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ABSTRACT 

My dissertation, “Holocaust Museums at a Crossroads: Ethical Debates and Moral 

Obligations,” arises out of more than fifteen years of work experience in and study of 

Jewish and Holocaust museums and Jewish culture, traditions, literature, texts, 

philosophy, and ethics.  The primary goal of my research is to argue that Holocaust 

museums are at a crossroads as they face the demise of the survivor population, the fact 

of ongoing genocide and mass atrocities, and the persistence of anti-Semitism and other 

forms of discrimination around the world.  In this interest, the dissertation is not just 

about empirical evidence and curatorial decisions but also about analyzing museum 

practices through the lens of post-Holocaust Jewish moral thought.   

This project is a normative one, and it articulates an ethical and philosophical framework 

against which museums’ curatorial and philosophical choices can be examined.  It fits 

into an unoccupied niche in the field of literature on the Holocaust and Holocaust 

museums by documenting and analyzing in extensive detail the way that Holocaust 

museums are filtering and/or prompting the key questions being faced in Holocaust 

institutions and by the Jewish community today.  It examines three major issues: how 

museums address the subject of modern genocide, how they incorporate survivor 

testimony, and how—or whether—they present the fact of ongoing anti-Semitism.  This 

work adds layers of specificity and focus to the dialogue on the relation of the Holocaust 

to other genocides and to an ethical understanding of Holocaust representation.   

Methodologically, the project relies upon three specific approaches to assist me in 

answering questions such as the ones above.  First, I employ empirical analysis as it has 
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been developed in the field of cultural anthropology and engage in close examinations of 

three major Holocaust museums—the Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust, the United 

States Holocaust Memorial Museum, and the Illinois Holocaust Museum and Education 

Center—through on-site visits, interviews with senior staff, a study of web materials, and 

close analysis of museum documents such as minutes from meetings and mission 

statements.  The museums and their relevant documents function as primary source 

materials in my research.   

The second approach is historical analysis, and the literature of the field is used as 

secondary source material that sheds light on the decisions made in the museums and on 

the history of their development.  Finally, there is a philosophical analysis of the 

empirical and historical data and the patterns documented, employing various 

philosophical and ethical approaches to formulate an assessment of the future of 

Holocaust museums in the United States.  Philosophical analysis functions here as both 

an interpretive tool and as a means by which to reflect on specific ethical questions and 

on the future direction of Holocaust museums.  Through the use of these approaches, this 

dissertation responds to the significance of the issues raised here to the future of 

Holocaust museums.  
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INTRODUCTION 

This dissertation stems from more than fifteen years of my interest and professional 

involvement in museums, an interest that has grown through summer internships at the 

Smithsonian National Museum of American History in Washington, D.C. and the 

Skirball Cultural Center in Los Angeles and through my past employment at the Simon 

Wiesenthal Center Museum of Tolerance in Los Angeles and the Virginia Holocaust 

Museum in Richmond, Virginia.  The subject of this dissertation therefore arises out of 

my professional experiences in museums and out of my academic work at the University 

of Virginia.  

Empirically, I have observed in my professional experience and in recent research trips to 

museums such as the Museum of Tolerance, the Skirball Cultural Center, the Jewish 

Museum in New York, the Museum of Jewish Heritage: A Living Memorial to the 

Holocaust in New York, the Virginia Holocaust Museum, the Los Angeles Museum of 

the Holocaust, the Illinois Holocaust Museum & Education Center, the 9/11 Memorial 

site, the Smithsonian National Museum of the American Indian, and the United States 

Holocaust Memorial Museum that museums vary widely in how they represent the 

traumatic past.  Holocaust museums are no different, and they also diverge in how and to 

what degree they address two particular subjects: the fact that there have been genocides 

other than the Holocaust during the twentieth-century and the problem of resurgent anti-

Semitism.  What Holocaust museums have in common is a deep concern about the future 

of the museums once there are no longer any living Holocaust survivors and a desire to 

stay relevant in an ever-changing world.   
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As I became curious about these subjects and began my research, I found that the 

literature in the field of Holocaust Studies, Jewish Studies, Museum Studies, and 

Religious Studies on subjects ranging from museum theory to Holocaust remembrance to 

religious ethics did not address my questions about how museums were proposing to 

meet the challenge of a world without Holocaust survivors and why the museums vary in 

their approach to the subjects of modern genocide and resurgent anti-Semitism, though 

some scholars do go in these directions slightly.  There were no major empirical studies 

of Holocaust museums’ approaches to these issues to support my research.  To be clear, 

there is an enormous amount of scholarly work in many of the subject areas on which this 

dissertation relies, such as Holocaust memory,1 ethics,2 representation,3 architecture,4 

history,5 and museums.6  Scholars in these fields have made significant accomplishments 

in documenting subjects including but not limited to the development of “Jewish” and 

Holocaust architecture, Jewish theology after the Holocaust, post-Holocaust ethics, 

museums ethics, and Holocaust remembrance.   

There is perhaps a gap in the literature in the areas mentioned above due to several 

influential factors.  In regard to the subject of modern genocide, it bears noting that the 

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C. had extensive debates 

on the subject in its planning stages, which are well-chronicled in religious studies 

scholar Edward T. Linenthal’s book on the museum, Preserving Memory, and in the 

museum’s own records from the time.7  Given that the Holocaust Memorial Museum was 

the first major Holocaust museum built in the United States, its decisions set a precedent 

for the many Holocaust museums that were to follow, and its creation was closely 

followed in scholarly circles and in the media.   As the first of its kind in this country, the 
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museum’s planning stages involved many serious, tense discussions that brought 

significant attention to the notion of museological ethics.  All museums are in one way or 

another laboratories for ethical issues, but Holocaust museums bring specific ethical 

concerns—such as representation, memory, and Holocaust uniqueness—to the forefront 

regardless of whether those debates are as pressing today as they were when the first 

Holocaust museums were being built.  The force of these ethical debates remains 

powerful today, especially as the memorial and geopolitical topography of the world 

continues to change.  The basic code of museum ethics has stayed the same, but the 

subjects matter to which that code applies continues to evolve. 

The American Alliance of Museums (AAM) asserts in its Code of Ethics that museums 

should consider themselves the stewards of the cultural wealth of a nation, prioritize the 

preservation of cultural heritage for posterity, be committed to public service, and acquire 

and maintain their collections lawfully and respectfully.8  The AAM also advocates that 

each member institution create its own code of ethics in addition to subscribing to the 

AAM code so that each museum can adjust the code to accommodate its own special 

needs, obligations, and concerns.  In this dissertation, museological ethics should be 

understood to mean the museum best practices in which museums engage as they are 

determined by the museum’s ethical code.    

Chapter Five of this dissertation addresses in detail the specific ethical tasks of United 

States Holocaust museums as they grappled with how to practice and create, if need be, 

their institutional codes of ethics.  As a result of the ethical precedent set in regard to the 

subject of modern genocide, however, and as this dissertation will attempt to show, only 
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the Holocaust Memorial Museum had what can be called vociferous debates on the 

subject. The Los Angeles Museum and the Illinois museum devote differing amounts of 

exhibit space and narrative attention to modern genocide, and they address the subject 

without significant debate about whether to do so.  Similarly, the creation of Holocaust 

museums after the Holocaust Memorial museum was not followed quite as closely; they 

were noted in local media, but no museum since has received the same level of attention 

as interest in the subject has waned.  Despite the creation of several new Holocaust 

museums in the United States and abroad in the past decade and the release of countless 

books and films on the subject, there is less interest in the subject overall—even in the 

Jewish community.  In regard to the subject of resurgent anti-Semitism, it is addressed 

tentatively if at all in the museums.  In the United States, the subject of anti-Semitism 

falls under the purview of the Anti-Defamation League, so as this dissertation will try to 

demonstrate, Holocaust museums are leaving responsibility for addressing the subject to 

that organization.  Finally, because there are still living Holocaust survivors actively 

involved in Holocaust museums, the notion of a world without them belongs more to 

speculation than to reality.  That said, the loss of the survivors constitutes a major 

concern for Holocaust museum staff, and as such, their impending loss haunts discussions 

about the future of Holocaust museums pervasively.  This dissertation thus aims to fill a 

gap in the literature in the relevant fields by providing empirical documentation and 

theoretical interpretation in these areas. 

I first approached this task through extensive empirical research.  I made multiple visits 

to each of the three museums on which this focuses—the Holocaust Memorial Museum, 

the Los Angeles Museum, and the Illinois museum—and had meetings and conversations 
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with museum staff, docents, volunteers, and survivors.  I worked from their libraries and 

archives where possible and relied heavily on my own field notes, engaging the principles 

of ethnography, anthropology, and museology in so doing.  I also employed theoretical 

methodologies when situating the museums and their histories against the backdrop of the 

formative scholarly debates on Holocaust uniqueness and Holocaust memory, drawing on 

practices in the fields of religious studies and religious ethics that involve applying 

religious ethical principles to present-day problems.  In addition, I have tried to follow 

the example of the scholarly work in Holocaust studies by writing sensitively and with 

respect for the victims and survivors of the Holocaust while prioritizing historical 

accuracy and careful attention to philosophical nuance. 

My thesis, that Holocaust museums today are at a crossroads as they negotiate a future 

without survivors and a world rife with genocidal activity and resurgent anti-Semitism, 

includes several key points.  The first point is that contrary to popular belief, there was 

not a complete silence about the Holocaust in the United States during the first few post-

war decades.  Instead, there emerged a wide range of Holocaust memorial practices and 

the development of a Holocaust museum in Israel, Yad Vashem.  Second, I argue that 

Holocaust museums are anything but uniform in practice and appearance, a claim that I 

try support through detailed descriptions of Yad Vashem and the Berlin Jewish Museum 

and descriptive tours of the Holocaust Memorial Museum, the Los Angeles Museum, and 

the Illinois museum.  I attempt to demonstrate that each of these museums has been built 

with a particular personality and is a reflection of its very specific cultural and ethical 

environment.  Third, I strive to evoke the complexity of the museums’ task of defining 

themselves by explicating the debates over the uniqueness of the Holocaust and 
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Holocaust memory, the two major philosophical forces undergirding the creation of 

Holocaust museums.  Fourth, I examine in detail the ethical tasks that Holocaust 

museums have confronted throughout their development, regardless of whether those 

tasks were as seemingly small as deciding whether to use a certain artifact or as large as 

deciding whether to acknowledge other genocides.  Finally, I conclude by attempting to 

offer an ethical framework through which the future of Holocaust museums could be 

considered.  Overall, I want to offer a study that connects the history of the emergence 

and struggle of Holocaust museums to applied ethics, examining how Holocaust 

museums function as moral institutions that occupy a special, prophetic place in 

American society; this study and its conclusions unfold in the pages that follow here. 

