BRUNO BETTELHEIM

Described in his New York Times obituary as “a psychoanalyst of
great impact” and “a gifted writer . . . with a great literary and
moral sensibility,” BRuno BETTELHEIM was born in Austria in 1903
and died in the United States in 1990. Growing up in the Vienna
of Sigmund Freud, Bettelheim became interested in psychoanalysis
as a young teenager and trained as a psychologist at the University
of Vienna. He had already earned a wide reputation when he was
imprisoned by the Nazis in the Buchenwald and Dachau concen-
tration camps. When released because of American intervention in
1939, Bettelheim emigrated to Chicago. After several research and
teaching positions, in 1944 he began teaching at the University of
Chicago and continued there until his retirement in 1973. Bettel-
heim’s work concentrated on children with severe emotional dis-
orders such as autism and psychosis, and many of his theories were
provocative and controversial. Some of his well-known books, all
on children, are Love Is Not Enough (1950), Truants from Life
(1955), The Children of the Dream (1969), and The Uses of Enchant-
ment (1976).

The Holocaust

In two books, The Informal Heart (1960) and Surviving, and Other
Essays (1979), Bettelheim probed his and others’ experiences in the
Nazis’ concentration camps. What follows is a freestanding slice of
a much longer essay, “The Holocaust — One Generation After,”
from Surviving. Here Bettelheim, with cool passion, dissects a loaded
word.

To begin with, it was not the hapless victims of the Nazis who |
named their incomprehensible and totally unmasterable fate the “hol- |
ocaust.” It was the Americans who applied this artificial and highly
technical term to the Nazi extermination of the European Jews. But
while the event when named as mass murder most foul evokes the
most immediate, most powerful revulsion, when it is designated by a i
rare technical term, we must first in our minds translate it back into :
emotionally meaningful language. Using technical or specially created *
terms instead of words from our common vocabulary is one of the |
best-known and most widely used distancing devices, separating the
intellectual from the emotional experience. Talking about “the hol-
ocaust” permits us to manage it intellectually where the raw facts,
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given their ordinary names, would overwhelm us emotion-
— because it was catastrophe beyond comprehension, beyond
limits of our imagination, unless we force ourselves against our
e to extend it to encompass these terrible events.
“This linguistic circumlocution began while it all was only in the
ing stage. Even the Nazis — usually given to grossness in lan-
se and action — shied away from facing openly what they were
to and called thig vile mass murder “the final solution of the Jewish
lem.” After all; solving a problem can be made to appear like an
rable enterprise, as long as we are not forced to recognize that
solution we are about to embark on consists of the completely
ovoked, vicious murder of millions of helpless men, women, and
en. The Nuremberg judges of these Nazi criminals followed
example of circumlocution by coining a neologism out of one
k and one Latin root: genocide. These artificially created tech-
terms fail to connect with our strongest feelings. The horror of
der is part of our most common human heritage. From earliest
ancy on, it arouses violent abhorrence in us. Therefore in whatever
m it appears we should give such an act its true designation and
hide it behind polite, erudite terms created out of classical words.
To call this vile mass murder “the holocaust” is not to give it a
cial name emphasizing its uniqueness which would permit, over
, the word becoming invested with feelings germane to the event
gefers to. The correct definition of holocaust is “burnt offering.” As
wh, it is part of the language of the psalmist, a meaningful word to
who have some acquaintance with the Bible, full of the richest
otional connotations. By using the term “holocaust,” entirely false
siations are established through conscious and unconscious con-
ations between the most vicious of mass murders and ancient
als of a deeply religious nature.
Using a word with such strong unconscious religious connotations
n speaking of the murder of millions of Jews robs the victims of
abominable mass murder of the only thing left to them: their
eness. Calling the most callous, most brutal, most horrid, most
s mass murder a burnt offering is a sacrilege, a profanation of
and man.
Martyrdom is part of our religious heritage. A martyr, burned at
e stake, is a burnt offering to his god. And it is true that after the
s were asphyxiated, the victims’ corpses were burned. But I believe
fool ourselves if we think we are honoring the victims of systematic
er by using this term, which has the highest moral connotations.
y doing so, we connect for our own psychological reasons what
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happened in the extermination camps with historical events we deeply

