: 
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the uniformed SS Doctor Koenig rushes among the 
standing women .... Bowls and spoons fly with a 
clash, bread, rations of margarine and sausage end in 
the ditch .... From behind the brick barracks gypsies 
cautiously creep out. . . . In one second the ditch is 
empty, and the property has changed hands 

( Szmaglcwska, 71) . 

In the Soviet camps, stealing was nothing less than the way of 
life. As one survivor says: 

Stealing was prevalent . . . in every camp in Russia. 
For eight years I never heard any denial of this. It could 
not be called diJhonesty: it was simply a fight for life at 
any price ( Ekart, 204). 

The point is not so much the prevalence of stealing as the fact 
that amid this scramble of trickery and theft a semblance of order 
emerged-conditions of interchange which were tolerated in 
much the same way as we, when we play games, aJ:tree to abide 
by the "rules." Through practices that could be justified only by 
extreme need, a system of barter became possible, a partial recov
ery of human community through inhuman means. The wonder 
is not that a black market thrived or that stealing was rampant, 
but that these activities did not thrive more, did not become abso· 
lute. There was in all the camps a significant drive toward de
cency, a persistent tendency to transcend the amorality of initial 



rette he lit. He'd take a piece of cotton, or stufliing from 
a pillow, or the lining of a quilted jacket, Ruff it up and 
stretch it out very thin, then roll it up tight. Next he l I\ 
would put the cotton between two boards and rub them 
vigorously, faster and faster, sometimes for as long as 
fifteen minutes. . . . As soon as he smelled smoke, 
Vasha pulled out the rolled-up cotton, broke it at the 
point where it was smoldering, and very gently began 
to blow on it until it was completely aglow. Then, 
while he carefully shielded it in bis hand, everyone who 
had a cigarette crowded eagerly around for a light. 
Vasha would take the first two puffs from every ciga-
rette, drawing the smoke deep down into his lungs on 
each puff until it looked as if he were about to burst, 
hold the smoke as long as he l"Ould, then exhale it-into 
someone else's mouth (Ciszek, ',)I). 

Sthoge practices, but organized with ritual correctness, with 
division of labor and reward. In the camps any kind of talent, 
any sort of item or possession, was put to enterprising use. Pris
oners became expert scavengers, forever on the lookout for any
thing at all- "a piece.of tinplate, a nail, a stick or a cigarette enJ" 
(Ekart, 32)-with which to transact "business." In 011e DaJ ;,, 
the Life of Ii 1c111 De11i.rot1ith. Solzhenitsyn's hero risks scvcrl· pun
ishment to smuggle :l piece of broken saw-hla"k past thl· l(Uimls. 
He knows that sooner or later another priS<ml·r will be: "in thl· 
market" and ready to trade. On such mo1.ks of cxc:han~ survivors 
depenJed for a life that was primitive an,I barren, hut not without 
dignity, and not com~ctcly saval(C. Always on thl· verge of so
cial Jissolution, men and women mana~ed to achieve sustainin~ 
order through forms of interchange which life itself- -in .,II 
things the mother of invention-demanded of them. • 

Between conditions in Soviet and in Nazi camps there were ob
vious differen.ccs; and some of the latter, furthermore, were "of
ficial" killing centers while others were "merely" labor camps. 
Yet I have not hesitated to call all these places "death camps." 
More than three million people died in Auschwitz, but if the in-



oner had a craft, his or her chances were immeasurably hcttcr 
than average, since all kinds of skilled workcrs1from cl(.'(trician 
to glassblower to cabinetmaker, were in constant demand. The ff3 
one thing needful was a job which kept the prisoner away from 
"general work assignment" where inmates were inevitably shot or 
beaten to death. One might therefore work ,ls a tailor, be a room 
orderly or a file clerk, a mechanic or a shoemaker. Many new 
prisoners were advised by seasoned inmates to lie: to say they 
knew carpentry or chemistry when they knew nothing of the sort. 
Thereby they avoided the first mass extermination :md had time 
to either find or learn a skill that would keep them alive. No job 
insured survival, but anythin~ helped. Some, like laundry detail. 
were valuable mainly to the prisoners who held them. Others, like 
working in Canada. benefited a wider drdc of inmates. And 
others, as we shall sec, were used by th<.· "political" prisoners 
( members of underground resistanc<.· ~roups) to take a hand in 
their own fate, to gain a dc~rcc of control and thereby save thou
sands of lives. 

The condition of life-in-death forced ,l terrible paradox upon 
survivors. They stayed alive hy helping to run the camps, and this 
fact has led to the belief that prisoners identified not with <.':lch 
other but with their oppressors. Survivors arc often acn1scd of 
imitating SS behavior. Bnmo Bdtdheim has :u1,tucd that "olll 
prisoners" developed "a personality structure willing and able 
to accept SS values and behavior as its own" ( 169). But that 
needs clarification, for in order to ad like an SS man the prisoner 
had to occupy a position of real power. A cook could lord it over 
other prisoners, a locksmith could not. Among Kt1p(J.r. block
leaders and other high camp functionaries, there were indeed 
prisoners who accepted SS standards as their own-this m.m for 
instance: 

His specialty was strangling pri,oners with the heel of 
his boot, and he would stand erect in the pose of a 
Roman gladiator, enjoying the approval of the other 
Kapos, who would speak admiringly of a "good, clean 
job" (Donat. 179). 



"' Then the overseer, a Czecl.-German "political," noticed 
what was going on. He immediately rushed over and 
began shouting, "You god-damned Jewish dog! You'll 
work the rest of the day without clothes! I'm sick of the 
trouble you lousy Jews give me!" He made a threaten-
ing gesture, and then roared, "Come with me!" 

The guard left, confident that the baker was in 
good hands. Then the overseer took the baker into a 
tool-shed where it was warm, dressed him, washed his 
wounds, and gave him permission to stay in the shed 
until it was time to quit work (Weinstock, 156-57). 

/1.f 

Or take Franz, the Kapo of an SS storeroom in Auschwitz. 
Every day crates of food were "accidentally" dropped and re
ported as "shipment damage." The contents were then "organ
ized"-for Franz, for his men and others in need. In the "open," 
however, there was another Franz: 

As we walked . . . past other kapos and SS men he be
gan roaring at us. . . . As he shouted he swung at us 
with his club. To the passing SS men he looked and 
sounded a splen~id kapo, heartless, brutal, efficient; yet 
never once did he hit us (Vrba, 90). 

Imitation of SS behavior was a regular feature of life in the 
camps, and large numbers of prisoners benefited because positions 
of power were secretly used in ways which assisted the general 
struggle for life .. Even small jobs-working as a locksmith for in
stance-dovetailed into the larger fabric of resistance: 

We had access to more and better food, and were able to 
keep ourselves clean; we had sufficient clothing and 
footwear. In due time we were able to assist other pris
oners .... We locksmiths-had special passes ... from 
the aunp authorities. With these we were able to go 
outside the camp and also to visit the other camps at 
Birkenau, . . . Often enough we merely pretended to 
work. Many were the good door handles and locks that 
we unscrewed and screwed up again at the approach of 
an SS man. If we were to work effectively as contacts 
between the various resistance groups it was essential 
that we should be able to hang about in this way, espe-



could not possibly keep track of everything and everyone. In somt: 
cases prisoners were actually able to move from camp to ramp. ;t 

If f situation the political underground re~ularly exploited to start or 
shore up resistance movements elsewhere: "They assi~neJ a lot 
of dead people to the transports. They never knew who was dead. 
who was alive. We picked out a few dead ones and chan~d their 
numbers for our own. Then we reported to the proper transport" 
(WeinstdCk, 169). Prisoners took full advantage of loopholes. 
death was manipulated in favor of life, and the minimal latitude 
thus obtained was increased by another small c;ircumstance: a 
large number of SS men were drunk much of the time. That was 
another crack through which life could seep. ■ 

In extremity life depends on solidarity. Nothin~ can be done or 
kept going without organizing, and inevitably, when the sorial 
basis of existence becomes self-conscious and disciplined, it be
comes "political" -~litical in the fl cl. elementary human 
sense, as in the following description by two survivors of .Ausch
witz: 

Unlimited egoism and a consuming desire to save their 
own lives at the expense of their fellows were common 
phenomena among prisoners who were politically back
ward, for such people were quite incapable of realizing 
that in this way they merely strengthened the hand of 
the SS against the prisoners. . . . Our experience of 
other concentration camps (prior to Auschwitz) had 
taught us the vital need to live collectively. Political 
consciousness and contact with others in the struggle 
against Nazism were necessary conditions of success; it 
was this that gave people a sense of purpose in life be
hind barbed wire and enabled them to hold out 

( Kraus and Kulka, 1, 27). 

Prisoners were "politically backward" if they did not sec that col
lective action is more effective than individual effort, or if they 
did not understand that solidarity becomes power in proportion 
to the degree of disciplined order. Many never understood, and 

theirs was "the tragedy of all people who live under the illusion 
that isolation is individualism": 

the great "individualists" of our free days, the unorgan
ized and backward workers, the cynia, not to mention 
business men who knew nothing of organized action 
... all disintegrated morally. They became witless 
tools for the Nazis. They groveled for favours although 
their groveling degraded them still further . .And they 
did not live long in Buchenwald (Weinstock, 125, 95). 

Kogon observes that "the lone wolves here were always especially 
exposed to danger" ( 280), and Bettelheim has noted that "non
political middle class prisoners" were among the first who "dis
integrated as autonomous persons" ( 1 20) . .Another survivor 
sums it up this way: "survival ... could only be a social 
achievement, not an individual accident" (Weinstock, 74). 

Human relations in the camps took as many forms as they gen
erally take. The most narrow but intense social unit was the f am
ily; beyond that were old friends, and beyond that a sense of 
collective identity among those from the same town or area
bonds reinforced by the earlier ordeal of deportation which all 
had suffered together. Another strong basis for solidarity was 
nationality. There are endless tales of the toughness of national 
groups sticking together, and all survivors recall occasions when 
they received help from, or offered helf to, a stranger who was a 
fell ow countryman. The trouble with national allegiance, when it 
became a unit of resistance, was that such groups vied among 
themselves for control of life-resources. Conflict on the level of 
national groups only abated when the political underground, 
cutting across national barriers, became strong enough to take 
command of resistance activities throughout the camp. 

