A new introduction for Legacy of Silence in German

Dan Bar-On, March 2003.

It is interesting to reconstruct, after almost eighteen years, what did I think and feel when I first went to Germany in August 1985 to start my study, looking for descendants of Nazi perpetrators, trying to interview them and understand how they live with their fathers’ legacy. One thing that struck me already then, that at that time there was no idiom “children of perpetrators” in the German public discourse. It became a public issue only in 1987, when Peter Zichrovsky’s book Born Guilty came out (1987) and Doerte von Westerhagen published an article by this name in Die Zeit. While looking for interview-partners (that was a fascinating process in itself) I used to travel from one place to the other, in Germany, mainly by train. For a Jewish person this was a strenuous process in itself, because of the associations with the role of trains in the Nazi extermination process, and I had to learn to live with it. I remember that certain names of interview partners would frightened me as well (knowing what their fathers were involved in during the Nazi era) and I had to remind myself that I am going to meet only their children who did no harm themselves. 

What disturbed me most was the feeling that I am searching something no one was really interested in. I would walk out from an interview that was emotionally very intense and I could feel that in the street people used to conduct their daily life, seemingly quite a good one, and there was no reminder of what the interview was about. During my evenings in Germany, being mostly alone, I would listen again and again to the tapes I have recorded during the day, as if to convince myself that what I have heard during the interviews was real and not part of my imagination.

I guess that at that time I was an outcast in many ways: Academics in Germany advised me not to try to conduct this study, as there would be endless methodological obstacles. Even some Israeli academic at my own University tried to hinder me from conducting such a study as it “may hurt the process of my getting tenure.” There were only a few lay people, mainly in Germany, who encouraged me: “If you feel you can do it, go for it. Perhaps the time is ripe and a German scholar would anyway not be able to conduct such interviews.” I had the support of Tammy, my wife and a couple of friends and colleagues. But they would rarely ask about details of the study, unless I would impose it onto them, as even they may have felt that evil is contagious.

All this has changed quite drastically over the last eighteen years. There were political changes (like the fall of Communism and the Berlin Wall) in Europe which opened up new venues to re-examine the past. Also, the generation of the sixties has matured politically and there was a new need to look into their earlier accusations of their parents’ generation, trying now to get closer to “how could it have happened?” Getting closer to those evil deeds of ordinary people is difficult because it has implication for oneself: “If ordinary people like my father did it, perhaps I could have done it as well, had I lived then?” These social changes had an impact also on my interview partners. Some of them went public and quite courageously tried to get some public attention to their own “stories.” They were courageous in the sense that at that time the Holocaust has already become an acknowledged fact in Germany, something people felt guilty and remorse about, but only on the collective level; as if asking by their collective admittance: “please keep my family out of that.” It was difficult to create public attention to these stories of my interview partners, as that could mean that also people in the audience may have similar hidden chapters in their own family biographies. 

For example, I once gave a lecture at a psychoanalytic society in Germany, and invited two of my interviewees to come with me. I could sense a lot of tension in the room. I could guess that the psychoanalysts did not like my way of showing a video and bringing my interview partners with me. But after the two of them spoke, one of the psychoanalysts said quite openly: “After listening to you I can admit that in this respect you are much further ahead than me. I know now what I have to work on. I will not do it here, in front of everyone, but thank you for sharing your experiences with us.” 
In another example, Martin Bormann, the son of Hitler’s deputy, published a book after he retired from his teaching at school, with his personal biography. He is giving many lectures every year, in schools, Churches and even in prisons to Neo-Nazis. He feels it is his mission to share his experiences and learning with young people in Germany and Austria “that they can learn from the past.” The most striking support for my way of inquiry I got from some of my interview partners, who kept contact with me through correspondence or through mutual encounters in the group they have initiated as a result of the interviews and later in the TRT (To Reflect and Trust) group
. They actually gave me the feeling that I did not just “use” them for my scientific interests (which can be legitimate in other circumstances), but that they have gained from this process and are interested in finding ways to continue what we initiated in our first encounter. They taught me a lot about their own working through process (Bar-On, 1990).
After Legacy of Silence was published, first in English and later in German, I started to receive scores of letters every year from people who asked for my help: Can I help them find a therapist? Can I help them find information about their father’s activities during the Nazi era? Can they contact one of our TRT group members (see Chapter XX), or can they join the group themselves? I find it quite remarkable that so may people still had to seek this help from me, as an outsider, either because the support systems did not exist in Germany, or because they felt threatened to try and get help in Germany to work through this phse of their family biography.

I heard some dramatic stories through these correspondences. For example, a person from Germany wrote me that only now when his father died did he find out that his grandfather was Jewish. His father was the one to turn his own father in to the Gestapo. The grandfather, however, survived the camps where he was sent to and lived only seventy kilometer away from them, until he died in the mid seventies. The person wrote me that his father never told him about his grandfather and so he never met him. Now that he knows about it, could I help him find his way back to Judaism? A German woman called me up one night: She found out that her father, deeply involved in the Nazi crimes, gave her mother an order to kill their first two children, being afraid of the Allies’ revenge. She herself, born after the war, was named after both of them. After her mother died, her father remarried and wiped out the memory of his former family. Could I help her find out what was her father’s role in Nazi Germany? A Jewish-Israeli woman, a Holocaust survivor from Poland called me after she my book in Hebrew and asked me to “deliver the message in Germany,” that while she was in camp she encountered three “nice” Germans, who helped her in different ways, and not only cruel ones. She has no way to talk about these experiences in Israel, but when I go to Germany I should let them know.