 

																																																								
1 Holocaust memory may be one of the most thoroughly examined areas of Holocaust 
studies, and it is addressed in Chapter Four.  The following list of formative works in the 
field is partial at best, but I have tried to name a number of them in the interest of 
providing a cross-section of the relevant texts in the field: Geoffrey Hartman’s Holocaust 
Remembrance: The Shapes of Memory (Oxford and Cambridge: Blackwell, 1994); Berel 
Lang’s The Future of the Holocaust: Between History and Memory (Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 1999); Jeffrey K. Olick, Vered Vinitzky-Seroussi, and Daniel 
Levy’s The Collective Memory Reader (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011); and 
Michael Rossington and Anne Whitehead’s Theories of Memory: A Reader (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2007). 
2 The notion of post-Holocaust ethics has seen much attention in the scholarly literature 
in the field.  Influential texts include: Elliot N. Dorff and Louis E. Newman’s 
Contemporary Jewish Ethics and Morality: A Reader (New York and Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1995); Jennifer L. Geddes, John K. Roth, and Jules Simon’s The 
Double Binds of Ethics after the Holocaust: Salvaging the Fragments (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillian, 2009); Jakob Lothe, Susan Rubin Sulaiman, and James Phelan’s 
After Testimony: The Ethics and Aesthetics of Holocaust Narratives for the Future 
(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2012); John K. Roth’s Ethics After the 
Holocaust: Perspectives, Critiques, and Responses (St. Paul, Minnesota: Paragon House, 
1999); and John K. Roth’s Ethics During and After the Holocaust: In the Shadow of 
Birkenau (New York: Palgrave Macmillan; 2005). 
3 Major texts in the field of Holocaust representation include: Harold Kaplan’s 
Conscience and Memory: Mediations in a Museum of the Holocaust (Chicago and 
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London: University of Chicago Press, 1994); Berel Lang’s Holocaust Representation: Art 
within the Limits of History and Ethics (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2000); Oren Baruch Stier’s Committed to Memory: Cultural Mediations 
of the Holocaust (Amherst and Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 2003); and 
Oren Baruch Stier and J. Shawn Landres’s Religion, Violence, Memory, and Place 
(Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2006). 
4 Gabriel D. Rosenfeld’s recent book, Building After Auschwitz: Jewish Architecture and 
the Memory of the Holocaust (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2011) is an 
authoritative chronicle of Jewish architecture and Holocaust museum architecture.  Also 
influential are Brett Ashley Kaplan’s Unwanted Beauty: Aesthetic Pleasure in Holocaust 
Representation (Urbana & Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2007); Daniel 
Libeskind’s The Space of Encounter (New York: Universe Publishing, 2000); and James 
E. Young’s At Memory’s Edge: After-Images of the Holocaust in Contemporary Art and 
Architecture (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2000). 
5 The literature on the history of the Holocaust is vast, but the followings works are 
especially notable are: Michael Berenbaum and Abraham J. Peck’s The Holocaust and 
History: The Known, the Unknown, the Disputed, and the Reexamined (Bloomington and 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1998); Christopher Browning’s The Origins of the 
Final Solution: The Evolution of Nazi Jewish Policy, September 1939-March 1942 
(Lincoln and Jerusalem: University of Nebraska Press and Yad Vashem, 2004);  Sail 
Friedlander’s The Years of Extermination: Nazi Germany and the Jews, 1939-1945 (New 
York: Harper Perennial, 2007); and Axis Rule in Occupied Europe: Laws of Occupation, 
Analysis of Government, Proposals for Redress (Clark, New Jersey: Lawbook Exchange, 
Ltd., 2008). 
6 The significant texts in the field of museum studies include but are not limited to 
Andreas Huyssen’s Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford, California: 
Stanford University Press, 2003);  Sharon MacDonald’s The Politics of Display: 
Museums, Science, Culture (London & New York: Routledge, 1998); Daniel J. Sherman 
and Irit Rogoff’s MuseumCulture: Histories, Discourses, Spectacles (Minneapolis, 
Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1994); and Paul Williams’ Memorial 
Museums: The Global Rush to Commemorate Atrocities (Oxford & New York: Berg, 
2007).  Edward T. Linenthal’s Preserving Memory: The Struggle to Create America’s 
Holocaust Museum (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995); James E. Young’s 
The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (New Haven & London: 
Yale University Press, 1993) are formative work in the field. 
7 Edward T. Linenthal, Preserving Memory: The Struggle to Create America’s Holocaust 
Museum (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005). 
8	American Alliance of Museums,	“Code of Ethics for Museums,” accessed October 21, 
2013, http://www.aam-us.org/resources/ethics-standards-and-best-practices/code-of-
ethics. 
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CHAPTER ONE: EARLY HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL PRACTICES 

 

This chapter intends to dispel two of the most widely perpetuated misperceptions about 

the Holocaust: that for twenty years after the war, the Jewish world remained silent about 

what had happened1 and that Holocaust survivors emerged from the war nothing but 

weak, fragile, and emotionally disabled.  While many survivors did indeed face physical 

and emotional challenges after the war, many also possessed the energy and will 

necessary to effect remembrance and recovery under extremely difficult circumstances.  

The following chapter elucidates the vibrant memorial culture present in the European 

displaced persons (DP) camps in the years immediately following the Holocaust and 

traces the migration of that memorial culture to the United States when Holocaust 

survivors immigrated there. 

 

The empirical phenomenon of memorial culture can be defined as the environment in 

which memorial practices surface and are effected in a given setting and as a result of 

circumstantial influences, but the concept of memorial culture has to do with the capacity 

of memory to function as both a means of storage and a means by which retrieval can 

occur, with the term culture here referring to the actual performance or enactment of 

memory.  Today society commemorates the past through methods that range from the 

traditional placing of flowers on a grave to creating memorial websites to building 

memorial museums.  This chapter sets out to describe the memorial practices that arose in 

post-war displaced persons camps and later in immigrant communities in the United 

States in order to demonstrate the way in which Holocaust survivors created a specific 
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culture of remembrance in response to their circumstances.  These memorial practices—

which included but were not limited to the recording of survivor testimonies, the 

reinvigoration of traditional Jewish life, and the creation of memorial books—existed not 

just for the purpose of storing the memories or retrieving them.  The postwar memorial 

culture came into existence for reasons that included the need to preserve Jewish culture 

that had been decimated during the Holocaust, the need to create memorial rituals that 

could serve as a bridge between the traumatic past, the present, and the future, and the 

need to rebuild Jewish life after the war. 

 

Given that this dissertation chronicles the museological trajectory of Holocaust 

remembrance in the United States, it bears noting here that the existence of a post-

Holocaust memorial culture in Europe and in the United States does not in and of itself 

lay the foundation for the development of Holocaust museums.  In other words, memorial 

practice does not inherently lead to the creation of museums per se.  In fact, as this 

chapter will demonstrate, the memorial practices of the first postwar decades were not 

museological at all; that is, they were not created or performed with museological 

intentions.  Chronicling the memorial culture of the postwar years demonstrates not the 

early stages of museum culture but instead the early stages of a decades-long struggle to 

define and understand the relationship between history and memory in post-Holocaust 

Jewish life and culture.  Holocaust museums emerged out of this struggle, not necessarily 

out of the memorial practices in the DP camps or in postwar United States.  Even so, the 

memorial practices remain significant actors in the story of how Holocaust museums 

came into existence because they ultimately proved to be collectively insufficient in one 
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regard: none of them could instantiate thoroughly, effectively, and concretely enough the 

tension between history and memory that so thoroughly preoccupied Holocaust survivors 

and Jews worldwide after the war.  This chapter documents these practices in order to 

demonstrate that profound efforts at postwar Holocaust memorialization did exist 

immediately, without hesitation, and mostly significantly, in pursuit of permanent 

memorialization. 

 

I.  Life in the Displaced Persons Camps 

In the days and weeks immediately following the end of World War II and the liberation 

of the concentration camps, Holocaust survivors either entered displaced persons camps, 

tried—often unsuccessfully—to return home, or immigrated to Palestine, certain parts of 

Europe, and the United States.  Allied troops in Europe and Eastern Europe “faced the 

staggering problem of dealing with over [seven] million displaced persons in the 

occupied territories.”2  Among them were hundreds of thousands of Jewish Holocaust 

survivors, who emerged from the camps, from partisan groups, and from hiding, deeply 

scarred emotionally and physically.   At this time, however, they were only known as 

“displaced persons,” not as “Holocaust survivors,” for the term “Holocaust” had not yet 

been determined.3  They had lost countless family members, were far from home, and 

suffered from illness, disease, and starvation.  As word of the horrors that had been found 

in the camps began to trickle back to the United States, many American Jews wanted to 

help.  They felt “morally bound to lead and finance the work of rehabilitation and 

resettlement” of the survivors, their coreligionists.4   
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At the same time, many Americans—government officials included—had difficulty 

believing the reports that they were hearing.5  In the summer of 1945, at the insistence of 

American Jewish leaders, President Truman agreed to send Earl Harrison, the American 

envoy to the Inter-Governmental Committee on Refugees, to investigate over thirty 

displaced persons camps.  In June of 1945, “during a summer in which most Americans 

celebrated the war’s end, Harrison and his associates…[discovered] that the 

unsubstantiated accounts were in fact understatements of the truth.”6  The ensuing 

“Harrison Report” led to better living conditions for the displaced persons, the separation 

of Jews and non-Jews, and ultimately to President Truman’s a posteriori attempts to 

persuade the British to allow more Jews into Palestine, which at the time was under 

British control and as such offered limited immigration possibilities for Jews trying to 

leave the displaced persons camps.7 

 

In the interim, however, Jewish displaced persons and refugees from other cultural and 

national groups such as Poles, Ukranians, Latvians, Lithuanians, Estonians, and 

Yugoslavs, were living together in DP camps in Germany, Austria, and Italy.  To further 

complicate matters, at first Jewish DPs were not separated from German or Polish 

refugees or given any more food or medical care even though they had suffered 

significantly worse fates during wartime,8 and the Allied soldiers who were supposedly 

there to help them “often showed little awareness of what survivors had been through or 

of their resulting state of mind,”9 thereby participating in what was an inhospitable and 

uncomfortable environment for Jews.  In addition, not separating the Jewish DPs from 

the Germans or Poles meant that Jews were living side-by-side with the very people who 
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had turned against them or even perpetrated crimes against them during the war, 

especially given that sectarian organizations such as the American Jewish Joint 

Distribution Committee (AJJDC)10—that were more sensitive to survivors’ needs—were 

not even permitted to enter the DP camps until August of 1945,11 months after they had 

been established.12 

 

Eventually this situation resolved, as Jews were given separate areas of the DP camps in 

which to live, the necessary medical attention, and food.  The DP camps were more than 

way stations for recovery, however;13 they were microcosms of Jewish tradition, 

language, and practice that could not be fully replicated when survivors later resettled far 

from their homelands.  As this chapter will demonstrate, they became a living memorial 

to a culture that had been largely obliterated during the Holocaust.  The historian Ruth 

Gay writes that “with substantial populations sometimes reaching 7,000 or 8,000, the 

displaced persons camps became Jewish villages where for the last time Yiddish was still 

a working language…[The DP camps constituted] a brilliant flicker of life before the 

culture of Polish Jews disappeared,” for the eventual mass immigration to Israel and the 

United States “ended this incandescent final moment of Eastern European Jewish life.”14    

 

As survivors settled into their new lives in the DP camps and their health returned, they 

began to create this “living memorial.”  The tasks of reestablishing a sense of Jewishness 

and Jewish community, figuring out whether family members were still alive, deciding 

where to live more permanently, and finding jobs proved to be of paramount importance 

to the displaced Jews.  It was in pursuit of these goals that Jewish Holocaust survivors 
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demonstrated extraordinary resilience, fortitude, and the “implacable will”15 mentioned at 

the outset of this chapter and began to establish what became the memorial culture of the 

postwar era.16  Forever under the shadow of remembrance, survivors worked to create a 

sense of normalcy in the DP camps by—as the next section of this chapter explains—

starting families and establishing schools.  A baby named in memory of a loved one was 

no longer just that; he was a baby named for a loved one who had died too soon and 

during the Holocaust.  A school was no longer just a school; it was a place built in order 

to reclaim the past, to begin again education that anti-Jewish legislation had halted years 

earlier, and to live out the Jewish value placed on learning that could no longer be 

fulfilled by the deceased.  

 

II.  Reestablishing a Sense of Jewish Life, Jewish Self, and Jewish Community 

 

In her January 2000 talk at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum’s conference 

on Jewish Displaced Persons, “Coping with the Psychological Aftermath of Extreme 

Trauma,” psychologist and Second Generation Advisory Group member Eva Fogelman 

explains in great detail the “unimaginable dissolution of the self”17 that occurred in 

Jewish Holocaust survivors as a result of their experiences during the war.  While this 

dissolution of the self certainly lended itself to terrible psychological aftereffects and 

long-term psychological difficulties that did begin to surface in the DP camps, the camps 

ironically also served as places where Jews tried to recover and rebuild from this loss of 

self and loss of community.  In the DP camps, Jews from across Europe were together, 

and they were able to form a Jewish community from this admixture of Jewish people 
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and Jewish ways.  They created community by reviving Jewish religious traditions such 

as the Yizkor, or memorial, services traditionally recited on four memorial occasions 

during the Jewish year.  Holding memorial services and saying the mourner’s kaddish, 

part of Jewish liturgy said to honor those who are no longer living, helped Jewish DPs—

regardless of their level of observance prior to the war—to connect their new lives to the 

memories of those they had lost and to the pre-war worlds that they had left and would 

never fully recover.18  In the DP camp at Bergen-Belsen, there was a special ceremony 

commemorating the camp’s April 15 Liberation Day anniversary, and on its first 

anniversary, the camp’s Central Committee even erected a “Jewish monument” to mark 

the occasion.19  As the historian Gabriel N. Finder explains in his essay, “Yizkor! 