In discussing the achievements of the political prisoners, what 
counts is not the many different factions or differences in princi
ple, but that as members of the underground they worked to
gether, and that as time went on they achieved greater and greater 
power as an organized resistance movement. This was true mainly 
in the Nazi camps, however. In the Soviet camps there were oc-



almost all the camps, the underground went out of its way to 
save children. In Buchenwald a Hungarian transport arrived 
containing four hundred and ten boys. Resistance leaders bar- tz,S 
gained with the SS and convinced them that if these young pris-
oners were allowed to live they would make excellent workers. At 
the same time, members of the underground were assigned to 
each boy individually, to provide food, clothing, and above all a 
sense of care: "On the day of liberation every child stood in the 
yard, alive and healthy .... This was Buchenwald's greatest 
miracle" (Weinstock, 193). ■ 

It was all miraculous, or no, it was not. God kept away from the 
concentration camps, and what was done, miraculous as it might 
seem, was done by human mind and will-by men and women 
doing what they could to make life possible. And their victories 
were never large: "In actual fact, their powers and opportunities 
were very limited. . . . They could only intervene in a few ex
ceptional cases, and then only at the risk of their own lives" ( Pol
ler, 97) . The enemy was infinitely more powerful, and the fi~ht 
to survive was thus a kind of guerrilla warfare-small battles 
aimed at strengthening centers of defense. Members of the un
derground, furthermore, were not motivated by sentiment or 
faith in high causes. They were fighting for life on the principle 
that only through tight discipline and ruthless tactics was survival, 
and therefore help, possible. Resistance activities were governed 
by a "cold, unemotional, devastatingly logical approach to every 
problem" (Vrba, 193). And what this demanded of individual 
prisoners was the capacity to face moments of "hard choice." 
Life was saved by using death strategically, and this involved a 
moral dilemma which members of the underground simply had to 
accept and live with, no matter how difficult and cruel, no matter 
how hurtful to innocence. 

In many of the Nazi camps, women who gave birth were auto
matically sent with their children to the ovens. To sa,·e at least 
some of these lives required the following decision by members 



which I added to the water. When the meat was ready I 
invited him to share it with me. He contributed bread 
to the common repast (Gliksrnan, 310). /'!,l 

Because they had nothing to exchange, or did not wish to in this 
case, the other prisoners did not expect to join in the meal. In the 
camp situation, furthermore, salt was rare and valuable, and by 
offering it the donor knew he was placing himself in a position 
to share the other's food. But of course, the difference between 
salt and meat is substantial, and to keep the symmetry of exchange 
correct, the second man added bread. 

To make the most of their combined wealth, the two prisoners 
went through a ritual, understood by all, of "giving, receiving, 
repaying." Their act is the concentration camp version of an ele· 
mentary social institution which Marcel Mauss has called the 
"gift relation" or "gift morality." Mauss observes that in socie
ties of an archaic or segmentary nature, gift-giving becomes a 
medium through which people "are constantly embroiled with 
and feel themselves in debt to each other" ( 31 ) . Which is to 
say that men and women give in expectation of return, and those 
who receive feel bound to repay. Yet the whole of this process is 
more instinctive than reasoned upon, and the full power of the 
gift relation depends finally on an absence of conscious alcula
tion. People give and receive, not to bribe or acquire, but to cs· 
tablish relations. Since the gift is identified with the donor, the 
act of giving creates a personal tie, and Mauss suggests that "the 
gift itself constitutes an irrevocable link especially when it is a 
gift of food" ( 58 )S<,ift-giving, in other words-, creates bonds at 
once spiritual and concrete, social and economic. It is one of the 
ties which bind. 

Exchange brings people together, and makes them conscious of 
their worth in each other's eyes. Self-interest turns to goodwill, 
and the gift relation becomes one of the constitutive stmctures of 
social being. Through rituals of exchange the dehumanizing 
effect of xenophobia and mistrust-everything which keeps us 
apart and at war-is transformed into trust, acquaintance, re
spect, conditions which bring men together and allow them to 



function as units distinct yet in concord, each honoring the other's 
claim to dignity. The gift transforms hostility into 
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'Iii•---•••••••-• Even among animals, as 
ethologists point out, social bonding is a~!~ved thro~gh ritua~s 
which suppress or transform aggressio~: m f~ct, this bond. 1s 
the firmer, the more aggressive the particular animal an~ s~1es 
is" (Lorenz 216). If this is true for animal~and people m prim-

' (<i_ . 
itive societies, how a "~9111 important for men and women m 
the concentration camps, where conditions of depri~a.tion and fear 
intensified the tendency toward mistrust and hostility. Through 
giving and sharing the state of potential warfare :'as transcended. 
In its place sprang up binding moments of frail but real com
munion: 

There are days when the chief is not here. He locks t~e 
barracks and leaves complete freedom to the locked-m 
workers. These • are wonderful days. A small bribe 
changes Inga [the K111>0J into an ~ngel, gra~io_usly open 
to any further proofs of friendship. From hiding places 
pots, saucepans, frying pans appear. Someone has pota
toes, somebody else a ration of margarine, another has 
onions and someone else a spoonful of flour for gravy. 
. . . On the top of the stove, no larger . than twe?ty 
square inches, fifty women do their cookmg, workmg 
in accord and harmony (Szmaglewska, 100). 
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ally a quest for that which sus ins it, and food-sharing thus 
draws on a depth of urgency an import which may be felt by 
starving men and women with ystical intensity. In The First /JJ 
Cirde Solzhenitsyn says: "eatin is not something shameful, to 
be despised, but one of life's mo delectable experiences, reveal-
ing the very essence of our exist ce" ( 313). Students of evolu-
tion point out, furthermore, that aring began with the invention 
of hunting, which required colle tive activity in the getting and 
disposal of food, including di ion of labor and systems of 
communication, and that in a str sense this was the beginning 
of an existence specifically huma From then on, man's relation 
to food has generated hi social elations, which is only to say, 
with Marx, that economic I eds , e basic to everything else. The 
social significance of food, an c ore the impact of its bio-
logical priority, can hardly be restimated. despite the tend-
ency of civilized people, safe n ·ell-fed, to belittle such mat-
tees. 

In the concentration camps foo 
and sharing it meant giving one' 
The principal food was bread, 
survivor's vital wealth. As a Sovi 

rimary life-resource, 
iate means to life. 
ing less than the 
it: 

The word "bread" is a ma c word. He who can get 
bread can live; he who h no bread perishes. . . . 
Whenever one of our comr es, because of hunger and 
the urge for self-preserva on. bartered one of his 
hitherto concealed articles f clothing or some other 
possession with the local pulation, it was always in 
exchange for bread (Nork, 5 ) . 

Bread, the staff of life. Fernand raudel has suggested that since 
the invention of agriculture, ab t 12,000 years ago, the eating 
habits of the human race can be ummed up very briefly: "Eating 
consists of a lifetime of consu ng bread, more bread, and still 
more bread and gruels" ( 89). e forget that for the vast major
ity of human beings, life on e h has always been barren and 
more or less desperate, and th t for them bread was no mean 
achievement. In the camps thi was certainly so, and survivors 
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took, food-sharing was --••• a mode of human inter
change; and in the camps it allowed the survivor's all but de
feated humanity to be regained and kept going: 

It became a regular custom in the factory-bearing wit
ness ·to increased ,olidarity-that a jug of warm liquid 
or bread slops passed from hand to hand, among all 
those at the same work-table. Each woman rook a sip, 
first the sick, then the healthy, by turn .... If anyone 
managed to flavor the water with a pinch of salt ac
quired somewhere, a scrap of margarine, or clove of 
garlic, all her comrades without exception enjoyed it. 
This was a good custom, a humane custom, even though 
the conditions of our lives were becoming increasingly 
bestial (Birenbaum, 147). 

It was more than a custom; it was, and is, one of the structures 
of humanness. 

"Gift morality," did not, of course, issue in an articulated sys
tem of ethics among prisoners. It remained implicit in concrete 
acts and relations. But in one all-important way a kind of moral
ity did become conscious. In all the camps, Soviet and Nazi alike, 
there was one law and one law only which all prisoners knew and 
accepted. This was the "bread law," as it came to be called. And 
in a definite and clear-cut sense this particular "law" was the 
foundation and focal point of moral order in the concentration 
camps. A survivor of Sachsenhausen describes its origin and en
forcement: 

theft occurred continually in the prisoners' barracks, 
ours as well as others. Hunger tormented us all inces
santly and transformed men into irresponsible beasts. 
Even those who had formerly passed for honorable men 
stole from their comrades the bits of bread that many 
had laid by from their evening ration for the next day. 
By day, all with one voice condemned the theft. By 
night, the stealing was repeated, just the same. In our 



there would be neither the time nor the peace necessary for man's 
fundamental activities: 

no culture of the earth ... no commodious building 1 'fl ... no account of time ... no society; and, which is 
worst of all, continual fear and danger of violent death; 
and the life of man solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and 
short (107). 

Hobbes' aim, in Leviathan, was to rationalize force and provide 
a naturalistic basis for ethics. He wished to define government as 
a power dedicated to the life and well-being of the community 
through enforcement of an order based on nature's laws. His 
principal assumption is that life or nature p,otedJ itself through 
forms of necessary behavior which are at once natural and human. 
Hobbes was thus a forerunner of the Enlightenment in arguing 
that even the moral law is but a finer version of nature's law. His 
hope as a social philosopher was to find cause in nature itself for 
the ethical imperatives on which social harmony and fruitful life 
depend. He would have agreed that the survivor's behavior is 
inherently moral, and haJ to be, since over time conditions of 
amoral struggle destroy not only the possibility of human fulfill
ment, but finally the fabric of existence itself. He was mistaken in 
one thing only, for like the Enlightenment thinkers to follow 
him, he assumed that the natural order is a rational order. 