There were other exciting references to Legacy of Silence over the years: One of the only names I did not change in the book was Para Via Novo in the chapter with Rudolf’s story. As I could not find any survivor of the massacre at that place I thought that perhaps the name of the place may bring someone who survived to contact me. In 1992, while on sabbatical in the USA, I got a phone call from a person who has read the book and he told me that his neighbor, an eighty years old Jewish farmer, told him that he came form this place in Russia. It turned out that when they rounded all the Jews in this village to execute them (as Rudolf father told his son in that chapter), this neighbor jumped into a heap of wood and a local woman who was working there saw it and covered him up with additional wood and that is how he survived as the only Jew from that village. When I called Rudolf to tell him this story he was totally overwhelmed, especially when he found out that the survivor remembered his father as a “good” German who helped them, while still in the Ghetto.

These personal contacts reinforced my initial way of thinking about the study in Germany and Legacy of Silence that due to our lack of knowledge about the perpetrators of the Holocaust, personal stories of such severe contexts of war, killing and survival, have to be told in their authentic voice. In specific social contexts, storytelling can help the person who tells the story work through some aspects of the traumatic past, especially when being listened to by another person “from the other side.” They also have a function of eliciting other stories that had been hidden in people’s minds and hearts for various reasons, waiting for the right moment and context to be told. 
Storytelling in the service of peace building and coexistence became one of my major fields of interest after I concluded my interviews in Germany. I started in the mid-eighties by asking my students at Ben Gurion University in Israel, to each interview one survivor of the Holocaust and one of their children, transcribe the interviews and bring them to the classroom. We used to spend two semesters just listening to the stories and trying to understand what did the interviewees tell and how did it affect us as listeners. It was enhanced by the TRT group process (see below), and was later translated into the Israeli-Palestinian context as well (Bar-On & Kassem, in press). When Prime (Peace Research Institute in the Middle East) was initiated and I started my collaborative work with Professor  Sami Adwan we translated the process of storytelling into a joint Israeli-Palestinian school textbook in which two parallel narratives account for each major event in the history of the conflict (Adwan & Bar-On, in press).
Letting the stories be heard in their authentic voice does not necessarily contradict the development of formal analysis and theoretical conceptualizations. In order to move from the interviewing to the analysis one needs a method. I was lucky to meet, during my interviews in Germany, Professor Gabriele Rosenthal and Wolfram Fisher Rosenthal who taught me and later my students in Israel how to accommodate their method of biographical interviewing and analysis. As a result, I learned how interesting concepts can be inferred from one single interview, if one is willing to delve deeply into the text.

Most of my conceptual work I did not carry out in Legacy of Silence but in articles that followed, in which I related to the ninety interviews that I conducted in Germany: The seven kinds of moral argumentations that my interviewees performed in their interviews (Bar-On & Charny, 199), the “double wall” phenomenon which was erected between the perpetrators and their descendants, the strategy of paradoxical morality which some of the perpetrators had developed in order to survive emotionally after the war (Bar-On, 1989), the five stages of their descendants’ working through process (Bar-On, 1990), The question of “who suffered more?” (Bar-On, 2001); the conceptual ambiguity concerning reconciliation and forgiveness (Bar-On, in press); the indescribable and the undiscussable as basic impediments between the children of perpetrators and their social context (Bar-On, 1999). 

When moving later into working with parties in current conflicts, I had to learn to distinguish between the clear cut definition of victim and victimizer in the case of the Holocaust, which is less clear a differentiation when addressing current conflicts. Also current conflicts are on-going, while the Holocaust does not have a continuous struggle over resources, but for what continues to work within people’s minds and souls. Current conflicts are mostly asymmetrical in terms of power relations, while in relation to the Holocaust, most of the survivors have in the meantime re-established themselves financially and politically. I also learned how powerful victimhood can be, and how difficult it is to move out of this state of mind, especially when the victim of the past has become in the meantime also a victimizer of another group ( Bar-On, 2001).
With all these developments, I had to learn to accept also the slow pace of social change. Sometimes I have the feeling that although we know today much more than we knew eighteen years ago about the issues discussed here, we are still at the beginning of the road, and in the meantime so many new problems emerge, that we can easily be over powered by them. Some people may say – why deal with unresolved issues of the past when the present is pressing with new issues? My answer is – we have to learn to do both, because focusing on one without the other, will not enable us to understand the world we live in, where we come from and where are we heading.

My research in Germany taught me to be more patient and trustful. For example, Legacy of Silence was published in Hebrew only nine years after it first came out. I was anxious about the fact that at some point this book will also be welcome in Israel as I was not willing to give up my dialogue with my own social context. When the English and German publications were sold out, it was not easy to find a new publisher who will reprint the book. Therefore I am especially grateful to the Koerber Foundation, specifically to Dr. Wolf Schmidt, Ms. Susanne Kutz and Ms. Ulrike Fritzsching for their interest and commitment to publish this new edition. I am also indebted to Dr. Christoph Schmidt-Lellek for his continuous support and help in translating and editing my texts.
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�  The TRT group was composed of German Nazi perpetrators' descendants and descendants of Holocaust survivors. The Germans began meeting as a self-help group in October 1988, as a byproduct of the interviews I carried out in Germany that are described in this book. After following their work for four years, I asked the group if they would be ready to meet a group from "the other side." When they answered positively, I approached a few of students from my seminar at Ben-Gurion University in Beer Sheva, Israel, on "the psychosocial after-effects of the Holocaust on second and third generations." In addition, I approached members of "One Generation After," the organization of descendants of Holocaust survivors in Boston and New York. Volunteers of the three subgroups gathered for the first encounter in Wuppertal, Germany in June 1992 and met almost every year for the last ten years. Since 1998 we invited practitioners who work on issues of reconciliation in current conflicts in South Africa, Northern Ireland and Palestinians and Israelis to take part in these encounters (Bar-On, 2000).
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