Commemoration of the Dead by Jewish Displaced Persons in Postwar Germany,” these 

forms of memorialization not only channeled survivors’ grief but also “integrated 

mourning into a political argument for the right of immigration to Jewish Palestine or, 

after 1948, to Israel.”20  While many survivors did prefer to go to the United States and 

ultimately immigrated there, they all participated in the exuberant, active Zionism of the 

DP camps and shared the opinion that the Holocaust could have been “averted or at least 

diminished in scale” if the state of Israel had existed prior to the start of the war.21 

 

Zionist beliefs and memorial services, however, were far from being the only memorial 

activities in which Jewish Holocaust survivors engaged in the DP camps.  Jews from 

diverse backgrounds also united to mark each other’s life cycle events, especially 

marriages, births, and deaths, which helped to cement Jewish collective identity in the DP 

camps.  Liberators of the concentration camps did not understand Jewish burial rituals 
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and traditions, often burying bodies in mass graves as a way to manage the sheer number 

of bodies and to reduce the spread of disease.  For Jewish survivors, though, giving the 

dead dignified burials was the beginning of the process of reestablishing normative 

Jewish life after the war and memorializing in a specifically Jewish way. 

 

Unfortunately, yet another tragedy occurred immediately after the liberation that 

precipitated the need for many more burials: there were many deaths due to illness and 

especially due to liberators’ supplying too much food too quickly to survivors whose 

starved bodies were no longer equipped to digest food properly.22  As the numbers of 

bodies climbed into the thousands, Jewish DPs formed burial societies because “the 

reassertion of the dignity of the dead was a source of pride for the living,” and “the ability 

to perform the essential tasks of Jewish burial symbolized the continual expression of 

Jewish values and community.”23  The burial societies also oversaw the delicate and 

problematic task of arguing for and bringing to effect the reinterring of Jewish bodies that 

had been buried improperly at first.24  Although reinterring a body is generally not a 

supported or recommended practice in Judaism, under these extreme circumstances in the 

DP camps and amidst the extraordinary need for memorial practices, “Rabbi Ephraim 

Oshry of Kovno [Lithuania] ruled that whoever moved the body of a Holocaust victim to 

a Jewish cemetery did so for the deceased’s honor and therefore performed a great 

service.”25  Indeed, though the reinterring involved on one occasion a procession of 

coffins adorned with wreaths and flags down a street lined with people—again violating 

the Jewish tradition of the modest burial—the notion was that the processional sent a 
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message to the Germans, that “these were the bodies of dignified and innocent people, 

worthy of honor”26 in life and in death. 

 

In addition to reclaiming burial rites and honoring the dead through traditional 

ceremonies and prayers, Jewish DPs also sought to reclaim, recreate, and memorialize 

prewar Jewish community life by marrying and having children.  Even Jews who were 

struggling to find faith in God and in humankind and who were devastated to be getting 

married without the presence of their parents and other loved ones did so as a way to 

honor their Jewish upbringing and to preserve its legacy.  In his book about Holocaust 

survivors in the United States, social scientist William Helmreich writes that “of all the 

activities engaged in by survivors after the war…nothing required a commitment as great 

as that of marrying and having children…Marriage and children demanded that one 

genuinely give of oneself to others.  They generally involved caring, trust, and love,”27 

thus giving survivors the opportunity to experience again positive emotions and to feel 

bound to others and to a community after years of upheaval and trauma.  The weddings 

helped to anchor Jewish life in the DP camps, creating a positive cycle: the building of 

mikvaot for brides and married women; the need for ritual circumcisions; and the need for 

yeshivas as the couples’ children grew older.  For married Jewish DPs, then, having 

children became a “civic responsibility,”28 a way to rebuild and reassert Jewish life29 and 

honor the dead—tasks with a clear moral overtone and purpose.  Survivors had children 

in order to “replace those who were lost” and because of the “belief that having children 

proved that Hitler’s grand design ultimately failed,” so they tended to have large families; 
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the displaced persons camps had “the highest birth rate of any Jewish community in the 

world.”30 

 

In addition to their traditional role as the bearers of these children and as wives, women 

played a primary role in the reestablishment of Jewish community life in the DP camps, 

as teachers and in less traditional professional roles.31  By the time the Holocaust ended, 

women were arguably accustomed to playing leadership roles in the family that were 

different from women’s more customary roles in the home.  Even prior to and during the 

early years of the Holocaust, wartime placed unusual demands on women and caused a 

significant amount of upheaval to typically patriarchal Jewish family life.  When anti-

Jewish legislation prohibited Jewish men from working, women needed to find ways to 

bring in income.  Later, when the Nazis began to deport Jewish men, the men fled, went 

into hiding, were deported outright, or even were killed.  In their absence, Jewish women 

not only continued to bear responsibility for their children, for the management of the 

household, and for the keeping of Jewish traditions and pratices but also to take over 

many of the men’s responsibilities.  This shift from the patriarchal to matriarchal 

structuring of families marked a major transition in Jewish culture and also a 

disintegration of traditional Jewish family life.  By the time Jewish women found 

themselves in the DP camps, they had already experienced a profound degree of familial 

dissolution and a radical reshaping of their traditional roles—a reshaping that prepared 

them for their postwar roles as the rebuilders of the Jewish nuclear family and of Jewish 

practice. 
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The desire to reshape, remember, rebuild, and return to a more normative familial life 

after years of upheaval lay behind the surge in weddings and births in the DP camps, 

where weddings occurred almost daily.  Even women who were not married participated 

in the restructuring of Jewish family life, for they often worked as “foster mothers” or 

“mothers’ helpers,” assisting women with tasks such as standing in line for food or 

cleaning the living quarters—both of which tasks were time-consuming and tiring.  

Women also became trained as teachers, seamstresses, and nurses even if they had no 

prior experiences in these areas.  They received training for these jobs immediately and 

enjoyed the benefits of earning money, learning a new occupation, and participating in a 

more social existence than they had had in years. 

 

Still other women did take on the less traditional roles of religious leaders and political 

activists.  In the DP camp at Bergen-Belsen, Orthodox Jewish women set up a kosher 

kitchen and organized to demand that kosher food be provided for it.  They set up a 

sewing workshop to teach young Jewish women skills and to support Orthodox Jewish 

men, who were studying in yeshiva.  They also schooled Jewish women in Orthodox 

Jewish traditions and practices and tried to prepare them thoroughly for an observant 

Jewish life in Palestine.  In performing these less traditional roles, Jewish women revived 

key components of traditional Jewish religious life and in so doing honored the dead, 

whose lives, culture, beliefs, and heritage perished with them.   

 

On the political front, women became involved in the different agencies and groups that 

formed in the DP camps.  There were three women amongst the eight founders of the 
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Central Historical Commission of the Central Committee of the Liberated Jews in the 

U.S. Zone.32  Many women were leaders in Zionist organizations and worked as 

instructors of the domestic arts in the vocational schools that the United Nations Relief 

and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRAA) and the Jewish relief agencies established.  

Several thousand women were volunteers for the Haganah, the Jewish Defense Forces.   

Overall, women were committed to ensuring that the DP camps functioned as self-

sufficient units so that their hard work did not go toward German recovery efforts, so that 

they could shape the reestablishment of Jewish community life according to their 

preferences and standards, and so that they could ensure that they and their children 

would be as fully prepared as possible for resettlement in Palestine. 

 

In addition to honoring life cycle events and renewing and creating memorial practices, 

Jewish DPs attempted to recreate a semblance of Jewish life in the DP camps by 

establishing schools.  Yehuda Bauer writes that “in 1945-1946, under the most daunting 

circumstances, but driven by the typically Jewish urge to provide education for children 

and young people, schools were established in the DP countries.”33  These “daunting 

circumstances” included an enormous lack of qualified teachers, as the Nazis had 

murdered many teachers, scholars, and intellectuals.  Any teacher who remained had not 

been in a classroom in more than six years, since the war began, and any surviving child 

had similarly gone unschooled.  American agencies such as the JDC (Joint Distribution 

Committee) “invested a great deal of effort” toward the project of creating the schools, 

thereby enabling Jewish life and Jewish education to begin to take its familiar place again 

in Jewish society despite the upheaval and challenging conditions.  
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Jews in the displaced persons camps also created newspapers, political groups,34 cultural 

activities,35 professional opportunities, and even a “framework for Jewish self-

government.”36  While these activities might not appear to be memorial activities in the 

way that burials or religious services are, it can be said that most efforts to recreate 

essential components of prewar life—even something as simple as a newspaper or a 

concert—were in fact memorial.  They were memorial because after the Holocaust, that 

which was normative before the war—which had become non-normative during the 

war—had to be reclaimed.  Even the most basic elements of human life such as eating 

regular meals and having children were almost obliterated during the Holocaust, so the 

redefinition of normativity in the DP camps meant treating what was once normative as 

an artifact, an object from the past that was used in the present to evoke the past and all 

that is connected to it: the people, the places, and their memory. 

 

III.  Documenting Survivor Testimonies in the Displaced Persons Camps 

 

Documenting survivors’ stories was another way that Jewish DPs tried to reassert the 

integrity and dignity of Jewish life after the war while remembering the dead, with the 

primary goals of the documentation also being to tell the story of the Holocaust, 

prosecute Nazi and other criminals, and provide therapeutic measures to survivors.37  The 

primary way that survivors documented this history was through the creation of a 

Historical Commission38 that was headquartered in Munich, where it archived over thirty-

five hundred testimonies and more than one thousand photographs.39  The Historical 
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Commission—and others like it in other parts of Germany and Europe—was a key 

component of the She’erit Hapletah or “Surviving Remnant,” a group of stateless Jewish 

DPs that united and “emerged over several years a new and self-conscious Jewish 

collectivity” that “publicly identified as survivors of Nazi extermination plans [and who 

were] committed to Zionism and Jewish identity.”40  In collecting eyewitness testimonies 

from survivors in the DP camps, the Historical Commission constituted the first 

attempts41 to record the history of the Holocaust from a postwar Jewish perspective, laid 

the groundwork for future research on the Holocaust, and set a precedent for how Jewish 

survivors “encountered their traumatic past and integrated its lessons in their present and 

future lives.”42  

 

Jewish DPs in the British Zone of occupied Germany founded the first Historical 

Commission on October 10, 1945, at which time a partisan group called the Palkakh was 

documenting the histories of the partisan groups.  The DPs felt strongly that their stories 

should also be collected and remembered.43  The Historical Commissions sought to 

collect as much data as they could,44 though some members of the Commission placed 

more emphasis on the task for the purpose of historical scholarship while others 

emphasized instead the use of the material for bringing perpetrators to justice.  Other 

significant reasons for performing the work of the Commissions include that the 

testimonies later helped make claims for material compensation and strengthened Jews’ 

legal position.  Their work also helped appeal to what Holocaust survivor and Nazi 

hunter Simon Wiesenthal called “the conscience of the world,”45 reminding the public in 
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no uncertain terms of the atrocities perpetrated against the Jews during the Holocaust.  

Similarly  Rabbi, professor, and Talmudic scholar Boaz Cohen explains that 

 

  it quickly became clear to Jewish observers that coming to terms with the 
  Holocaust was not a priority in a postwar world.  Early Cold-War 
  Considerations entailed the downplaying of German atrocities.  The  
  victors of World War Two appeared unable or unwilling to understand the  
  scope or significance of the Holocaust.  Many Jews felt a sense of  
  responsibility for bringing the details of the tragedy to light.46 
   
 

It is from this impetus to record and inform in light of widespread disinterest that Jews 

around the world prioritized the recording of survivor testimony, even the testimony of 

child survivors.  The Historical Commissions saw their work as “holy work” or as a “holy 

task” that they had been called to fulfill.  There was a distinct sense of moral obligation to 

capture survivors’ stories and record them in perpetuity, what scholar of modern German 

Studies Beate Muller calls a “moral investment in witnessing.”47  The members of the 

Commissions “used a rhetoric of duty…in which they began to understand their survival 

as not merely accidental but as having bestowed upon them a moral imperative to bear 

witness, document, and testify”48 and to, as a result, later disprove the notion that after 

the war survivors spoke little about the Holocaust.  Collecting testimony was not just a 

historical endeavor but also a moral and memorial one. 