Morality and society do not rest on reason, although the cri
tique of them does. But certainly they rest on something, and 
something too which, in a stricter sense than Hobbes could have 
known, deserves the be nature. The biological sciences confirm 
the fact that all life depends on systems, that everywhere a tend
ency to order governs behavior. From cells to men, life-forms 
possess both internal and external means of bonding and com
munication. The degree of social behavior among "higher ani
mals" is certainly very high, having evolved through a process of 
natural selection to the present range of structures, all of which 
serve the cause of survival. We are beginning to understand, in 
other words, that "inan came to sociability not by arrangement, 



by rational decision, but from the natural primary disposition 
which he shares with all other higher animals" (Portman, 70). 

/'lL Social organization is a function of life itself, and in man it 
reaches a pitch of interrelatedness and mutual recognition which 
in fact constitutes, or is the prior condition for, humanness as we 
know it. 

Hobbes was right in his way. Nature itself-by which I mean 
the system of living creatures-guards against dissolution and 
chaos; not through control by government, nor even by rational 
adherence to "laws of nature," but through the emergence, during 
times of prolonged crisis, of structures of behavior whose purpose 
is to maintain the social basis of life. Order emerges. That, as 
biologists like to observe, is the first and most striking fact about 
life, since entropy or the tendency to dissolution characterizes all 
non-living kinds of organization. For survivors this is crucial. 
Uprooted and flung into chaos, they do what they have to do in 
order to stay alive, and in that doing achieve enough of a social 
structure to meet the crisis humanly, together. After the period 
of initial collapse co~es reintegration, a process which usually 
occurs gradually, in accord with the fact that all things human 
take time. In special cases, however, it can happen remarkably 
fast, as in the following example f Yi !111"1 j at y from the 
ordeal of mass deportation: 

Ninety-six persons had been thrust into our car, includ
ing many children who were squeezed in among the 
luggage. . . . W V LJ k : Ii 15 
I I I pt ;q '5 the first hour and then 
the semnd passed, we perceived that the simplest de
tails of existence would be extremely complicated. Sani
tary disposal was out of the question. . . . As the jour
ney stretched endlessly, the car jerking and jolting, all 
the forces of nature conspired against us ninety-six. A 
torrid sun heated the walls until the air became suffo
cating .... The travelers were mostly persons of cul
~ and positions from our community. . . . But as 
the hours slipped away the veneers cracked. Soon there 
were incidents and, later, serious quarrels. . . . The 
children cried, the sick groaned; the old people la-

mented. . . . As night fell we lost all concept of hu
man behavior and the wrangling increased until the car 
was a bedlam .... Finally, the cooler heads prevailed /rl.3 
and a semblance of order was restored. A doctor and I 7 
were chosen captains-in-charge (Lengyel, 6-7). 

The "veneer" of cultivated behavior, which served well enough 
in normal times, was not equal to such stress. Fear and panic 
were the initial response, and for a time all was chaos. But then, 
as necessity bore down and hysteria gave way to realism, a more 
elementary kind of order, or at least a readiness, began to func
tion. A condition came into being which allowed the "cooler 
heads" to be heard. Amid this mess they held an election, they 
came to agree on basic responsibilities, and settled down to face 
their common plight. This achievement may have been but a 
"semblance" of past order, but it was sufficient to keep the ninety
six people in that boxcar sane and alive and above the threshold 
of brutality. 

From the last days of the Warsaw Ghetto, when the SS was 
systematically hunti~g down everyone, comes another example• 
J 6 ; • It Those who remained took refuge in cel-

lars, in attics, behind false walls, where •· •-•-•••• 
they waited: 

The bunker grew increasingly crowded and stuffy. Any
one who went to the water-tap or toilet collided with 
others or stumbled over their neighbors in the darkness. 
There was no end to the disputes and squabbles, fights 
over nothing, insults, name-calling. Exhausted by the 
want of fresh air and the most elementary facilities, tor
tured by incessant fear and uncertainty, people began 
losing their self-control. The bunker became a real hell. 
. . . I i t PJ. g 1'i 7 a Yet, in the midst of 
this suffering, there grew up a solidarity, a mutual un
derstanding and sympathy. It was no longer necessary 
to shout for quiet, lest the SS track us down, nor ask too 
long for neighborly help. People helped one another, 
even shared the last drops of medicine, without caring 
whether someone was a relative or a stranger, a friend 
or unknown, poor or rich. The differences between us 



disappeared. In the end, our mutual and tragic fate had 
united us into one great family (Birenbaum, 71-75). . 

fc+'f Gvility disintegrates and chaos prevails. Then slowly, in sorrow 
and a realism never before faced up to, the mass of flailing people 
grow quiet and neighborly, and in the end rest almost peaceful in 
primitive communion. In this and other instances, 

the ~imple, shapeless agglomeration of human beings 
assembled by chance reveals a hidden structure of avail
able wills, an astonishing plasticity which takes shape 
acoording to certain lines of force, reveals plans and 
projects which are perhaps unfeasible but which lend a 
meaning, a coherence to even the most absurd, the most 
desperate human acts (Semprun, 205). 

Order emerges, people turn to one another in "neighborly 
help." This pattern was everywhere apparent in the world of the 
camps. Giving and receiving were perpetual, and we can only 
imagine the intensity of such transactions. When men and women 
know they are dying, smallest favors can shake the frail world 
of their being with seismic force. The power of such moments is 
enormous, and the bonds thus created, wl ti tl ; 1 II 1 ••• 
-•-•111!1•• go far deeper than guilt or pride or ordinary 
obligation. And perhaps the most striking thing about this kind 
of giving, apart from the extreme gratitude it could generate, is 
the fact that compassion played no part: 

Yet, bow little sometimes suffices to save a perishing 
man: a glance, a word, a gesture. Once I gave a fellow 
prisoner a boiled potato and he never stopped thanking 
me for having saved his life. Another time I helped 
someone to regain his feet after he had fallen during a 
march. He not only reached our destination alive, but 
survived the war; and he maintains that without my 
help that one time he would never have gotten up, he 
would have been killed where he lay. In the camp it 
was easier to get a piece of bread than a kind word. 
Prisoners helped one another as best they could, but 
they shied away from sentiment. Help, yes; compassion, 
no (Donat, 237). 

Compassion means to "suffer with." It is an act of imaginative 



All around and beneath her she could hear strange sub
merged sounds, groaning, choking and sobbing: many 
of the people were not dead yet. The whole mass of 
bodies kept mo".ing slightly as they settled down and 
were pressed tighter by the movements of the ones who 
were still alive. . . . Then she heard people walking 
near her, actually on the bodies ... , occasionally fir
ing at those which showed signs of life. . . . One SS 
man . . . shone his torch on her . . . but she ... 
gave no signs of life. A. KUZNETSOV 

Babi Ya, 

-/r!..;C' 
That corpse you planted last year in._ garden, 
Has it begun to sprout? Will it bloom this year? 
Or has the sudden frost disturbed its bed? 

T. S. ELIOT 

The W a1te Land 

Tu 1959 Stanley M. Elkins put forward his slave-as-sambo thesis 
in Sla11e,y, arguing that the personality of the American slave 
had been fundamentally regressive and infantile. Elkins does not 
examine direct evidence; he uses a "comparative" method, and 
his main comparison is with inmates of the German concentra
tion camps. To identify the Southern plantation with Auschwitz 
is senseless, of course; but the comparison is still significant, not 
for what it tells us of either slaves or survivors, but for the as
sumptions that are made about behavior in extremity. Elkins 
takes it for granted that in the camps men and women lost their 
capacity to act as morally responsible adults, and the point of his 
"comparison" is to demonstrate that this also happened to Ameri
can slaves. Specifically, he states that "old prisoners," by which 
he means the survivors, suffered "deep disintegrative effects" 
( 107); that the "most immediate aspect of the old inmates' be
havior ... was its childlike quality" ( 111); and finally that 
"all" survivors were "reduced to complete and childish depend
ence upon their masters" ( 11 3) . Elkins goes on to say that ..., 
J 1 1 6 l41cal regression began with the abandonment of pre
vious ethical standards, and to make his point he quotes as repre
sentative a brief statement by a survivor of Auschwitz. In Elkins' 
context, here is her remark: 

One part of the prisoner's being was thus, under sharp 
stress, brought to the crude realization that he must 
thenceforth be governed by an entire new set of stand
ards in order to live. Mrs. Lingens-Reiner puts it 
bluntly: "Will you survive or shall I? As soon as one 
sensed that this was at stake everyone turned egotist" 

(109-10). 

In extremity, in other words, everyone fights alone; and the 
"entire new set of standards" comes from the camp system itself. 
But is there not a contradiction here? Childlike behavior is not 



. . . All those who were too ill to get out of bed were 
lost from the outset .... The rest of the prisoners did 
everything in their power to obstruct the doctor and to 
save one or other of the victims; I do not think that a 
single one among us withheld her help. We would hide 
women somewhere in the hut .... We would smuggle 
them into "aryan" huts .... We would put their 
names on the list of patients due for release ( 76-7). 

Under the pressure of a concentration camp you grew 
more closely attached to people than you would have 
done otherwise in such a short time ( 162). 

The pursuit of self-interest was certainly a determinant of be
havior in the camps, but it was everywhere countered by an un
suppressible urge toward decency and care, a multitude of small 
deeds against the grain of one's "best" interest. Prisoners looked 
out for themselves first of all, but also for one another when and 
however they could. In the whole body of testimony by survivors 
there is no better description of this contradiction than in the 
book by Lingens-Reiner: 

Ena Weiss, our Chief Doctor-one of the most intelli
gent, gifted and eminent Jewish women in the camp-
once defined her attitude thus., in sarcastic rejection of 
fulsome flattery and at the same time with brutal frank
ness: "How did I keep alive in Auschwitz? My prin
ciple is: myself first, second and third. Then nothing. 
Then myself again-and then all the others." This for
mula expressed the only principle which was possible 
for Jews who intended-almost insanely intended-to 
survive Auschwitz. Yet, because this woman had the icy 
wisdom and strength to accept the principle, she kept 
for herself a position in which she could do something 
for the Jews. Hardly anybody else in the camp did as 
much for them and saved so many lives as she did ( 118). 