regret, but also greatly admire. We do so because this makes it easier
for us to cope; only in doing so we cope with our distorted image of §

what happened, not with the events the way they did happen.
By calling the victims of the Nazis martyrs, we falsify their fate.
The true meaning of martyr is: “One who voluntarily undergoes the

penalty of death for refusing to renounce his faith” (Oxford English §

Dictionary). The Nazis made sure that nobody could mistakenly think

that their victims were murdered for their religious beliefs. Renounc-
ing their faith would have saved none of them. Those who had

converted to Christianity were gassed, as were those who were athe-
ists, and those who were deeply religious Jews. They did not die for
any conviction, and certainly not out of choice.

Millions of Jews were systematically slaughtered, as were untold
other “undesirables,” not for any convictions of theirs, but only
because they stood in the way of the realization of an illusion. They
neither died for their convictions, nor were they slaughtered because
of their convictions, but only in consequence of the Nazis’ delusional
belief about what was required to protect the purity of their assumed
superior racial endowment, and what they thought necessary to guar-
antee them the living space they believed they needed and were
entitled to. Thus while these millions were slaughtered for an idea,
they did not die for one.

Millions — men, women, and children — were processed after
they had been utterly brutalized, their humanity destroyed, their
clothes rorn from their bodies. Naked, they were sorted into those
who were destined to be murdered immediately, and those others
who had a short-term usefulness as slave labor. But after a brief
interval they, too, were to be herded into the same gas chambers into
which the others were immediately piled, there to be asphyxiated so
that, in their last moments, they could not prevent themselves from
fighting each other in vain for a last breath of air.

To call these most wretched victims of a murderous delusion, of
destructive drives run rampant, martyrs or a burnt offering is a dis-
tortion invented for our comfort, small as it may be. It pretends that
this most vicious of mass murders had some deeper meaning; that in
some fashion the victims either offered themselves or at least became
sacrifices to a higher cause. It robs them of the last recognition which
could be theirs, denies them the last dignity we could accord them:
to face and accept what their death was all about, not embellishing
it for the small psychological relief this may give us.

We could feel so much better if the victims had acted out of
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choice. For our emotional relief, therefore, we dwell on the tiny
minority who did exercise some choice: the resistance fighters of the
Warsaw ghetto, for example, and others like them. We are ready to
overlook the fact that these people fought back only at a time when
everything was lost, when the overwhelming majority of those who
had been forced into the ghettos had already been exterminated
without resisting. Certainly those few who finally fought for their
survival and theif convictions, risking and losing their lives in doing
s0, deserve our admiration; their deeds give us a moral lift. But the
more we dwell on these few, the more unfair are we to the memory
of the millions who were slaughtered — who gave in, did not fight
back — because we deny them the only thing which up to the very
end remained uniquely their own: their fate.

QUESTIONS ON MEANING

1. Why does Bettelheim feel that holocaust is an inappropriate term for the
mass murder of Jews during World War 11? Why does he say this sort
of “linguistic circumlocution” is used? (What is a “linguistic circumlo-
cution”?)

2. What is Bettelheim's purpose here!

3. According to Bettelheim, what do we do besides using unemotional
terms to distance ourselves from the murder of the Jews?

4. Does Bettelheim suggest an alternative term for holocaust?

QUESTIONS ON WRITING STRATEGY

1. Where does Bettelheim stress etymologies, or word histories, and dic-
tionary definitions? What is their ErFecT!?

2. What does Bettelheim accomplish with paragraph 87 Why is this para-
graph essential?

3. How would you characterize Bettelheim's Tong? What creates it? Is it
appropriate, do you think?

4. In several places Betrelheim repeats or restates passages — for instance,
“By doing so . . . We do so . . . only in doing so” (para. 5), or “stood
in the way of the realization of an illusion . . . in consequence of the
Nazis’ delusional belief . . . slaughtered for an idea” (7). Do you think
such reperition and restatement is deliberate on Bettelheim's part? Why,
or why not!

5. OTHER METHODS. Bettelheim's definition is an ArcumenT. What is
the THEsis of his argument? What EVIDENCE supports the thesis?