 

It was with this urgent sense of moral responsibility and with this idea of completing holy 

work that the Historical Commissions pursued their arduous and difficult work, for it was 

not always an easy task to gather survivors’ stories.  At first, when Jewish DPs were only 

mere days or weeks from liberation, they were centrally located and anxious to talk about 
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their experiences.  After time passed, however, difficulties arose.  Some survivors were 

willing to tell their stories but did not necessarily want to cooperate with the Historical 

Commission, seeing no need to formalize the process of recording the information in 

such an analytical and methodical way.  In addition, giving testimony created a 

psychological burden for survivors, as it asked them to revisit terrible memories.  Many 

survivors did not think that their stories were important, or they did not understand the 

significance of testimony collection as an historical or academic endeavor.  Finally, few 

members of the Commissions were actually trained historians, so many were 

inexperienced at the tasks of gleaning and organizing information in the ways necessary 

for collecting the stories properly. 

 

Despite all of these challenges, the Historical Commissions worked hard to surmount the 

difficulties that they confronted, appealing to survivors in as many ways as possible.49  

They promised honors and awards for giving testimony, and they also designed 

questionnaires as another way to help survivors feel comfortable communicating about 

the past other than through pure oral testimony.50  The questionnaires included 

“statistical” questionnaires on topics such as forced labor, corporal punishment, and 

medical experiments performed in the camps.  “Historical” questionnaires asked broader 

questions about life under Nazi rule, imprisonment, hiding, and revolt.  There were also 

“Folklore” questionnaires designed to gather ethnographic information and “postwar” 

questionnaires on Jewish DPs’ postwar experiences.51  The DP Historical Commission 

published the survivors’ testimonies in a ten-volume journal and made a special effort to 

publish children’s testimonies in a Holocaust research journal entitled Fun Lesten Hurbn, 
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or “From the Last Extermination.”52  In 1947, the work of the Historical Commissions 

led to the Polish Jewish community in Lublin’s creating a publishing company called 

Yiddish Bukh, an endeavor that had begun in 1945 and had prospered in part because the 

effort received money from American Jewish resources, both directly and indirectly.53  

The Historical Commissions even presented the idea of placing artifacts that they had 

collected from survivors into exhibitions in a “museum-archive,” an idea that took the 

form of a small exhibit in Munich on January 27, 1946 for a meeting of the First 

Congress of the She’erit Hapletah,54 but it was almost ten years later before the idea of 

creating a museum about the Holocaust came to fruition in Israel at Yad Vashem, the 

Israeli Holocaust museum, which will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Two. 

 

IV.  Post-War Immigration to the United States 

As mentioned earlier, after the war Jewish refugees who did not enter the DP camps 

immigrated primarily to Palestine, certain parts of Europe, and the United States.  Of 

those survivors who were in the DP camps, roughly two-thirds immigrated to Israel and 

one-third to the United States.55  Survivors who went to the United States chose America 

over Israel for a variety of reasons: they wanted to reunite with family members there; 

they did not want to be pioneers in a difficult land after enduring years of hardship during 

the Holocaust; they felt that they could “fit into” American society and create new lives 

there; and they were not ultimately as committed to Zionism as other survivors.56  As a 

result, immigration to the United States became a typical path for a Holocaust survivor: 

while in 1928 there were 4,200,000 Jews living in America, by the end of 1945 there 

were five million.57  
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Once in America, Jewish refugees began the process of reconnecting with relatives, 

finding jobs, and finding places to live.  They “settled wherever they had friends or 

relatives already established in America, or wherever the Jewish social agencies that had 

brought them from Europe had found sponsors for them,”58 though they did gravitate 

toward major urban centers such as New York or Chicago and soon toward “sun belt” 

cities such as Miami, Houston, and Los Angeles.59  Hovering over all of this resettlement 

activity was a layer of deep concern about the degree to which Jewish refugees would be 

welcome in their new communities, for “thoughtful Christians as well as Jews [were] 

aware of the threat to the world’s peace and security implicit in any resurgence of anti-

Semitism.”60  Despite finding a certain amount of freedom and relief in America, Jewish 

refugees remained concerned about anti-Semitism, which they knew to exist in the 

United States even thought it had never reached the level of virulence that it had in 

Eastern Europe during the Nazi era.   

 

American Jews and Jewish refugees clung to the triad of culture, education, and religion 

as a way to strengthen and affirm their place in American society while memorializing 

the Jewish culture, Jewish learning, and Jewish practices that had perished during the 

Holocaust along with the millions.  The historian Ruth Gay explains that Jews already in 

America “suddenly realized that they had inherited an awesome responsibility…the 

responsibility for remembering, for preserving East European Jewish language and 

culture,” adding that “the reclamation of that past has grown into one of the guiding 

passions of the American Jewish community.”61  This dissertation will demonstrate in 
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future chapters one way in which this commitment to reclaiming the past has been 

effected in the United States.   

 

Professor of American Jewish history Jonathan Sarna argues that the United States was 

already a home for active Jewish life even before the United States entered World War II.  

He writes, “American Judaism had actually been gaining strength since the late 1930s, 

partly, we have seen, as a form of spiritual resistance to Nazism and anti-semitism.  Now 

with the war over, the nation as a whole turned increasingly toward religion—a response, 

some believed, to wartime horrors and to the postwar threat from ‘godless’ 

Communism.”62  Jews were thus able to fit more comfortably into an American religious 

culture that soon recognized Judaism as its “‘third faith’ alongside Protestantism and 

Catholicism,” and at the same time, Holocaust survivors’ “memories, commitments, and 

collective sense of obligation to those who had not survived set the stage for 

developments that would transform all of American Judaism…for decades to come.”63  

The combined effect of Judaism’s being accepted into American society as a mainstream 

religion and survivors’ sense of moral responsibility to the memory of the deceased laid 

the groundwork for the future of Holocaust remembrance in the United States. There was 

a certain receptivity to Jews and Judaism in America not just because of Holocaust 

survivors’ dedication but also because, as mentioned, American Jews felt responsible to 

the refugees.  They felt responsible not just because they were Jewish but also because 

many had also lost relatives in the Holocaust and because there was a certain amount of 

guilt that they had not “done enough” to help their fellow Jews abroad during the war.64  

American Jews thus assumed primary responsibility for the rehabilitation of Jewish 
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refugees, giving large sums of money to organizations such as the Anti-Defamation 

League, the Simon Wiesenthal Center, and other organizations that fought anti-

Semitism65 in an effort to rebuild, memorialize, and prevent further violence. To this end, 

in the years from 1945-1948 American Jews donated $50 million dollars per year to the 

American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee in support of its efforts at providing 

humanitarian aid to Jews in need.66 

 

In addition to this financial commitment, there also emerged a philosophical commitment 

to examining the place and role of Judaism in America after the war and the 

establishment of new types of Jewish communities.  During the 1950s, serious scholars 

such as A.J. Heschel and Abba Hillel Silver in the United States and Leo Baeck in 

Europe gave careful thought to the nature of Judaism in America at that time in their 

work in Jewish theology; their attention to the subject thus signified that an “American 

Jewish religious revival was under way” in the academy.67  The 1950s also saw many 

Jewish families move from the cities to the suburbs, especially young middle-class 

families, who “retained their prewar residential patterns of living in close proximity [to 

other Jews], but they did so by abandoning urban life en masse.”68  Abandoning urban 

life meant trading apartment-building living and close proximity to the synagogue for 

single-family, widely spaced homes and the need to drive to communal spaces.  There 

was also a high degree of transiency in these suburban communities, which made 

integration and the establishment of roots more difficult, especially for Jewish religious 

leaders trying to create permanent religious communities in the suburbs.69  As a result, 

the previous intimacy of Jewish urban communities began to dissolve, as did Jewish 
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communities’ resemblance to their Eastern European communities.  This semblance of 

prewar life also deteriorated when Jews migrated west and south, where the topography, 

climate, and suburban lifestyle were all vastly different than both European Jewish 

communities and urban immigrant communities in the United States.  By the end of the 

1950s, almost 400,000 Jews lived in Los Angeles, about eighteen percent of the city’s 

total population, and by 1955, the Jewish population of Miami swelled from 16,000 in 

1945 to 100,000.70  Most Jews who moved to Los Angeles were young and in search of 

job opportunities, but they also wanted to establish voluntary communities of their Jewish 

peers who came from the same cities and towns.  As a result, “by the early 1950s, several 

dozen…social clubs organized around city of origin flourished in Los Angeles,” while at 

the same time other Jewish social groups such as B’nai B’rith, Hadassah, and the 

American Jewish Congress added thousands of new members to their rosters, 

demonstrating the burgeoning interest in Jewish community life even though that life 

looked vastly different than it had even ten years before.71  

 

Another type of Jewish community organization, the landsmanschaftn or mutual aid 

societies of Jewish immigrants to the United States that existed even before the war, also 

emerged in America at the time.  The precursor to the landsmanschaftn occurred in the 

DP camps, as survivors organized themselves into groups according to which town in 

Eastern Europe they had inhabited before the war in order to create community and 

record their towns’ histories in yizker-bikher, or memorial books.72  One such group, 

survivors from Zhirardover, Poland, began to gather materials on the history of the town 

and its demise while its survivors were still in the DP camps—a memorial impulse that 
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intensified and became widespread amongst survivors once they had immigrated to the 

United States.  Landsmanschaftn in the United States helped survivors immigrate to and 

settle in the United States, and they “remained essentially centers of secular ethnic 

sociability, anchoring their members in unfamiliar urban territory through nostalgic 

evocations of the well-known world that had been abandoned.”73  Once this task had been 

completed, they focused on memorializing the dead from their community.  They 

organized gatherings to be held each year on the anniversary of liquidation of their 

town’s ghetto, set up communal tombstones, and established centers designed specifically 

for memorial and communal purposes.  Most significantly, they continued to create the 

memorial books, thereby documenting Jewish life, culture, and history in a sensitive and 

detailed way.   

 

The memorial books had a unifying effect for Jews, for unlike the more international, 

site-specific centers and tombstones, survivors from each town could have equal access 

to the memorial books regardless of where they had resettled after the war.  As the 

anthropologist Jack Kugelmass and the scholar of modern Jewish thought Jonathan 

Boyarin write, “the yizker-bikher made it possible for the now widely dispersed survivors 

and émigrés to have a single memorial nearby.  Such memorials did not supercede local 

efforts at commemoration; they bound communities together, recreating on paper the 

community of the past.”74  As part of this attempt to recreate their communities on paper, 

the yizker-bikher were made to include maps, pictures, photographs, and even lists of the 

names of every person who lived in the town.  As Judaic Studies scholar James Young 

explains, “for a murdered people without graves, without even corpses to inter, these 
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memorial books often came to serve as symbolic tombstones.”75  The books offer 

descriptions of the various buildings, homes, and institutions in the towns, as well as 

reports about the “erasure of Jewish memory” not just due to the inevitable ravages of 

time but also through non-Jewish residents’ “appropriation” of Jewish structures and 

Jewish cemeteries once Jews no longer lived in the town.   

 

It is against this appropriation and erasure that the memorial books were written, but they 

are also significant because they serve as yet another example of the widespread, 

vigorous Jewish memorial activity that was taking place in the DP camps and in Europe, 

Israel, and the United States in the years following the Holocaust.76  The yizker-bikher 

have their own precedent in the rich tradition of Jewish mourning literature and in the 

emergence of modern Yiddish literature that now takes on the particular form of the 

yizker-bikher since, because of, and in light of the Holocaust.  They were written so that 

the generations to come would know of these communities in perpetuity.  Though the 

intention is noble—that the yizker-bikher serve as a record of history—they rely upon an 

audience that is literate in Yiddish in order to be effective conduits of history and 

memory.  Sadly this audience no longer exists, with the rare exception of certain scholars 

in the field or the very elderly from Yiddish-speaking backgrounds.  With each 

generation removed from those who survived the Holocaust, fewer and fewer people 

speak and read Yiddish, relegating the yizker-bikher to dusty shelves and distant memory. 