At least in this instance, Elkins' tb&S!: is apt b~pe out by the 
evidence from which he quotes, and".!: o..~)-."s~bo"' theory 
of slave behavior h b a r I' I I t ; R bis 
R : :I ;;"; I I • I • f t ; I :s •i.ld Ii, 

I iC CS: ti tli!:C 105 a §Zt!Lll was accepted, that was not be-



cause he had offered solid evidence but ~cause by comparing 
slavery to the survivor's experience he was able to mobilize the 

152_ deeply disturbing and largely uncontrolled range of reaction 
which attends our idea of the concentration camps. & : • f h _, 

g; I I !, I J a I I 6 ? llt "" 
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Daily life in the camps, with its fear and tensions, 
taught over and over the lesson of absolute power. It 
prepared the personality for a drastic shift in standards. 
It crushed whatever anxieties might have been drawn 
from prior standards; such standards had become mean
ingless. It focused the prisoner's attention constantly on 
the moods. attitudes, and standards of the only man 
who mattered {the SS guard). A truly childlike situa-
tion was thus created: utter and abject dependency. 
. . . It is no wonder that the prisoners should become 
"as children." It is no wonder that their obedience be
came unquestioning, that they did not revolt, that they 
muld not "hate" their masters ( 1 :22). 

Elkins ••-••-•-••-• is expressing the pre
vailing view. But power is never absolute, especially °' er time, 
and it is not true that the SS guard was the "one significant other" 
on whom the prisoners' needs depended. Social bonding among 
prisoners themselves was a universal phenomenon in the camps. 
And of course it is not true that survivors were morally crushed, 
that they lost all sense of prior standards, that moral sanity was 
meaningless. Certainly it is not true that they did not revolt; to 
live was to resist, every day, all the time, and in addition to dra
matic events like the burning of Treblinka and Sobibor there 
were many small revolts in which all perished. Prisoners who 
were capable, furthermore, of organizing an underground and of 
systematically subverting SS intentions were not behaving "as 
children." And it is not true, finally, that hatred was absent. Sur
vivors seethed with it, they speak of it often, they describe terri
ble acts of revenge. In Pri1oners of Fear the author praises one of 
her comrades for "the ice-cold llClf-control by which she hid her 
abysmal hatred of the German rulers" ( 123) in order to exploit 



and multiply meanings, is the essence of civilization. And here 
the psychoanalytic method correctly assumes that nothin,!!. is to be 
taken at face value. Our actions are invested with memories, f SS
wishes and values reaching far beyond the performance itself, 
and no act is simply and wholly significant in its }rnllledi~te.r(:on-
crete function. Historically, psychoanalysis 

O 
'·?'j'ev\-e.dl 

just as the 1ymboli1te movement was occurring in the arts, and it 
is tempting to see in both a common pursuit. Both read facts as 
symbols, both search out the mysteries of an invisible drama, and 
both take it for granted that in any act or situation there is more 
than meets the eye. Survivors act as they do because they must
the issue is always life or death-and at every moment the mean
ing and purpose of their beha,·ior is fully known. \V/e, on the 
other hand, act for all kinds of reasons, ~ome known and others 
unconscious, some practical and others governed by an internal 
will that can only be guessed at. For us behavior requires inter
pretation; indeed, interpretation validates experience, and hence 
the usefulness of the psychoanalytic approach. 

But only for us. Attempts to interpret the survivor· s experic:nce 
-to see it in terms other than its own-have done more harm 
than good. The outstanding spokesman, in this respect, has been 
Bruno Bettelheim, whose application of the psychoanalytic model 
to survival behavior has been definiti,·e. Bettelheim was in Buchen
wald and Dachau for a year, before systematic destruction became 
fixed policy and at a time when prisoners could still hope for re
lease, but he was there and speaks with that authority. His first 
analysis of the camp experience- "Individual and Mass Behavior 
in Extreme Situations" -appeared in 1943, adding the weight of 
precedence to a position which has never been challenged and 
which has influenced all subsequent study. Even among laymen 
his ideas are known and accepted. His version is the version, and 
in The Informed lleart it takes its final, polemical form. Bettel
heim argues that prisoners in the camps exhibited the following 
general traits: they became "incompetent children"; they identi
fied with the SS and were "willing and able to accept SS values 
and behavior"; they fell into an "anonymous mass," without so-



cial base or organization; and they possessed no "autonomy," by 
which Bettelheim means the capacity for dramatic acts of self

/Sb assertion. 
Bettelheim's view differs sharply from that of other survivors

Ernst Wiechert and Ernest Rappaport, for example-who were in 
Buchenwald at the same time. His claims are not substantiated by 
the bulk of testimony by survivors, including the comprehensive 
report by-Eugen Kogon, who was a member of the underground 
and was in Buchenwald from the beginning to the end. Bettel
heim' s attack on AMe Frank and her family is perhaps the essen
tial expression of his outlook. He suggests that their decision to 
stay together and go into hiding was stupid-a judgment which 
disregards the situation in Holland, where the population at large 
helped many Jews to escape in this way. Rather, he argues, they 
should have abandoned their commitment to each other: each 
should have fought alone, each shooting down the Germans as 
they came. Where the guns were to come from, or how scattered 
individuals were to succeed when nations failed, he does not say. 

Bettelheim develops his argument in terms of a dramatic con
trast between the individual, who possesses "autonomy," and the 
masses, who do not possess "autonomy." In many cases this be
comes a contrast between Bettelheim himself and "others": 

they appeared to be pathological liars, were unable to 
restrain themselves. unable to separate between reality 
and their wishful or anxious day dreams. So to the old 
worries, a new one was added, namely, "How could I 
protect myself from becoming as they are?" ( 114). 

This may ref er to prisoners during the stage of initial collapse, 
but Bettelheim does not say so. He is describing what appears to 
him to be the general situation, and this contrast between himself 
and other prisoners is in fact the theme of his book. It is evident 
not only in the serue of isolation and .... superiority which at
tends references to himself, but also in an animus toward other 
prisoners in general. At one point he attacks camp functionaries 
by suggesting that inmates with "privileged" positions had "a 
greater need to justify themselves": 



//,IJ 

~hatever his conclusions, Bettelheim's argument for "autonomy" 
1s a defense of human dignity, a call to that principle in man 
which resists determination by otherness. His fear is not only that 
human beings can be made helpless, but that prevailing tenden
cies in modern thinking have accepted the condition of victim
hood as final. A primary assumption of his own discipline is that 
the self is forever in painful bondage to its past. And much of so
cial, economic and political theory-conservative as well as radical 
-takes it for granted that external forces shape internal being, or 
finally that the self is constituted by forces it neither controls nor 
understands but only suffers. Perhaps the case for man-as-victim 
has been put most strongly by behaviorism, which assumes out
right that environment is omnipotent and that the human self is 
ever and always a unilateral function of the world in which it 
finds itself. Applied to the concentration camps, the conclusion 
can only be that monstrosity breeds monstrosity, and therefore 
that no one survived. Those not killed in body most surely per
ished in spirit, for men and women could not long endure such 
inhumanity without themselves becoming inhuman. One sees why 
B. F. Skinner, in his attack on freedom, also finds it necessary to 
attack dignity: as long as people persist in their refusal to be de
termined by forces external to themselves, the belief in f recdom 
will likewise persist as a by-product of this basic recalcitrance. 

That the concentration camps were a kind of "experiment" has 
of ten been noted. Their aim was to reduce inmates to mindless 
creatures whose behavior could be predicted and controlled abso
lutely. The camps have so far been the closest thing on earth to a 
per:ect Skinner Box. They were a closed, completely regulated 
envuonment, a "total" world in the strict sense. Pain and death 
:'ere the .:•negative reinforcers,'' food and life the "positive re
mforcers, and all these forces were pulling and shoving twenty
four hours a day at the deepest stratum of human need. And yet, 
survivors are proof that the "experiment" did not succeed. -

Their behavior was of 
course determined by camp conditions, but not in the way behav-

iorism or current theories of victimhood assume. The distinction 
overlooked is between responses to necessity which are really uni
lateral and therefore at one with necessity, and responses which /6 I 
are strategic and therefore provoked by, but opposed to, the same 
necessity. Facing extreme pressure, human beings either acquiesce 
or resist or do both. Like the psychoanalytic approach, behavior-
ism does not take into account the duality of action in extremity. 
It too fixes attention on the "primary" level of adjustment, pre-
cisely on those activities which are informed by, and expressive 
of, camp logic. On this level it appears that prisoners succumbed 
to their environment ( and life depended on the success of this 
deception). But on the "secondary" level, as we have seen, pris-
oners were pushing hard against camp controls. And it is perhaps 
worth noting, finally, that the behaviorist assumption was held in 
practice by the SS themselves, who never doubted that force and 
fear could break anyone, could reduce all behavior to a function 
of their world. 

In a way at first surprising, Bettelheim's idea of heroism dove
tails with the view of man as victim-just as psychoanalysis and 
behavio~~ )>¥£1-i, on opposite principles, agree in the case of 

... ,;:C~~ity.~':_c~bration of man's .. in~o;~itr,ble spirit" and ii. 
oi""v1cttm1zatton are rooted in the ? c... belief, as old as 

Western culture, that human bondage can be transcended only in 
death. Death is at once the entrance to a world of fulfillment un
obtainable on this earth and the proof of a spirit unvanquished 
by fear or compromise. Neither is possible to men and women 
getting by as best they can from day to day; and a life not ready, 
at any moment, to give itself for something higher is life en
chained, life cowed and disgraced by its own gross will to per
sist. Survival in itself, not dedicated to something elu, has never 
been held in high esteem and often has been viewed with con
tempt. This complex of attitudes is at the heart of the Christian 
worldview; it had already been expounded in detail by Plato, and 



before that invested with grandeur by Homer. In the Iliad, the 
progress of a Greek advance is stopped by sudden mist and dark-· 

/b ~ ness; whereupon the great Ajax prays aloud for Zeus to send 
light to continue the battle, even if light should bring death. 
Many centuries later, in On th, S11blime, Longinus remarked: 
"That is the true attitude of an Ajax. He does not pray for life, 
for such a petition would have ill beseemed a hero" ( 67). 