 

V.  Conclusion 
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As Holocaust scholar Zeev Mankowitz explains in his book about DP camps in 

Germany,77 recovering from the traumatic experiences that they had had during the 

Holocaust was more difficult than many survivors had anticipated.  Much as they would 

have liked to put the memory of such terrible experiences behind them, this proved to be 

an impossible task even though many survivors were leading productive lives in the DP 

camps and engaging in any number of memorial practices.  Instead of being overcome by 

grief and anger, survivors channeled their emotions into rebuilding and largely into the 

task of remembering the dead.78  They felt a deep sense of obligation to the victims of the 

Holocaust and felt that they “owed” them remembrance and the living of “worthy lives.”   

 

Given that, at least at first, the rest of the world did not share survivors’ grief or their 

concerns, Holocaust memorial practice did not extend much beyond the Jewish 

community.  One example of the general lack of interest arose in regard to the creation of 

a day of remembrance.  To meet their sense of obligation, survivors in the DP camps 

created an official “Day of Remembrance and Victory,” the fourteenth day of Iyar, which 

fell on May 15 in 1946.  On this day, they sang Hatikvah—the Israeli national anthem, 

said memorial prayers, stood in silent remembrance, laid wreaths on memorial tablets, lit 

memorial candles, flew Zionist and American flags, and used the slogan “Am Yisrael 

Chai” or “The People of Israel Are Alive”—thereby translating their memories into a 

political argument.  While the Day of Remembrance and Victory was meaningful in the 

DP camps, the concept of a memorial “day” to the Holocaust was not as well-received in 

the wider Jewish community because Jews around the world were still struggling to 

understand the Holocaust and were only beginning to ask questions or learn about it.  
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Since the end of the war, the DPs had been contemplating the question of how to balance 

their sense of obligation to the dead with their need to affirm the living, but Jews abroad 

who were not immigrants had not yet begun to examine this tension even though they felt 

guilty and gave money to help refugees, as explained earlier.  It became clear that no 

amount of memorial books, memorial services, and memorial activities could accomplish 

the tripartite goal of memorializing the dead, honoring the survivors, and educating Jews 

and non-Jews across the globe who possessed little or no understanding of what came to 

be called the Holocaust.79  New methods of education and memorialization were needed, 

but the form that they would take had yet to be determined.  Despite all the memorial 

efforts in the displaced persons camps and beyond, no single community group, practice, 

ceremony, or event could yet contain the enormous responsibility of memorializing the 

Holocaust. 
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CHAPTER TWO: HOLOCAUST REMEMBRANCE IN ISRAEL AND 

GERMANY 
 

As the previous chapter demonstrates, post-Holocaust memorial practices were widely in 

place in Jewish communities around the world after the war, but these practices were 

centered in the Jewish community and thus were not readily accessible to the wider 

public.  This chapter distinguishes between private and synagogue- or Jewish 

community-based Holocaust memorial practices and Holocaust memorials, monuments, 

and museums, then focuses on the development of two Holocaust museums outside of the 

United States: the Israeli Holocaust museum, Yad Vashem, and the Jewish Museum 

Berlin in Berlin, Germany, with United States Holocaust museums to be covered in the 

following chapter.   Although these two museums are disparate in time and location—the 

inception of Yad Vashem in 1953 predates the Jewish Museum Berlin’s opening in 2008 

by fifty-five years—each museum is a reflection of the primary concerns of its home 

country and by its relationship to other countries too.  Kendall R. Phillips and G. Mitchell 

Reyes, scholars of the visual and performing arts and of media studies, respectively, write 

that museums fit into a “global memoryscape,” which they define as a “complex 

landscape upon which memories and memory practices move, come into contact, are 

contested by, and contest other forms of remembrance.”1  These memoryscapes influence 

the Holocaust museums built into them: in Israel, a country flooded with Holocaust 

survivors after the war, there was an enormous desire to secure a safe haven for Jews 

there, memorialize the Holocaust, and confront threats to Jewish life and liberty.  In 

Germany, a war-torn country mired in shame, almost absent of Jews, and unsure of how 

to proceed, Holocaust memorialization was neither a high priority nor a plausible reality.  



	

45 
	

These memoryscapes have had a profound effect on each museum.  Despite these 

differences between the memoryscapes of Israel and Germany and between the two 

museums, however, there are some commonalities between the museums that 

demonstrate how they are not only a part of the memoryscapes of their home countries 

but also a part of a more global memoryscape: each museum plays a distinctive role in 

the instantiation of Holocaust history and remembrance in its home country, and each 

museum has a distinctive location, architecture, and function on the national level.  As a 

result, each museum also plays an active role in the cultural and memorial life of the city 

in which it is located, bestowing upon the institution of the museum almost sole 

responsibility for driving Holocaust remembrance in that country.  In this chapter, the 

Jewish Museum Berlin is contrasted with Yad Vashem and examined as an example of 

Germany’s quest to confront its past while cultivating Jewish life in a city that had been 

literally emptied of Jews during the Holocaust. 

 

I.  Memorials, Monuments, and Museums 

After the Holocaust, a network of Holocaust memorials, monuments, and eventually 

museums developed in Europe and in the United States.  Judaic Studies scholar James 

Young articulates the distinction between monuments and memorials—and thus between 

monuments, memorials, and museums—in his book The Texture of Memory.  Young 

explains that there are many different types of memorials—memorial books, festivals, 

days, and sculptures—and that monuments are a subset or type of memorial, “the 

material objects, sculptures, and installation used to [honor the memory of] a person or 

thing.”2  Young concludes that while a monument is always a type of memorial, a 
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memorial need not take the form of a monument.  In his later book, At Memory’s Edge, 

Young argues that  

 

as intersection between public art and political memory, the monument 
has necessarily reflected the aesthetic and political revolutions, as well as 
the wider crises of representation, following all of the century’s major 
upheavals—including both World Wars I and II, the Vietnam War, the rise 
and fall of communist regimes in the former Soviet Union and its Eastern 
European satellites.3   
 
 

Monuments have come to mark moments of tension, tension between the past and the 

present, between a city or country’s traumatic past and its attempt to create healing, and 

between history and aesthetics.  They are an important way for whole communities and 

cultures to remember the past. 

 

In Europe, some of the first Holocaust monuments were built on the grounds of the 

concentration camps themselves, on the actual “sites of destruction”: in July of 1944 at 

Majdanek, in 1945 at Buchenwald, and in 1947 at Auschwitz-Birkenau.4  One of the most 

famous Holocaust monuments can be found in Warsaw, Poland, where the unveiling of 

sculptor Nathan Rapoport’s Warsaw Ghetto Monument took place in Warsaw on April 

19, 1948.5  Other concentration camp monuments followed over the years—

Buchenwald’s “Memorial to a Memorial” in 1995 and the Belzec Memorial in 2004—

though all of the concentration camps are considered memorial sites, meaning that they 

are geographic locations meant to be preserved because an important historical event, in 

this case an atrocity, took place at the actual location.  Holocaust memorials can be found 

in cities across Europe, in places such as Budapest, Hungary; Kracow, Poland; Vienna, 
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Austria; Antwerp, Belgium; and Kaunas, Lithuania, to name but a few, and in cities 

throughout the United States.  Monuments are different from museums even though both 

are considered memorials.  While they may serve a given community as a locus for 

memorial services or as a touchstone of remembrance for a given city, they cannot offer 

the resources of a museum: educational programming, teacher training, and the display of 

artifacts, photographs, and documents.  Monuments also usually take the form of 

sculptures or structures that are outdoors, so they cannot offer in-depth educational 

programming, serve as a repository for collections, contain a library and its resources, 

facilitate regular survivor testimony, or house extensive permanent exhibitions—but 

museums can and do.  Museums therefore have the capacity to perform the work of 

remembrance, as the next two sections of this chapter demonstrate. 

 

II. Yad Vashem 

While Yad Vashem Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Authority was not 

the first form of Holocaust commemoration in Israel,6 it was the first Holocaust museum 

there and in the world.  The Israeli Knesset established Yad Vashem in Jerusalem in 

1953, but plans for it, for a memorial museum that “should be acceptable to all the 

diverse parties in Israel and to the entire Jewish people” began as early as 1945.7  

Established in the newly founded state of Israel, the museum was meant from its 

inception to be a national, secular institution built within a Zionist framework8 that would 

include Jewish religious elements but not include a synagogue or align itself with one 

particular branch of Judaism.  The Knesset “authorized [the museum] to document the 

destruction of the Jews and also their resistance, and it was charged additionally with the 
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responsibility of commemorating the martyrs and heroes of that destruction.”9  It was also 

intended to enshrine in Israel the task of commemorating the Holocaust10 in a memorial 

that would be immense and unforgettable and to bear the responsibility of “shaping a 

hegemonic narrative of the Holocaust.”11  This narrative, one that would indelibly link 

the Holocaust and virtually all aspects of Israeli life—political, cultural, historical—

would expand over the years to include non-museological methodologies.  Holocaust 

scholar Saul Friedlander writes, “indeed, the lasting impact of this past on the hundreds 

of thousands of survivors who reached the country—often on their children as well—the 

establishment of national rituals of commemoration, the development of specific school 

curricula, a fast-growing historiography, the ongoing use of media dramatizations, as well 

as artistic and literary reelaborations of the events, have created a vast domain of public 

reference to [the Holocaust].”12  In Israel, Yad Vashem is the architectural and 

museological interpretation of the Holocaust that emerged as part of a narrative that has 

tributaries throughout Israeli society.13 

 

Yad Vashem is located on a hill in Jerusalem known as Har Hazikaron, or “the Mountain 

of Memory,” a hill on whose other side one finds the Mount Herzl military cemetery, 

which is named for the great Zionist Theodor Herzl.14  Herzl is buried along with other 

notable Zionists, prominent Israeli officials such as Golda Meir and Yitzhak Rabin, and 

Israeli soldiers who died fighting for Israel.  Surrounded by native trees, the cemetery is a 

beautiful, natural, contemplative memorial space.  Along with Yad Vashem, it is arguably 

one of the two most important memorial sites in Israel.  The sociologist Shaul Kelner 

writes that “the hill’s architecture powerfully inscribes in Jerusalem’s landscape a 
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narrative whose ashes-to-redemption, exile-to-home, death-to-resurrection motifs, draw 

from the deepest wells of human myth.”15  The presence of the cemetery and of Yad 

Vashem on the same mountain inscribes into the topography of Jerusalem a practice of 

memorialization, and it literally prioritizes memorialization over all else.  Along with the 

cemetery, Yad Vashem has become known as one of the “iconic,” morally significant 

places to visit for visitors taking tours of Israel.  As Kelner argues, the “ritual” of visiting 

the museum “reestablish[es] Israel’s geography as an object of Jewish devotion, echoing 

an ancient pilgrimage tradition but realizing it through contemporary tourist practices.”16  

The museological intention behind these pilgrimages to Yad Vashem is that the museum 

will tell the horrible story of the Holocaust while demonstrating the strength of the Jewish 

people and the necessity of Israel as a site of safety for Jews around the world.17 

 

When Yad Vashem first opened, however, it was not the sophisticated, architecturally 

distinctive museum that it is today.  In his book published in 1993, The Seventh Million: 

The Israelis and the Holocaust,18 Israeli historian Tom Segev described the original Yad 

Vashem as “unremarkable.”19  He characterized the museum as underfunded, its 

exhibitions as old and “grimy,” its photographs as “revolting,” and its exhibit labels as 

“long” and “didactic” in tone.20  Israeli genocide scholar and historian Omer Bartov 

wrote in 1997 that “though a national institution, [Yad Vashem] is a poor man’s exhibit.  

Its power is derived from both its location and the event it commemorates.”21  Bartov 

made an important distinction here, that at Yad Vashem, location and subject matter 

imbued the museum with “power” even though its exhibitions at the time left much to be 

desired.  His suggestion, that Yad Vashem was powerful despite its exhibitions, is 
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prescient, for the next iteration of Yad Vashem proved to be powerful because of its 

location, its subject matter, its architecture, and its exhibitions—as described below.  

Until then, and despite the critiques cited here, Yad Vashem was still considered to be of 

central importance in Israeli society not just as a symbol of the Holocaust but also for the 

role it plays in “Israeli civil religion,” where the museum “assume[d] a sanctity not only 

because it symbolizes six million Jews who died but because it symbolize[d] the Jewish 

people and culture of the Diaspora whose suffering and death legitimize[d] the Jewish 

right to Israel.”22  The museum’s being sited not just in Israel but on Har HaZikaron 

connected it to those who fought for Israel’s existence, guided its early years of 

statehood, died in the diaspora during the Holocaust, and perished fighting for its right to 

exist. 

 

In light of these powerful connections and the museum’s importance in the post-

Holocaust memorial culture of Israel, over time Yad Vashem continued to expand 

beyond its original form.  The various buildings that made up the complex grew to 

include “the library, archive, and administrative building (1957), the Hall of Names and 

Synagogue building (1965), and the history museum (1973).”23  They were “modern, 

functionalist structures clad in Jerusalem stone” whose “sober design was in keeping with 

the era’s modernist architectural principles” and whose architectural “restraint reflected 

the Holocaust’s marginalized place in public discourse in Israel, Europe, and the United 

States.”24  The only exception to this practice of architectural restraint came from Israeli 

architect Arieh Elhanani, whose design for the 1961 Ohel Yizkor, or Hall of 

Remembrance at Yad Vashem, “combined modern and ancient forms to create a 
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powerful, albeit abstract, memorial edifice.”25  None of these original structures at Yad 

Vashem referenced the Holocaust in an overt or direct way, in an effort to memorialize 

without exactly replicating Holocaust “architecture.” 

 

Years later, when tensions were swirling around the creation of United States Holocaust 

museums such as the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C. 

and the Museum of Tolerance in Los Angeles in the 1980s and early 1990s, officials at 

Yad Vashem paid careful attention.  They did not want Yad Vashem to be overshadowed, 

so in 1993, the same year that the Holocaust Memorial Museum and the Museum of 

Tolerance opened, museum officials began to plan for a new Yad Vashem.  They hired 

Israeli-born, Canadian-American architect Moshe Safdie to design a new version of the 

museum, which opened in 2005 and is now four times its original size.26  The new 

museum has been widely acclaimed.  Safdie preserved some of the original buildings but 

created anew the historical museum, the visitors’ center, the synagogue, the sunken 

courtyard, and the café.  In 1990, the Polish government gave to Yad Vashem an 

“authentic” boxcar “of the type used for transporting Jews,” which Safdie had placed 

onto rail tracks that “stretch out from the hilltop of Yad Vashem” and stop abruptly, with 

the tracks and the boxcar hovering “on the edge of the world…a memorial to 

destruction.”27  It is an utterly disconcerting sight to see a railroad car jutting out over a 

hillside, perched on the edge of destruction.   
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Yad Vashem, Jerusalem.  Holocaust boxcar  http://www.garystravels.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/ph2860183450080183838.jpg. 
Accessed September 16, 2013. 

 

With the positioning of the boxcar in this way, Safdie uses what is the museum’s largest 

artifact in an abstract way, but historical information is presented more concretely 

throughout the museum through the use of smaller artifacts, written materials, and over 

one hundred video screens showing survivor testimonies and short films.  According to 

the cultural historian Simon Goldhill, the new Yad Vashem “aims to hold a record—the 

name that shall never be effaced—of each and every victim…and it is deeply moving.  

The building itself is part of the story the museum tells…it is one of the most powerful 

examples of how architecture can enforce an ideology.”28  The architecture of the new 

museum alludes to the Holocaust in metaphorical ways: the structure of the building 

prevents visitors from walking in a direct path through the museum, creating a sense of 
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disorientation; the triangular interior space constricts as visitors proceed further and 

further into the museum, creating a feeling of restricted freedom; and at the very end of 

the museum, visitors are released onto a cantilevered space that thrusts them out over the 

glorious landscape of Israel, creating the sensation of freedom and relief.29  With this new 

architecture, as with the old, Yad Vashem continues to define and influence the memorial 

narrative of Israel, though in a less “monolithic way” than when it first opened.30  In the 

words of New York Times museum critic Edward Rothstein,  

 

the museum offers no lessons and promises no relevance.  The stories, 
facts and analyses accumulate until you begin to comprehend something 
beyond comprehension.  The museum’s implied conclusion is sensed 
rather than taught: after the harrowing history, you are brought back, 
finally, to the present, in somber gratitude.31   

 

Here Rothstein implies that the visitor’s experience of the new Yad Vashem stems not 

from one architectural motif, one artifact, or one film; instead, the museum’s many facets 

create a multi-layered aggregate out of which one emerges sobered and deeply present. 

 
III. The Jewish Museum Berlin  

The Jewish Museum Berlin opened on September 9, 2001, after decades of first attempts, 

previous iterations, a tense competition for its design, and multiple phases of planning.  

Unlike Yad Vashem, which is located in a country that served as a haven for Jewish 

refugees and Holocaust survivors, the Jewish Museum Berlin is located in the very city 

that was the capital of the Third Reich and the locus of planning for the Final Solution—a 

deeply perplexing and problematic truth of which the museum’s planners were distinctly 

mindful.  Berlin’s role as the capital of the Third Reich has left the city with an admixture 
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of guilt and shame about and at times rejection of its Nazi past.  Museum planners had to 

address these issues by acknowledging the city’s history in a way that was accurate but 

still did not alienate German visitors: a tall order indeed.  The Jewish Museum Berlin is 

thus examined here as a case in contrast to Yad Vashem.   

 

The scholar of comparative literature Svetlana Boym writes about the tension between 

memory and history in Berlin in her book The Future of Nostalgia.  She writes: 

 

Memories, of course, are contested.  It is dangerous to sentimentalize 
destruction or to mend political evil with emotional attachments.  
Nowhere is this more clear than in the center of Berlin, where every site is 
a battleground of clashing nostalgias and future aspirations.32 

 

Here Boym acknowledges that in a city rife with memorial landmarks and awash in the 

tragic remnants of its Nazi past, there is no escaping the constant intermingling of past 

and future.  As Boym explains, the past must be treated carefully and accurately, not 

simply with sentimentality and emotionality.   In Berlin, some of the city’s very buildings 

comprise what journalist Michael Z. Wise calls “Nazism’s architectural remnants,” 

buildings that the Third Reich had commissioned “to deploy monumental architecture as 

a propaganda tool and use huge public construction projects as a means of job creation 

and economic revival in the 1930s.”33  In other words, the Third Reich oversaw the 

creation of parts of Berlin as a way to inspire Germans aesthetically, increase public 

confidence, and rebuild the economy after the devastation of World War I.  In so doing, 

the Third Reich inserted itself into Berlin literally and figuratively, enlisting the city and 

its citizens as partners in its own reinvigoration while creating trust in and ominous 
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support for the reich.  The past is instantiated in the walls of the city.  If Yad Vashem is 

built upon what is hallowed ground for the Jewish people, then the Jewish Museum 

Berlin is built upon the opposite: land that saw buildings built as vehicles of propaganda, 

the desecration of synagogues and Jewish storefronts during Kristallnacht, the 

deportation of Jews to the concentration camps, and the destruction of Berlin’s long-

standing Jewish community.  The distinction between past and future in Germany is so 

sharp that there is even a word in German for the postwar generation, 

“Nachgeborenen”—those who were born after the war and thus bear no direct 

responsibility for the crimes committed.34  The Jewish Museum Berlin is constructed 

upon the soil of a country that emerged from World War II “dismantled” and 

“fundamentally altered,”35 and building a memorial museum to the Holocaust on such 

ground requires addressing the notion of German responsibility for and complicity in the 

Holocaust, situating the museum as an arbiter of moral responsibility in German 

society.36  The museum faces what James Young calls Germany’s “paralyzing Holocaust 

memorial problem,” its “double-edged conundrum” that wonders how “a nation of former 

perpetrators [would] mourn its victims” and—at the same time—how “a divided nation 

[would] reunite itself on the bedrock of the memory of its crimes.”37  The sociologist Irit 

Dekel uses the phrase the “dimension of annihilation” to describe the European and 

German focus on perpetration that the museum must address.38  No other country in the 

world, when building a Holocaust museum, would confront these exact problems. 

 

Located amongst the charming streets of Berlin’s former Jewish quarter, the new 

museum stands out conspicuously against its surroundings and in comparison to the 
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building to which it is joined, the baroque-style “Old Building” or “Collegienhaus.”   The 

Old Building, built in 1735, was an administrative building until the early 1960s, during 

which time it was renovated to accommodate the Berlin Museum, a museum devoted to 

the history of Berlin.39  While the Berlin Museum did include space for information about 

the history of Jews in Berlin, it did not do justice to the richness of the history of Jewish 

life and culture in the city, and it did not acknowledge the Holocaust.   After much 

deliberation and an intense debate over where and how to situate a Jewish museum in 

relation to the Berlin Museum,40 museum officials opted to create a Jewish Museum with 

its own distinct space that could illuminate and grapple with the complexity of German-

Jewish history.  As the German studies scholar Jennifer Hansen-Glucklich wrote in her 

2011 dissertation, “the Berlin Senate knew that it wanted a Jewish history museum, not a 

Holocaust museum, but it recognized that the Holocaust had to be present in the museum, 

and that exile, displacement and death would need to be part of the story.”41  The 

intention was to integrate German-Jewish history into the history of Berlin while still 

maintaining a distinction between the two.42  A publication of the museum, Discovering 

the Jewish Museum Berlin, explains that financial support for the museum comes from all 

corners of German society: the federal government, the state, varying political parties, 

and diverse public groups and individuals.43  This support, stemming as it does from all 

corners of German society, is meant to demonstrate not only a commitment to the 

museum as it exists today but also a determination to preserve even the ugliest aspects of 

German history.44  The museum was not to be a “reintroduction of Jewish memory into 

Berlin’s civic landscape but an excavation of memory already there, though long 

suppressed.”45  In recognition of the difficulty and enormity of this task, museum 
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officials announced that there would be an international competition for the best design 

for the new museum; Daniel Libeskind, the Lodz, Poland-born son of Holocaust 

survivors, won first place for a design that has become world-renown and that has placed 

the Jewish Museum Berlin in a superlative category. 

 

When seen from above, the Jewish Museum Berlin resembles a shiny zigzag or 

lightening bolt, like a silver scar on the lanscape; it is hardly the “tasteful and discreet” 

type of memorial that German citizens had wanted and created in the past.46  From the 

street, its zinc façade alone would differentiate it noticeably from the surrounding 

buildings, but the building’s exterior is surprisingly slashed with what appear to be dark 

lines and dark geometric shapes.  Inside, the zigzag shape and the slashing lines of the 

exterior create a disquieting aesthetic experience and a series of spatial voids that 

intentionally fragment the interior.  Unlike most museums and other public buildings, the 

intent is not to make navigation of the space intuitive for the visitor or to make its 

exterior innately pleasing.  Instead Libeskind intends to “integrate physically and 

spatially the meaning of the Holocaust into the consciousness and memory of the city of 

Berlin,”47 to use his “deconstructivist inclination to evoke absence and loss”48 as a way to 

fuse German history and Jewish history.  In an interview in 2000, the museum’s former 

Deputy Director and Chief Executive Officer Tom Freudenheim explains that the 

museum “itself has the Holocaust built into it.  You never escape from it and maybe 

that’s the most important symbolic value, in the sense that it isn’t dependent upon 

exhibitions.  One way or another, if you are in Berlin, you can’t escape the Holocaust.  