Just so;-when we say of someone that he or she "merely" sur
vives, the word "merely" carries real if muted moral objection. 
And we say it all the time, as if to be alive, or simply to struggle 
for life, were not in itself enough. For "meaning" and "signifi
cance" we look elsewhere-to ideals and ideologies, to religion 
and other metaphysical systems; to anything, any higher cause or 
goal which defines life in terms other than its own and thereby 
justifies existence. Survivors are suspect because they are forced 
to do openly, without a shred of style or fine language to cover 
tqemselves, what the rest of us do by remote control. The bias 
ag;unst "mere survival'.' runs deep, and derives its force from the 
fact that all of us think and act in terms of survival, but at a cru
cial remove and with all the masks and stratagems which culti
vated men and women learn to use-of which there would seem 
to be no end. As Nietzsche observed, man would rather will 
nothingness than have nothing to will, nothing with which to 
p~ life beyond itself. But as Nietzsche implies, the problem 
with these symbplic ~pe~f:;:~es is that they redeem life 
n gt g • . b'\ "jo. •0 ~-

One of the side-effects of avilization is that life is enhanced 
by denigrating actual life processes. But is this a side-effect 
merely? Might it not be the paradox of civilization itself-a di
rect result of, or even a condition for, the split between mind and 
body which characterizes the structure of civilized existence as 
we know it? Surely Descartes was not original when he declared 
that mind and matter are separate entities, nor was his "I think 
therefore I am" anything more than the commonplace bias of cul
ture itself. Within the framework of civilization, experience has 
always been divided into physical and spiritual realms, immediate 

and mediated modes, concrete and symbolic forms, lower and 
higher activities. And all things "higher," as we know, are by 
definition not concerned with life itself; not, that is, with life in /6J 
its physical concreteness. In Th, Presenlalion of Self in Everyday 
Li/, Erving Goff man has observed that human activities take 
place either in "front" or in "back" regions. We "present" our
selves ( our idealized selves) to ourselves and others in "front re
gions," while keeping our props, especially those which attend 
our biological needs, out of sight in '"back regions": 

The line dividing front and back regions is illustrated 
nerywhere in our society. As suggested, the bathroom 
and bedroom . . . are places from which the down
stairs audience can be excluded. Bodies that are cleansed, 
clothed, and made up in these rooms can be presented 
to friends in others. In the kitchen, of course, there is 
done to food what in the bathroom is done to the hu-
man bod • 

t I p I • I U d - (123). 

Goffman is talking about American society, but the compart
mentalization of existence to which he points can be found every
where, most dramatically at events which have a religious or an 
official function, places and ceremonies associated with power or 
the sacred. In all such instances, a division between front and 
back, hikher and lower, is strictly upheld. And as far as ritual 
and technology permit, everything "lower" is kept out of sight
and thereby out of mind. Mary Douglas has called this "the pu
rity rule": 

Acmrding to the rule of distance from physiological 
origin (or the purity rule) the more the social situation 
exertS pressure on persons involved in it, the more the 
social demand for cbnformity tends to be expressed by a 
demand for physical oontrol. Bodily processes are more 
ignored and more firmly set ouuide the social discourse, 
the more the latter is important. A natural way of in
vesting a social occasion with dignity is to hide organic 
processes ( 12). 



heart is left me, and the same flesh and blood which 
likewise can love and suffer and desire and remember, 
and this is, after all, life. Or, 11oi1 le soleil! 

(ill Mochulsky, 141). 

His awakening had nothing to do with belief, and in his letter 
he thanks neither God nor the Tsar. He has simply realized what 
he did not know before. Life's fundamental goodness is now 
clear, and he wants his brother to know that through the years in 
prison this knowledge will be his strength. Using exactly the 
same details of the letter, Dostoevsky re-described his mock ex· 
ecution nearly twenty years later in The Idiot. The Prince is ob
sessed by two images of man-condemned: one is executed, the 
other pardoned. Myshkin's desire is to conduct his life in terms 
of what they, the condemned, know. So too with Father Zosimo, 
and finally Alyosha and Mitya, in The Brother1 Kara111azo11• They 
know that life justifies ideals and not, as h-;m thinks, the reverse. 
They know that "life is in ourselves and not in the external." 

Survivors develop a faith in life which seems unwarranted to 
others. Dostoevsky did, and so did Bertrand Russell, to take a 
final example from om world. While in Peking during the win
ter of 1920-21, Russell came down with double pneumonia. Com
plications set in and "for a fortnight," as he tells us, "the doctors 
thought every evening that I should be dead before morning" 
( 180). But with the coming of spring his health returned, and at 
some point during recovery Russell had an extraordinary experi
ence, which he describes in Volume Two of the A.Ntobiography: 

Lying in my bed feeling that I was not going to die was 
surprisingly delightful. I had always imagined until 
then that I was fundamentally pes.,imistic and did not 
greatly value being alive. I discovered that in this I bad 
been completely mistaken, and that life was infinitely 
sweet to me. Rain in Peking is rare, but during my con
valescence there came heavy rains bringing the deli
cious smell of damp earth through the windows, and I 
used to think how dreadful it would have been to have 
never smelt that smell again. I had the same feeling 
about the light of the sun, and the sound of the wind. 
Just outside my windows were some very beautiful 



which found its historical basis only after 194-;. 
The rnm:cntration camps arc plainly an cmbo1.f iment of the ar

d1ctypc we call Ht•II. Tht.-y were "hell on c-.irth," as <."YeryboJy /1,f 
says, and George Steiner has ~one so far as to su~st that th<.-y 
were a deliberate actualization of the Jcmonir tradition in art anJ 
literature and th,:ology, the most tcrribk instanre of myth turn-
ing into history: 

The camp embodies, often down to minutiae, the im
ages and chronicles of Hell in Europcnn art and thought 
from the twelfth to the eighteenth centuries. It is these 
representations whic_tg&ve the deranged horrors of Bel
sen a kind of "expecjcl logic." ... The concentration 
and death camps of the twentieth century, wherever 
they exist, under whatever regime. urc Hell mode ;,,,. 
maMnl. They are the transference of Hell from below 
the earth to its surface. They are the deliberate enact• 
ment of a long, precise imagining ( 'i_M4). 

We must hope that Steiner is wrong, for if the kind of Jeter· 
minism implied in this "transference·· is real-if man eventually 
anJ necess.uily realizes his Jeep ima~inin1,,-s in fad then th<.· <.·nJ 
will come, the bombs will fall, the myth of the World's EnJ, im
agined for millennia, will arrive in actuality. That is possible, but 
so ( employing Steiner's model) is a new Golden Age, another of 
man's intenser imaginings. The mind of man holds evcrythin~. 
and our common fate may indeed, as Freud rnme to believe, be 
bound to the eventual outcome of a battle bctw<.-cn rnnflidin~ 
psychic forces. 

But finally I want to mark a lesser syrnmdry bc:tw<.-cn Hdl anJ 
the camps, simply the comparison itself. We make it all th<.· time, 
and so do survivors. But for us it is misleading bcrausc the an·he· 
type informs our perception and we enJ up S<.-cin~ the SS as s;1-

tanic monsters and the prisoners as condemned souls. When we 
imagine what the survivor's experience must have bt:cn, we thus 
project our own fantasies, our own worst fears and wish<.-s. From 
our remote vantage point only the horror is visible; the real be
havior of survivors goes unobserved b<.'C:ausc it wa.,; covert, un
dramatic, not at all in accord with our expct1ation:. of heroism. 



Milton's Hell is a "universe of death," and his high style should 
not deflect us from the fact that .Auschwitz might be described in 
exactly the same terms (although not in Miltonic diction, which I'-/ I 
applied to the camps would generate lunatic irony). But the 
camps are there, in Milton's poem and in Dante's, in the under
realms of Homer and Virgil, in Shakespeare's Lea,-. From the 
world's literature we can abstract a set of conditions which make 
up the demonic or infernal depths as men have imagined them 
always. Northrop Frye has done this, arriving at an archetypal 
outline of the "world that desire totally rejects": 

the world of the nightmare and the scapegoat, of bond
age and pain and confusion. . . . the world also of per
verted or wasted work. ruins and catacombs. instru
ments of torture and monuments of folly (147). 

Frye is describing an imaginary place, but he could be talking 
about a real world where men and women were forced to carry 
gigantic rocks back and forth to no purpose; where prisoners 
were hung by their hands on trees; where they lay face down in 
sewage and mud doing push-ups, and where to this day Dachau 
and Auschwitz stand as monuments to an age which is ours. The 
move from fiction to history argues the prophetic nature of art 
and perhaps even, as Steiner implies, a kind of cultural deter
minism. But it is also the special case of a more general relation 
between contrary realms of experience, between civilization and 
extremity, which can be formulated this way: what we experi
ence symbolically, in spirit only, survivors must go through in 
spirit a11d in body. In extremity, states of mind become objective, 
metaphors tend to actualize, the word becomes flesh. 

In The GreaJ War and Modern Memory, Paul Fussell has 
noted the "curious literariness" of experience in the trenches. He 
observes that "one way of using canonical literature to help sug
gest the actuality of front-line experience was to literalize what 
before had been figurative" ( 165). Thus Shakespeare's metaphor 
for fallen majesty-Lear saying of his hand, "It smell" of mortal-
ity" -becomes plain fact in the rank air of a world re corpses 
of men and horses lay rotting for months. -
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/72---•--._. ____ .._ Fussell concludes that "the 
drift of modem history domesticates the fantastic and normalizes 
the unspeakable" ( 7 4), and that beginning with World War I 
the perception of extreme events reveals a definite tendency: "The 
movement was toward myth, toward a revival of the cultic, 
the mystical, the sacrificial, the prophetic, the sacramental, and 
the universally significant. In short, toward fiction'' ( 131 ) . 