All of Berlin is a memorial site.”49  Freudenheim’s analysis here pinpoints the distinct 
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challenge of the museum, that it is being built in a city so complicit in the Holocaust that 

its every nook and cranny has memorial value and historical significance.50   

 

 

Jewish Museum Berlin.  http://1.bp.blogspot.com/--4-xv6W87b4/ Toa2ES8jT_I/ AAAAAAAAOLs/ 
YGUN6V_vM4Y/s1600/Jewish_Museum_Berlin_2_2.jpg.  Accessed September 16, 2013. 

 

The museum’s now-iconic exterior architecture and its now-legendary interior spaces—

rife with voids and dead-ends51—does not comprise the entirety of the museum, however.  

Through the use of artifacts, film clips, an “Emancipation Tree”—a replica of a 

pomegranate tree in whose branches visitors are meant to leave notes about what the 

word “emancipation” means to them, interactive technology such as a “digital Talmud” 

and an “open keyboard,” contemporary art, and special exhibitions, the museum covers 

more than two thousand years of Jewish history.52  It also features non-memorial spaces 

such as an exhibition space designed specifically for children, a glass courtyard designed 

for special events, an outdoor garden, a restaurant, and a tree-lined outdoor space.  The 

museum is meant to be a Jewish museum, not a Holocaust museum, though its 
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architectural conceit might suggest otherwise.  It is not meant to give visitors a 

“sickening” or “horrifying” experience about the Holocaust but rather to enmesh German 

Jewish history and “a broader German national narrative culminating in a more ethnically 

diverse and tolerant present.”53  One is meant to notice the building and to notice its 

radical architecture, but one is also meant to experience the museum as a locus of moral 

and social improvement in modern Germany and as a way to make visible Berlin’s past.54 

As the scholar of Jewish culture Barbara Mann explains, the museum’s architecture 

situates it within the wider context of what she calls “the new global Jewish 

architecture.”55 Here Mann refers to the group of Jewish architects who have designed or 

are designing some of the most significant buildings in the world since the Holocaust.  

These architects include Daniel Libeskind (the Jewish Museum Berlin and the 9/11 

memorial site), Peter Eisenmann (the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in 

Berlin),56 and Frank Gehry (the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Spain).  Mann argues 

that the fragmented, deconstructed, viscerally evocative post-Holocaust architectural style 

used in these buildings is best demonstrated in Libeskind’s work for the Jewish Museum 

Berlin.  It resembles, Mann writes, a “scar on the urban landscape” that “keenly depicts 

the wrenching absence of Jewish life in Berlin, as well as the sharp degree to which 

humanity had devolved during the Shoah.”57 The Jewish Museum Berlin’s jarring 

architectural presence in the midst of an active, urban landscape infuses the building with 

an impact and a distinctiveness not found elsewhere in the world.  The scholar of 

German-Jewish history Cary Nathenson argues that:  

 

the Jewish Museum Berlin is one of the most important German cultural 
institutions today…[and] the most significant Jewish cultural institution in 
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Germany right now [2013].  The museum’s unique mission of 
documenting and representing two thousand years of German-Jewish 
history and culture means that the Jewish Museum Berlin is playing a 
forceful role in defining that culture.  Its sheer popularity—it is usually 
among the top five in attendance for Berlin museums—gives it the loudest 
popular voice in the discussion of what is German-Jewish culture and 
history.58   

 

Here Nathenson attests to the museum’s role in defining what is evidently an ongoing 

process in Germany today: the defining of the relationship between Germany, its history, 

and Jewish life and culture there.  Despite the presence of countless other Holocaust 

memorials in Berlin—the Book Burning Memorial at Bebelplatz (1995), the Memorial to 

the Murdered Jews of Europe (2005), the Memorial for the Nazi-Era Persecution of 

Homosexuals (2008), and the Sinti and Roma Memorial (2012)—the Jewish Museum 

Berlin has become an unusual, necessary, and attractive museum for visitors from around 

the world.  Between its opening on September 9, 2001 and its tenth anniversary in 

September 2011, the museum had over 7,220,000 visitors from forty countries.59  The 

sociologist Irit Dekel describes the engagement in and attraction to this memorial 

environment as the “practice of memory tourism…[that] is closely linked both to the 

history of Berlin and to exhibitionary complexes in and around Berlin.”60  Even  though 

the Jewish Museum Berlin stands out radically from its surroundings and is vastly 

different in size, scope, and appearance from the many Holocaust monuments in Berlin, it 

is still part of the practice of memory tourism and part of Berlin’s memorial topography.  

Unlike Yad Vashem, which is integrated so thoroughly into the fabric of Jewish life and 

history in Israel, the Jewish Museum Berlin is not integrated; rather, it stands apart from 

its surroundings, attempting to explain the historical past while creating a present 
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understanding of it and perhaps implying that no matter how many Holocaust memorials 

Germany builds, the subject will always be held at arm’s length. 

 

IV.  Conclusion 

As this chapter demonstrates, Yad Vashem and the Jewish Museum Berlin are very 

different despite the fact that they do have common features: they each exhibit artifacts, 

show survivor testimonies, host events, provide educational programming, and chronicle 

Holocaust history.  Given that all Holocaust museums share these features, it is the 

museums’ distinctiveness individually and in relation to each other that merits 

examination.  Wheras Yad Vashem is located in a country whose population is 42.9% 

Jewish, the Jewish population of Germany is only 0.9%--a difference of 5,782,100 

Jews.61  Whereas Yad Vashem is located in a natural setting outside the city, the Jewish 

Museum Berlin is located in an urban environment.  Whereas Jewish life in Israel is 

vibrant and active, Germany is still discerning its relationship to Jewish life and culture 

there.  Whereas Yad Vashem ultimately releases the visitor into a glorious panoramic 

view of Israel, the Berlin museum ends with a final exhibition entitled “Jewish Childhood 

and Youth in Germany, Australia, and Switzerland since 1945,” which German Studies 

scholar Jennifer Hansen-Glucklich describes as follows: 

 

It [the exhibit] appears in a green-carpeted, green-walled room filled with 
poles, on top of which sit white boxes lit from within. Each of the boxes 
displays photographs of Jewish individuals and families who live in 
German-speaking countries. Using the supplied headphones, visitors can 
listen to their stories in German or English. Written in large letters on the 
first box are the words, So einfach war das (It was as simple as that). The 
message is that life continues for Jews in German-speaking countries and 
that a better future is already in progress. It presents a positive, future-
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oriented multicultural ideology because the Jewish German, Austrian, and 
Swiss individuals in this exhibit are citizens who are successfully 
integrated into their countries. Their narratives appear to offer a resolution 
to the problem of how to retroactively integrate Jews into German-
speaking countries.  This exhibit completes the process by which visitors 
are initiated into a political and social consciousness based on the 
tolerance of ethnic and religious diversity, the support of minority rights, 
and the promotion of Germany as an emerging multicultural society.62 

 

 

A visit to Yad Vashem culminates in a triumphant moment of release and reassurance as 

one looks out over the topography of Israel, knowing now that the future lies in this vast 

expanse of land, life, and tradition.  A visit to the Jewish Museum Berlin concludes with 

an attempt to show that German society has been transformed since the Nazi era to a 

progressive, diverse environment in which Jews can thrive. 

 

 

       Hansen-Glucklich, Jennifer.  Yad Vashem, Jerusalem. 

 

The differences between these two museums illustrate a key point in the study of 

Holocaust museums: that even though they may all include some of the same historical 

information and rely on similar museological practices in the creation of their narratives, 
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each is a product of its particular local and national needs, its architect, and its role in 

Holocaust history.  The next chapter of this dissertation demonstrates that this statement 

holds true even for Holocaust museums that are all located in one country, the United 

States, for after the war, when survivors immigrated to places as different as New York 

and Tel Aviv or Los Angeles and Jerusalem, they brought with them all of their wartime 

experiences and merged those with the culture and climate of their new, adopted cities 

and countries.  An entirely new type of Jewish life began at this point, at this time of 

reconfiguration and redefinition for Jewish communities around the world.  Also new 

was the need to address the memory of an atrocity against the Jews that the modern era 

had never known before. 
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CHAPTER THREE: HOLOCAUST MUSEUMS IN THE UNITED STATES 
	
	
The previous chapter examined different kinds of memorials and documented the 

development of two of the world’s most significant Holocaust museums, Yad Vashem 

and the Jewish Museum Berlin, each of which arose in a starkly different context from 

the other.  This chapter describes the historical events and cultural climate changes that 

led to Holocaust history’s entering the public sphere.  It also presents yet another 

distinctive context for the development of Holocaust museums—the context of the 

United States, a country that only became directly involved in World War II after the 

Japanese attack on Hawaii’s Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, well after the war had 

begun in Europe.   

 
Unlike Israel, which developed plans for a Holocaust museum in the early 1950s, the first 

major Holocaust museum in the United States, the United States Holocaust Memorial 

Museum in Washington, D.C., did not open its doors until 1993—almost fifty years after 

the end of World War II.  The United States did serve as a safe haven for refugees after 

the Holocaust, but its national agenda at the time focused on the Cold War, not on 

statehood, as in Israel, or on rebuilding, as in Germany.  Eventually, though, the 

country’s focus did turn more toward the Holocaust, especially in the years leading up to 

the completion of the Holocaust Memorial Museum and after. 

 

Since 1993, more than fifteen Holocaust museums and dozens of Holocaust memorials 

and centers for study have been built in the United States in cities ranging from San 

Antonio to Detroit to Miami.  The focus of this chapter, and in the dissertation as a 
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whole, is on three of the United States museums: the Holocaust Memorial Museum 

mentioned above, the Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust, and the Illinois Holocaust 

Museum & Education Center in Skokie, Illinois.  The Holocaust Memorial Museum is 

discussed first and at length, for it was and is to this day the most hotly debated, well-

funded, and frequently-visited Holocaust museum in the country.  It is also the museum 

that has garnered the most scholarly analysis and the most press.  The Illinois Museum 

and the Los Angeles museum are roughly the same age, having opened their doors in 

2009 and 2010, respectively, and each is the new, relocated iteration of its much smaller 

predecessor.  This chapter offers thorough descriptions of the three museums, with a 

special emphasis on articulating the historical backdrop against which each museum 

came into being and on the distinctive exterior and interior elements of each museum. 

The goal of this chapter is to present each museum in its own context while offering the 

reader a thorough understanding of the museums’ architecture, particular challenges, and 

exhibitions. 

 

I.  Turning Points 

After immigrants settled in the United States and began to integrate into American 

culture and American Jewish life, there were several turning points at which American 

Jewry and its approach to the Holocaust changed significantly.  It is important to 

chronicle these moments, for they 1) demonstrate the attitudes, interests, and virtues of 

the nation in the post-war years and 2) indicate that Holocaust museums did not arise in 

the United States in a vacuum: the cultural and political shifts of the country and events 

abroad that affected the Jewish community in the United States had a significant 
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influence on the development of the museums.  As this section of the chapter will try to 

show, the first few decades after the Holocaust did not see the end to war and 

sociocultural upheaval—quite the opposite.  It is against the backdrop of this turmoil that 

the first Holocaust museum in the United States came into being.  

 

The first major post-war turning point came in the 1950s, during which time Holocaust 

survivors and other immigrants from Eastern Europe began to have a significant effect on 

American Judaism.  As the historian Jonathan Sarna writes, the immigrants’ “memories, 

commitments, and collective sense of obligation to those who had not survived set the 

stage for developments that would transform all of American Judaism…for decades to 

come.”1  Their “commitments” gave rise to an unprecedented level of interest in and 

dedication to Jewish education of all kinds, so the 1950s saw the creation of Jewish day 

schools, supplementary school programs, and the creation of Jewish institutions of higher 

learning.  There was also a renewed interest in Jewish theology, Jewish religious thought, 

and Bible study.2  No matter how different individual Jews were from each other, their 

collective interest in the future of Judaism united them in pursuit of a strong, vibrant 

American Jewish religious life.  The immigrants’ focus on memorializing the friends, 

family, and communities they had lost during the Holocaust also bound them together.  