But toward fiction which had actualized; and anyone sensitive 
to aesthetic form, sometimes called "significant form," is bound 
to wonder at this odd convergence of art and life. When hun· 
dreds of women in the Soviet prison at Yaroslavl were rounded 
up for a routine transport to the camps, Eugenia Ginzburg re
members a small incident which, like a Joycean epiphany, re· 
vealed in a moment the shattering of personal life under Stalin. 
"They made us give up the photographs of our children," she 
writes, and "I can still see the great pile of them on the stone 
floor of the yard" ( 268). That is already an example of signifi
cant form: the event in itself embodies and shows forth its larger 
meaning. But there is more, and Ginzburg goes on to remark: 

If, today, a 61m director were to show such a heap in 
close-up, he would certainly be accused of striving for a 
forced effect-especially if he were also to show a sol
dier's heavy boot trampling on the pile of cards, from 
which little girls in ribbons and boys in short pants 
looked up at their criminal mothers. The critics would 
say, "That's too much." Nevertheless, that is exactly 
what happened. One of the warders had to cross the 
yard and, rather than walk around the pile, stamped 
straight across the faces of our children. I saw his foot 
in close-up, as though it were in a 61m (268). 

Extremity makes bad art because events are too obviously 
"symbolic." The structure of experience is so clear and com
plete that it appea~ to be deliberately contrived. But the great 
majority of books and documents by survivors are not consciously 
formal or deliberately shaped. Their testimony is in no way "lit-

erary," and yet everywhere great and terrible metaphors arc em
beddeJ in events described. Hell first of all, and then "spiritual"' 
states of bcin~ like purity and . defilement, doom a~d salvati~n, / JJ 
death and rebirth. The following example l I 1 r J1i m· 
volves a small massacre in a German forest: 

Then we were ordered to dig out the soil in the marked 
area. . . . others were told to break off small branches 
and twigs. . . . As evening closed in, the S.S. men de
cided that the pit was deep enough. . . . prisoners 
were told to stand in one row facing the forest. . . . I 
watched the dancing rays of the sun glinting through 
the trees. . . . Suddenly terrible screams, accompanied 
by the crackle of rifle fire. . . . There was a stampede 
to the right and to the left. But the women could not 
run far. A few steps and they were riddled with bullets. 
I stood in front of the pit quaking. For a Aeeting mo
ment, through glazed eyes, I saw my companions in the 
pit. Some of them were still moving convulsively. I 
heard a loud rifle volley, then silence and darkness .... 
Is this death? . , . I try to raise my arm but can't. I 
open my eyes but see nothing. . . . I am lying inert in 
the dark. . . . I try to raise myself and I find myself 
sitting up. Fresh branches are brushing my head. It is 
dark and there are stars above me. . . . As conscious
ness returns, my mind begins to clear .... Trembling 
and weeping I cry out in a faltering voice: "Are any of 
you alive? Come out if you are!" And on the other side 
of the pit sits a dark figure. "It's me," says Charlotte. 
But in the pit itself no one moves. We two arc the only 
survivors (Weiss, 74-75). 

Bullets did not tear through her, her heart did not stop. But shl· 
was certain-her body was certain-that death was comin~. Shl· 
felt that she had died, she lay for hours among the lifeless mass 
of her comrades, and then got up. Is this the famous valley of 
death through which souls pass? Is this resurrection? How mm:h 
is metaphor, how much plain fact? Or is there any longer a dif
ference? Archetypes have actualized in events so exaAA>erat<.-J, so 
melodramatic and patently symbolic, that no serious novelist, ex
cept perhaps in parody, would now attempt to treat them as art. 



ONE DIFFERENCE between Nazi and Soviet camps was that 
in the latter dying was a slower process. There was, though, this 
exception: during the early years of GULAG, when prisoners 
were sent into the arctic wastes to construct new slave sites, the 
ferocity of their ordeal was such, it took so many lives so f ~t, 
that later among Soviet inmates it became a sort of legendary 
standard by which to measure degrees of hardship in different 
camps. Dumped in the middle of nowhere, men and women had 
to answer the sky's extremity with, quite literally, nothing but 
themselves. Here is an "old" prisoner's story of those first days: 

We found only unending forests and marshlands-areas 
upon which no human foot had ever trod before. For us 
nothing was prepared in advance. We were brought 
into the woods and told to build barracks and enclo
sures, to find water, to cut roads .... That was how 
the northern camps came into being. For months on end 
we slept in holes dug in the ground. We subsisted on a 
diet of dry rusks made of black bread and, in the sum
mertime, on wild berries. We were unarmed in the 
struggle against a harsh nature. The biting cold, the 
strength-sapping labor, disease-these left alive only a 
few of the original prisoners here. Even among our 
guards the death rate was catastrophic. . . . I can recall 
numerous cases of the "white death" -when a prisoner 
simply remained alone in the snow, not being able to 

_ QlU~er, the strength to get 11P (G,li~sman, 266,)., 1 \· . I _\. 
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.._ of the worst world possible. From it comes the definition 
of extremity as a situation in which men and women must live 
without a((ommodation; and to one degree or another this was 
true of all the concentration camps. All were places in which the 
human self was stripped of spiritual as well as physical media
tions, until literally nothing was left to persist through pain and 
time but the body itself. 



To pass from civilization to extremity means to be shorn of the 
elaborate system of relationships-to job, class, tradition and fam-

178' il!, to groups ~d institutions of every kind-which for us pro
vides perhaps runety percent of what we think we are. In the 
camps prisoners lost their possessions, their social identity, the 
whole of the cultural matrix which had previously sustained 
them. They lost, in other words, the delicate web of symbolic 
identifications available to men and women in normal times. In 
Nazi camps they lost even their names and their hair. They were 
reduced to immediate physical existence through a process of de
sublimation so abrupt and thorough that-in the plainest, starkest 
sense-nothing remained of what the self had been: 

You lost the capability of proving to yourself, in a mo
ment of doubt, that you are still the same human being 
you were when you came here. That being is gone, and 
only a miserably wretched creature remains in her 
place. A naked creature deprived of everything and 
avidly covering her body with someone else's sweat
saturated garments in spite of keen disgust 

• (Szmaglewska, 78). 

Or as Viktor Frankl discovered after his first hours in Auschwitz: 

While we were waiting for the shower, our nakedness 
was brought home to us: we really had nothing now ex
cept our bare bodies-even minus hair; all we possessed, 
literally, was our naked existence ( 11 ). 

+I ll "l g" !ii!lii:dJII :· flill 

In Soviet camps, new prisoners were regularly robbed of vital 
possessions, especially warm clothing, by the ubiquitous gangs of 
11rlut1 (criminals). In Nazi camps the reduction to nakedness 
involved a specialized set of procedures. But in either case the 
outcome was total loss, and the survival struggle therefore began 
with a search for minimal items of accommodation, clothing or a 
blanket or the indispensable cup or bowl. Very often-since new 
prisoners had not yet learned to "organize" -the things they 
needed could only be got by trading bread . .And once inmates did 



What of the future with the sense of possibility it gives us, the 
feeling of life unfolding toward fulfillment which supports so 

//2. much of personal identity and which, in troubled times, nourishes 
the will to push on? In the concentration camps, of course, there 
was no future. At very best, tomorrow meant more of the same; 

• Death might 
be seconds away, and each day was an agony so endless as never 
to be got through. Under such circumstances, thinking of the fu
ture was even more painful than remembering the past: 

A day begins like every day, so long as not to allow us 
reasonably to conceive its end, so much cold, so much 
hunger, so much exhaustion separates us from it; so 
that it is better to concentrate one's attention and de
sires on the block of grey bread, which is small but 
which will certainly be ours in an hour, and which for 
five minutes, until we have devoured it, will form every
thing that the law of the place allows us to possess 

(Levi, 57). 

That is a constant th~me of survivors: to concentrate on this day, 
this five minutes, this small need or pleasure. They endure from 
one day to the next, from one hour to another, "on a short-term 
basis," as one survivor says-which meant, for example, "eating 
what one was given without laying aside for the future, since no 
future was certain" (Berkowitz, q6). 

. (\!'' sku~. 
As the war neared its end, '11--•• m the German camps 

were aware of the coming liberation. They also knew that general 
massacres were scheduled ( some of which took place) ; and once 
the death marches began, deliverance seemed remote indeed. 
Some part of the will to live was rooted in the hope of ultimate 
release, however unlikely that possibility might seem at any par
ticular time. Many survivors must surely have drawn upon this 
faint last hope to carry them through those final days. But almost 
always this kind of ho~ was covert, like a repressed desire which 
affects behavior although it remains unconscious. For Soviet pris
oners, the chance of release was even more improbable. Too many 
inmates, on the day their term was up, were sentenced to another 
ten or twenty years. At the end of the war, rumors of amnesty 

were ~idespread; but here too, the best protection against Je
spair was not to hope: 

Such exaltation was usually followed by deep depres
sion when the imagined zero hour had passed without 
incident. If, after such a swing from hope to despair, 
we did not wish to suffer mental instability • . • we 
had to develop our own technique for preserving our 
sen~ of balance. Many became thorough pessimists be
cause of this (Gollwitzer, 81 ). 

To live by looking ahead, as we do, was not possible in the 
camps. One Soviet prisoner, after serving his sentence of .~,650 
days, was told that instead of release his term had been prolonged 
"indefinitely." That same day he died, for no visible reason. As 
one of his surviving comrades said, "I can only guess what wa.,; 
happening in his heart, but one thing is certain-that Ix-sides de
spair, pain, and helpless anger, he felt also regret for his thought
less faith in hope" (Herling, 33). The chances for sur\'ival anJ 
f ceedom were so logically improbable that no hope, as we know 
hope, could be allowed into consciousness. The despair thus ~en
erated would be too much to bear. How, standing through the 
hours of winter roll-call in Auschwitz, could anyone be said to 
hope or believe in a future? 

It is as if this present moment of existence in camp with 
the thousands of motionless figures were frozen like the 
plants at the bottom of a lake, whose surface is covered 
by a thick layer of ice. And neither your longing eyes 
nor the efforts of your young arms nor your warmest 
thoughts can pierce that heavy layer of ice which 
spreads over your life. No fist, no matter how strong, 
can crack this barrier with its blow (Szma~lewska, 11 o). 

The temptation to despair was thus compounded by the temr
tation to hope, in a situation where both were Jea,Uy. AnJ as 
might be expected, April was indeed the cruelest month. The 
desire to remember, to have one's past self born again, was worst 
in the spring ... The return of growth and fruitfulness, the 
whole of life's promise implicit in a blade of new grass, su~ested 
a future that in the survivor's case was mockery. In extremity life 
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proceeds by rejecting hope, by refusing to consider its own future: 

If you lack the strength to resist the call of the earth 
awakened by spring. . . . (you) had better grab up a 
spade, a wheelbarrow, do any task within the camp and 
glue your eyes on the faded barracks. Not for one mo
ment let yourself forget that you are in a concentration 
camp. You will be much less unhappy if you do not ex
perience the dreams, and then face the rude awaken
ings. . . . In order not to become insane from the won
der of life pulsating all around you in newly awakening 
nature . . . it is better to bury yourself in the camp, as 
a rock is embedded and cannot move from its place 

( Szmaglewska, 170) . 

Prisoners in the camps did struggle, did resist, did plan and 
carry through revolts. But not, again, with hope as we know it. 
Sanity depended on always expecting the worst, on the realism 
of doomed men and women still holding out. This, finally, is the 
attitude survivors take: they might make it, they probably won't, 

but they will not stop trying. ••••-•· ------••• 
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Past and future mean little to men and women dying, for whom 
reality resides in a scrap of string or bread. If survivors thought 
of things elsewhere, they did it wistfully or with a moment"s 
fierce desire, but without prolonged belief. Everything about the 
camp experience conspired to reduce them to where they were and 
what they were-living bodies in a place of death. Gone were the 
myths and institutions, the symbols and technologies which in 
normal times allow the self to transcend and lose sight of its ac
tual situation. An apt image of civilization, crude as this may 
sound, is that of a man sitting on a toilet feaclj~g a book. He is 
there, of course, but in consciousness he is elsewhere. The physi
cal act he performs, and the biological identity it confirms, are 

neither visible nor in any sense significant. But for mc:n and 
women in extremity this same event, minus the book, the privacy 
and the comfort of a clean toilet bowl, becomes an activity re· 4e.s
quiring f -teJl"& i .1ttention. Survivors are reduced to pri-
mal acts and to an awareness circumscribed by primitive needs. 
They are naked to the roots, radically compressed to their essence 
as creatures of flesh. 

When: in ordinary circumstances we discuss the question of 
basic needs, the most fundamental of all, the need to excrete, is 
of course never mentioned. There will always, however, be much 
talk of two others, which for most of us represent man's "animal" 
side. Hunger and sex, we say, are ineradicable needs; and with 
hunger there is no doubt. But with sex the case is less clear, de
spite the belief that sex is as fundamental as hunger. It isn't. One 
of the striking things about the concentration camp experience
and there is enormous evidence on this point-is that under con
ditions of privation and horror the need for sex disappears. It 
simply is not there, n~ther in feeling nor in fantasy, neither the 
desire nor the drive. As one survivor says, "Many of us young 
men ceased to have any sexual feelings whatever; Karel and I, 
during all the time we were in Treblinka, and for long after
wards, were men in name only" (Sereny, 237). Or as another 
puts it, "After two or three weeks of the regime at Maidanek, sex 
problems disappeared. Women lost their periods; men lost their 
urge" ( Donat, 18 3). In Buchenwald, according to the report of 
a doctor imprisoned there, "one hundred per cent of the female 
prisoners ceased to menstruate at the very beginning of their term 
of captivity; the function did not reappear until months after 
their liberation" (Weinstock, 2 3 5). And another survivor, this 
time from Auschwitz, observes that "even in his dreams the pris
oner did not seem to concern himself with sex" (Frankl, 31). 

The same thing occurred in Soviet camps. As one survivor says: 
"Oh, how we made fun of ourselves! Someone said that it was a 
miracle of nature that we had to urinate, . . . otherwise we 
would forget we had a sex organ" (Gilboa, 236). Another hu
morous remark, which in time became a camp proverb. was a 



one's being, the capacity for erotic fulfillment is ruined. Perhaps 
too, disappearance of sexual desire in the camps was a biological 
phenomenon in service of collective survival. For if a state of /<f? 
nature had prevailed, men and women fittir;\Among themselves 
for sexual privilege, the kind of co"" ->I'\ which grew up 
among prisoners would have been more difficult and open to be-
trayal. And it would seem, finally, that the most powerful de
pressors c,f sexual need are horror and moral disgust. The station· 
master at Treblinka, who directed incoming trains ( but who w~s 
also a secret agent in the Polish underground), reports that once 
the mass killing started, he and his wife could no longer make 
love: "Of course there was no question of a normal sexual life; 
we felt we lived in a cemetery; how could one feel joy there?" 
(Sereny, 155). Sexual joy is one of life's chief blessings, and the 
biological drive which enforces it is very strong. Even so, eros 
begins to govern human behavior only after a critical level of 
safety and well-being has been attained. If this runs counter to 
Freud's view-that ci~ilized rather than primitive conditions re-
press erotic need-so be it. Behavior which does not support day-
to-day existence tends to vanish in extremity. We may fairly con· 
elude that what remains is indispensable. ■ 
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by their reverting to nfantile attitudes which made 
them turn to food as t most available and basic sym
bol of security (233). 

But of course food was no .1 symbol. It was the concrete source 
of life and nothiDB less. Cer inly it was not available; men and 
women starved to death by ti • thousands, and in e\'ery case their 
decline-which is to say thei hunger-was vi.ribJe. As one sur
vivor says: 

/ 
One evening when u nd • ned to look at 
my thighs. I realized sh none left. And 
that is not a figure of pression "to be 
nothing but skin and bo ruth 

Given these circumstances, ho 
interpreted in terms ther th 
When people are starvin 
as to themselves: 

( Bernard, 1 oo). 

• c n the obsc:ssion with food be 
those of basic physical need? 

ondition is as plain to each other 

All those who have be n h ugh this terrible experi
ence of devitalisation ro h inc have been able to 
see for themselves t scare ly ere ihlc feebleness of the 
muscles, and I shaJf be forg en for cntioning a dread
ful detail, which will not stonish t cm at least-that 
the abdominal muscles wcr ·ncapahlc expelling mat
ter, which was the princip; cause of the terrible con
stipation from which all t e patients suffered, when 
they did not suffer from t reverse, for exactly the 
same reason ( Bernard, 1 1 2). 

The standard fare in a Nazi c 
water with enough dirt in it to 
water with bits of cabbage, tur 
brt!ad and sometimes a piece of 
viet camps, a full ration of bre· 
those already strong enough to f 
c~ve the minimal means of life, 
that sooner or later their streng 
them., and then they could not re 
meeti g the norm and were there 

np was this: for breakfast, hot 
called "coffee"; for lunch, hot 
ip or nettle in it; for dinner, 
usage or margarine. In the So

and soup was given only to 
Ifill the "work norm." To re-
risoners had to work so hard 

failed, exhaustion overtook 
ver since they were no longer 
re not "entitled" to adc:quate 

rations. Under these conditions, od mattered more than any
thing else; hunger was indeed o sessive, but not "beyond all 
reason." ff 

The significance of food-both n direct experience and as a J 
determinant of behavior and perc tion-is central to biological 
being. The quest for food is as ol as life on earth, and for two 
billion years almost all of organic activity has been determined 
by the need to eat, to gather ener , and only then to expand in 
complexity and number. Within t last hundred million years, 
furthermore, the development food-gathering-migration, 
territorial defense, hunting and fi lly agriculture-bas been the 
evolutionary basis of behavior trul social. The getting, sharing 
and consuming of food, in other rds, has been crucial to the 
emergence of man as man. War an peace have n functions of 
food, and the rise of ivilization i the Levant . nd therefore in 
the West could not ha occurred ithout br d; for only when 
the cultivation of wheat eplaced ibal w 1dering could popu-
lations stabilize enough to eate ci d central to the mean-
ing of food in perception is ot IY, the fact that it keeps us 
alive, but also that like sex, s ep nd other primal activities. 
eating yields a special pleasure, el ental and intrinsic to the act 
itself, which life long ago inves e in the doing of those acts 
which satisfy its basic needs. 

In extremity, to say that foo is Ii is not a metaphor. Further
more, eating was often the· le pie ure available to camp pris
oners. Amid the luxury of ur lives e perhaps forget that with
out some small dependable delight, xistence gradually becomes 
unbearable. This does not imply "in ntile regression" but ratllC'r 
the need to affirm life, to find it g d, to connect in some way 
which offsets, if only for minutes, s ffering which might other
wise be as seamless and inescapable • Hell. Solzhenitsyn likes to 
~tress that for starving men the mom nt of soup and bread can oc 
intense to a mystical degree. And p haps it is, if by "mystical" 
we mean an affirmation inherent in istence itself. In exttemity, 
as the following statement suggests rom the report of a woman 
who survived Neubrandenburg-foo and the pleasure of eating 

J 
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become grounds upon whir joy and affirmation remain. if not 
actual, then at least firmly pl ·siblc: _ 

Anything edibl sess 
furious at ourselves r 
ten years before that co 
having thrown a scrap 
odious memories of th 
weight .... Oh, if we 
know how to live. I woul 
let a single moment be s 
by metaphysical anxieti 
do: I would live ( Maurel, 

us ore and more. We were 
av· ng left food on our plates 

still have been eaten, or for 
ead or cake away. I had 

time I had wanted to lose 
ere to go back now, I would 
n"t be stupidly sad. l wouldn't 
i led by the sorrows of love or 
. I know now what I would 
7 .• 
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vivors act as tl?ey do ~ause they havl' to; and what tlu.:ir preJica· 
men~ reveals 1s tha~ 1_n_ extren:iity life .md humanness depend on 
the same set of act1v1hes. Tlus ,\mounts to saying that when ex
ternal props collapse, survivors fall back on life itself. A survivor 
of Treblinka speaks for all those like himself when he says: 

I have read more or less everything that has been writ
ten about this sub!ect· B~t somehow no one appears to 
~av~ ~nderstood: It wasn t 1·11thlessness that enabled an 
10d1~1dual to survive-it was an intangible quality, not 
part1~lar to educated or sophisticated individuals. Any
one ~•~ht ha~e it. It is perhaps best described as an 
ov_err~d1~g thirst-perhaps.. too, a taleNI for life, and a 
faith m life (Sereny, 183). 

He is referring to somethin~ which enables men and women 
to act spontaneously and correctly during times of protracted 
stress and danger. There is no evidence-nor should t!1;!;/bove 
statement be construed-to suggest that this c:c..£%•• rt • 
2 @ : ~ exclusive to a particular class, race, culture or nation. 

Th~ survivor just quoted is describing how it felt to him n.r ex

eerw~red;_ a~d f~~-thc phrase "talent for life" we might substitute 
magic will or imperishable power" or "life itself" or any of 

the other phrases survivors use. The reference is always to an 
agency felt to be other and greater than the personal ego, a reser· 
voir of strength and resources which in extremity become active/'/ f 
and are felt as the deeper foundation of selfhood. This is as much 
as survivors can say of their experience, but in coming to this 
limit we touch upon a further implication-a view reached pre
cisely at the limit of personal experience. Survivors act as if they 
were prepa,ed for extremity; as if anterior to learning and accul
turation there were a deeper knowledge, an elder wisdom, a sub
stratum of vital information biologically instilled and biologicaliy 

effective. 
We may at least speculate that through long periods of ex-

tremity, survival literally depends on life itself-life, that is, as 
the biologists see it, not as a st3{e or condition but as a set of ac
tivities evolved through time_:. successful response to crisis, 
the sole purpose of which is to keep going. r l • jlsl f 

:I f r£ .. • µ ~ d I; « 
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s l: t • r ) gz;I f • l g l • t 5 fl; . Life con-
tinues, def ends itself, expands. It does this by answering environ
mental challenges with countless behavioral patterns designed to 
deal with disturbance and threat. Behavior which proves success
ful for any particular species over the long run enters its geno
type and becomes "innate." To be sure, this happens by chance, 
with many failures, and through unimaginably long ages of time. 
From phylum to phylum, furthermore, the elements of such pat
terns differ greatly, but each will possess some fixed response to 
crisis, some settled way of meeting major needs, including those 
of defense and repair. Survival, in this case, depends on a basic 
fund of "biological wisdom," to use C. H. Waddington's phrase, 
with which all living creatures are endowed. Stripped of every
thing but life, what can the survivor fall back upon except some 
biologically determined "talent" long suppressed by cultural 
deformation, a bank of knowledge embedded in the body's cells. 

· · • • • The key 

to survival behavi~us lief in the priority of bi~ical being 
-which is to say that the properties of life itseltJ,c\st account 



for the rather surprising fact that under dehumanizing pressure 
men and women tend to preserve themselves in ways recognizablJ 

1,1..human. 
_To s_uggest that the survivor's behavior is biologically deter

mm~ 1s to assume a number of principles which, from the per
spective of the biological sciences,~ be considered "facts of 
life." The first is that almost all behavior in the individual as in 
the society directly or indirectly serves the general cause of sur· 
vival. The second is that any particular pattern of behavior is the 
outco~e of millions of years of trial-and-error experience which, 
once 1t has crystallized, passes from generation to generation 
through genetic transmission. The third, which follows from the 
first two, is that primary forms of behavior are innate the in
grained inheritance of all life-experience in a particula; line of 
descent. The fourth is that thtse facts apply as much to man as to 
other life-forms. The whole of this view is summed up in two 
b_road statements by J. Z. Young: "the capacity to continue-is pre• 
crsely the central characteristic of life" ( 108); and "the characte,r
istics of human life are the activities by which human continui is 
maintained" ( 8). 

There is no question of "vitalism" here, no transcendental life
for~~ or e/an .~it~ in Bergson's sense. And there is no question 
of teleology either; no grand design. no prc-establishecl har
mony tuning up at our expense as Teilhard de: Chardin, for ex
:1111Ple, would have liked us to think. Life: has no purpose beyond 
itself; or rather, having arisen by chance in an alien universe life . . ' 
1s its own ground and purpose, and the entire aim of its vast ac-
tivity is nothing more than to establish stable systems and endure. 
The~e is no~hing ~pecially mysterious about this, although the 
feelr~g _of life-existence experienced subjectively-bears mysti
c~! significance and power. Life goes forward through the colli
sion of populations with environments; how fast or slow this 
happens depends on the interaction of genetic potential and natu
ral se_lection, "the outcome," as E. 0. Wilson puts it, "of the 
genetic spon~ of populations to ecological pressure" ( 3~). 

For any particular life-form, this much is certain: it is what it 
is, and behaves as it does, as the result of the whole of its past. 

"Everything comes from experience," says Jacques Monod, 
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Every living being is also a fossil. Within it, all the way 
down to the microsoopic structure of its proteins, it 
bears the traces if not the stigmata of its ancestry. This 
is yet truer of man than of any other animal species by 
dint of the dual evolution-physical and ideacional-that 
he is heir to (154, 16o). 

Man's immediate past goes back two million years. The line of 
hominid descent goes back fifteen to twenty million years. And 
in the deepest sense, man's inheritance goes back to the appear
ance of life on earth, some two billion years ago; time enough to 
acquire the ground-sense necessary to survive in proven ways. 
And whether we call the configuration of man's biologically de
termined behavior his "biogram," as Earl W. Count has sug
gested, or his "biological infrastructure," as Lionel Tiger argues, 
the basic point is clear: survival behavior reveals a fixed system 
of activity, biological in origin, which is specific to humanness as 
such. 

It would be strange indeed, with so many millions of years 
of survival-experience packed into our genes, if at some deep 
fovoluntary level we did not possess capacities specially geared to 
cope with extreme situations. In the beginning there was nothing 
but extremity, nothing but the random rush of life in a touch
and-go struggle against extinction. Against the constant threat of 
oblivion, tendencies had to be developed which would increase 
the capacity to continue. The process of evolution is thus a per-

~ ;;~I du~r;!:~!0
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( which means conditions already adjusted to), but especially in 
time of disaster. Part of the uniqueness of man is that in addition 
to normal adjustment, he seems adjusted to po11ible dangers, to 
threat as a potential condition. At least in its essentials, human 
behavior may be und~rstood as "a repertoire of possible reactions" 
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and this distinction, as E. 0. Wilson points out, is crucial to fur
ther understanding of man as a biological creature: 

One of the key questions, never far from the thinking 
of anthropologists and biologists who pursue real the
ory, ,v. to what extent the biogram represents an adapta• 
tiona modern cultural life and to what extent it is a 
phylogenetic vestige. Our civilizations were jerrybuilt 
arou_nd the biogram. How have they been influenced by 
it? Conversely, how much flexibility is there in the bio
gram, and in which parameters particularly? Experi
ence with other animals indicates that when organs are 
hypertrophied, phylogeny is hard to reconstruct. This is 
the crux of the problem of the evolutionary analysis of 
human behavior (548). 

The problem with man is that his evolution involved a series 
of "quantum jumps" which radically transformed the use and 
quality of inherited traits. The relation of human behavior to its 
own phylogenetic past and to that of other species is therefore 
unclear. But on one point biologists agree: man is the culmination 
of a tendency toward social organization which appears every
where in the biosphere. Certainly there were societies before 
there were men. The cell itself is a kind of social organization, 
and any two-cell animal is in fact two animals who long ago 
worked out a system of mutual support. Primates likewise solved 
the problem of survival, millions of years before the appearann· 
of the hominid line, by evolving social orders which include sys
tems of communication and hierarchy, of mating and care for the 
young, of food-gathering, territory and defense. The typical pri• 
mate social group, as Hans Kummer observes, is "an ever-present 
tool of survival" ( 36). Man emerged from these prior achieve
ments, and thus Konrad Lorenz argues: 

If it were not for a rich endowment of social instinets, 
man could never have risen above the animal world. 
All specifically human faculties, the power of speech, 
cultural tradition, moral responsibility, could have 
evolved only in a being which, before the very dawn of 
conceptual thinking, lived in well-organized commu
nities (246). 



nomena because it defies entropy. While everything else in the 
universe is "running down," life is "running up." In some sense 
this is true of the human self also. It too defies entropy and resists .l.01 
dispersal; it too spends much energy and anguish keeping itself 
tightly whole-a kind of moral effort we ordinarily refer to as 
"maintaining integrity" -and works to adjust without losing the 
continuity of its basic organization. The comparison I am making 
is pure speculation, of course; it could hardly be otherwise. And 
yet how apt, in the survi·,or' s case, to take seriously the idea that 
mankind is life conscious of itself; as if basic biological processes, 
transformed by consciousness, do indeed reappear as activities 
specific to--. selfhood. 

C T a 
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••••••••- Human beings need and desire to be part 
of a larger whole, to join with their fellows and even, in mo
ments of great passion, to lose the sense of self entirely. That is 
the basis of sex and religion, of politics and society. But just as 
much, men and women yearn for solitude, they stmggle fiercely 
for an existence apart, for an integrity absolutely unbreachablc. 
That is the basis of dignity, of personality, of the egotism which 
fuels creation and discovery, and finally of the sense of individ
ual "rights." But throughout the whole of the biosphere a similar 
duality is evident. From polymers to man, life-forms are perpetu
ally merging, joining, establishing symbiotic and societal modes 
of relation for mutual benefit. At the same time, however, par
ticular life-forms are differentiating themselves from others, indi-


	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	16
	17
	18
	19
	20
	21
	22
	23
	24
	25
	26
	27
	28
	29
	30
	31
	32
	33
	34
	35
	36
	37
	38
	39
	40
	41
	42
	43
	44
	45
	46
	47
	48
	49
	50
	51
	52
	53
	54
	55
	56
	57
	58
	59
	60
	61
	62
	63
	64
	65
	66
	67
	68
	69