That said, Holocaust remembrance was still only at the periphery of American 

consciousness.  It was not for several more decades, until American Jews had navigated 

other events and societal changes, that the Holocaust became central to American 

Judaism rather than peripheral. 
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The next shift took place when a series of events in the 1960s brought significantly more 

attention to the Holocaust in the United States.  The initial event was the capture of Adolf 

Eichmann, a key figure in the development of the Final Solution, and his ensuing 1961 

trial in Jerusalem.  German-Jewish intellectual and writer Hannah Arendt’s controversial 

book on the subject, Eichmann in Jerusalem,3 also brought significant attention to the 

subject of the Eichmann trial upon its release in 1963.  In addition to all of the turmoil 

and debate of the early 1960s, in 1965 the meeting of the Second Vatican Council 

resulted in Pope Paul VI’s releasing the papal encyclical “Nostra Aetate” or “In Our 

Time,” which the Vatican officially describes as its “Declaration on the Relation of the 

Church to Non-Christian Religions.”  The encyclical was considered revolutionary for the 

way in which it affirmed a future of good relations between Catholics and Jews and 

especially for its statement against the charging of Jews with deicide.  In 1963 the so-

called “Auschwitz Trials” saw the trial of twenty former Nazis in West Germany.  The 

early-to-mid 1960s, therefore, marked a time for Jews around the world to feel finally a 

sense of justice. 

 

Another set of changes took place in the United State during the late 1960s, when the 

civil rights movement was of central concern.  Even though this social movement 

involved the fight for the rights of black Americans and was not directly about Jews per 

se, American Jews became deeply committed to this fight for human rights.  As Rabbi 

Joachim Prinz argued at the time, the Holocaust was a “universal” and “Jewish reference 

point, providing a specifically Jewish rationale for involvement in the civil rights 

movement.4  Jewish immigrants felt that their experience during the Holocaust, combined 
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with the Jewish religious emphasis on social justice, obligated them to join their fellow 

Americans who were fighting, like they had in Nazi-occupied Europe, for equal rights 

and freedom from oppression.  Rabbi Prinz had been expelled from Germany in 1937 for 

speaking out against the Nazis, and now in America, he spoke out against racism and 

prejudice.  He helped organized the famous 1963 March on Washington, a political rally 

that focused on drawing attention to discrimination against African-Americans; his 

speech on the day of the march directly preceded the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 

“I Have a Dream Speech.”  Prinz’s sentiment, that “silence” is the most “disgraceful, 

shameful, tragic” problem in the face of injustice, resonated with black Americans, white 

Americans who supported the civil rights movement, and Jewish Americans alike.   

When Prinz’s colleague, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, participated in the 1965 walk 

for voting rights from Selma to Mongomery, Alabama, he further cemented the link 

between Jewish Americans and their commitment to human rights and social activism.  

Heschel was also vehemently opposed to the Vietnam War, in which American troops 

began to participate in 1965.  Thousands of American soldiers died in what many, 

including Heschel, thought was a purely destructive endeavor that resulted in the deaths 

of thousands of Vietnamese civilians—a parallel to the slaughter of innocent Jewish 

civilians during the Holocaust that was impossible for American Jews to ignore 

 

On the political level, architectural historian Gavriel D. Rosenfeld explains that “in the 

United States, fears of a ‘second Holocaust’ during the Arab-Israeli wars of 1967 and 

1973, as well as worries of accelerating Jewish assimilation, persuaded many American 

Jews—especially those in institutional leadership positions—to stop downplaying the 
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Holocaust and instead invoke its legacy as a way to garner sympathy for Israel and shore 

up flagging Jewish group solidarity.”5  Jewish community leaders were committed to and 

interested in Holocaust remembrance but not purely for the sake of remembrance itself.  

They had other concerns too, namely about the safety and sanctity of Israel and about the 

evolution of Jewish life in America.6  Jacob Neusner defines the 1967 war as the event 

that catalyzed the “re-ethnicization” of American Jews, for in the weeks preceding the 

war, Jews heard Arabs vow to “drive Israel into the sea,” talk that caused the second 

generation of American Jews to understand the fear that their parents and grandparents 

had felt in Nazi-occupied Europe before them.7  In addition, the “rise of multiculturalism 

[in America]…also promoted Jewish interest in the Holocaust, for it enabled Jews to find 

common cause with other minorities in American society who were seeking redress for 

historical injustices.”8  The notion of Holocaust remembrance thus fit into a broader, 

contemporary movement in the United States that the Jewish and non-Jewish public 

could understand and even embrace.   

 

In addition to all of the factors mentioned above—immigrants’ commitment to Jewish 

education, the civil rights movement, the Eichmann trial, the Auschwitz trials, the Six 

Day War, and the Vietnam War—there were cultural and political factors also 

influencing American Jewish thought about the Holocaust in the generation after the war.  

On the cultural level, the 1970s and 1980s saw a surge of Jewish publications, Jewish 

scholarship, Jewish theatre groups, and Jewish museums and galleries.9  When increased 

interest in the Holocaust arose against this backdrop of increased interest in Jewish 
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subjects and Jewish cultural endeavors, there was thus a context created for attention to 

Jewish interests and concerns.  

 

A third shift occurred in 1978 when a number of events combined to propel the 

Holocaust into public conscience inexorably, a year that Edward T. Linenthal calls a 

“crucial year in the organization of Holocaust consciousness.”10  That year Americans 

witnessed the drama unfolding in Skokie, Illinois, as a threatened march by Chicago-

based American Nazis brought the principle of free speech into conflict with what 

seemed to be common decency, the recognition of survivors’ feelings.  Around the same 

time, the United States Department of Justice created the Office of Special Investigations 

(OSI)—“whose purpose was to bring Nazi war criminals living in the United States to 

trial for the purpose of deportation,”11—and thus brought to light the importance of trying 

and potentially convicting Nazis who had been given refuge in the United States.  Also in 

1978 the nine-and-a-half hour miniseries, The Holocaust, appeared on NBC on April 16-

19 to an estimated audience of approximately 120 million, both captivating audiences and 

drawing critiques that it trivialized the Holocaust.12  The film series also prompted some 

to claim that it “was almost singly responsible for awakening interest among people 

ignorant of the events [of the Holocaust].”13  Finally, in 1978 President Carter announced 

plans to create the President’s Commission on the Holocaust, moving the Holocaust not 

only “from the periphery to the center of American Jewish consciousness, but to the 

center of national consciousness as well.”14  In the space of one year, a new and palpable 

awareness of the Holocaust was taking place across the country, igniting debates about 
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what place the Holocaust should have in American society and about how the Holocaust 

and its victims should be memorialized.   

 

At the same time, Holocaust remembrance was gaining traction in Western Europe, 

where “the surging interest in the Holocaust reflected the growing willingness of certain 

nations, especially West Germany and France, to confront the full dimensions of their 

behavior during the Second World War.”15  The international stage was set to receive 

what was about to become a wave of Holocaust remembrance, memorials, and museums, 

so when twelve of the twenty-four members of the President’s Commission16 for the 

planning of a Holocaust memorial museum in Washington, D.C. submitted written 

comments prior to its first meeting, they wrote that they “envisioned a ‘living memorial’ 

that would soon be seen as a facility housing memorial, museum, archive, and 

educational institute [facilities].  It was clear, however, that commissioners were divided 

about how to balance Jewish victims with others, whether their focus should be solely on 

the Holocaust, or whether that event should lead as well to a focus on contemporary 

genocidal events.”17  Given the weight and complexity of these issues, it is no wonder 

that the “living memorial” did not then open until fifteen years had gone by—despite the 

international and national inclination to build such institutions as Holocaust museums.  

That said, when the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum opened on April 22, 

1993—with the Simon Wiesenthal Center’s then-called “Beit HaShoah/Museum of 

Tolerance” opening just two months earlier—it was ultimately opening its door to an 

America caught up in the “ideology of multiculturalism.”18   American society was ready 
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to embrace diversity, heterogeneity, the subject of universality, and especially the notion 

of universal human rights. 

 

II.  The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 

As demonstrated in the previous chapter’s discussion of Yad Vashem and the Jewish 

Museum Berlin, the location of a Holocaust museum is fraught with meaning, and the 

case is no different in the United States, as this discussion will demonstrate.  The United 

States Holocaust Memorial Museum is located at 100 Raoul Wallenberg Place in 

Washington, D.C. adjacent to Washington’s National Mall, a green space lined with 

museums and in full view of the Washington National Monument, multiple memorials, 

and the Capital Building.  Its front entrance on 14th Street faces large, white concrete 

government buildings.  The museum’s back entrance on 15th Street faces the expansive 

lawn that is home to the Washington National Monument and that borders the serene 

Washington Tidal Basin.  Beyond the National Monument, one can see the Vietnam 

Veterans Memorial,19 the World War II Memorial, the Reflecting Pool, and the Lincoln 

Memorial—all of which are famous Washington landmarks in their own right.   

USHMM’s location next to the mall and in view of these landmarks affords it not only 

the benefit of being in the heart of Washington tourist traffic but also the respect that 

many feel a museum of the Holocaust deserves in the nation’s capital,20 “thrust[ing] 

Jewish presence and identity into the American public’s awareness…”21 in a way that had 

not been done before.22  
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The museum’s presence on the mall also places it in direct comparison to the Vietnam 

Veterans’ Memorial, which since its dedication in 1982 had “done more to change the 

direction of [Washington’s] memorial landscape” than any other memorial in the city—

according to art historian Kirk Savage.23  The Vietnam memorial memorializes an event 

that deeply affected American citizens.  As Savage explains, the memorial is “radically 

simplifying and antididactic,” whereas the Holocaust Memorial Museum would 

memorialize the deaths of millions of European Jews, not Americans, and would be 

“sprawling and didactic.”24  The museum, it seemed, would singlehandedly change again 

the memorial landscape of Washington, D.C., yet in a very different way than the 

Vietnam memorial had. 

 

On May 11, 1985 the United States Holocaust Memorial Council unveiled its plans for a 

thirty million dollar, red granite museum that would replace two “red-brick Government 

buildings” adjacent to the Bureau of Engraving and Printing and open to the public in 

1989.25  The National Advisory Council on Historic Preservation granted the museum 

permission to raze the two government buildings, but Representative Sidney R. Yates 

countered the decision, stating, “I think you should tell me first why you think you need a 

new building.”26  Yates argued further, claiming that the brick buildings would be 

“‘symbolic of the buildings the people who endured the Holocaust’ were housed in,” but 

council member and co-architect of the museum George Notter explained that the brick 

buildings were neither large enough nor in good enough condition to be refurbished 

without prohibitive cost.27  The project thus moved forward with its plan to demolish the 

two original buildings. 
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Two years later, in 1987, the New York Times reported that the museum would be a forty-

five to fifty million-dollar limestone and brick building that would open to the public in 

in 1990.28  Its design was to undergo review from the Federal Commission of Fine Arts 

on May 22, 1987 and from the National Capital Planning Commission in July 1987.  

Both commissions approved the design with the exception that the museum provide and 

have approved “a study on the effects of the [museum’s] atrium light on the night skyline 

in the Mall area.”29  Co-architect James Ingo Freed revised the museum’s design, which 

the Federal Commission of Fine Arts approved on June 19, 1987.30  By 1990, however, 

the museum had not opened, and on April 22, 1990, the New York Times reports that the 

“one hundred million-dollar” building would be completed in 1993.31  The chronic delays 

and continually mounting costs were due in large part to discord amongst members of the 

museum’s planning council.  The council disagreed on many issues: whether the museum 

should memorialize non-Jews who died in the Holocaust; how “universal” the museum 

should be; whether to fundraise outside of the Jewish community; whether to allow 

donors’ names on plaques in the museum; whether to use high technology in the 

museum’s permanent exhibition—to name but a few.32  The only point on which nearly 

all of the council members agreed33 was that the museum should be a “living” memorial, 

a memorial that is active, not passive, and that pulses with people, ideas, information, 

sound, image, and emotion.  Ultimately it was toward this end—the creation of a living 

memorial to the Holocaust—that the commission worked tirelessly and with devotion and 

sensitivity to the enormous task at hand. 
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A) Exterior Elements 

When looking at the Holocaust Memorial Museum and its 14th Street entrance from 

across the street, the building’s limestone façade blends in fairly well with the other large 

buildings in the surrounding area—unlike Yad Vashem and the Jewish Museum Berlin, 

which stand out conspicuously from their surroundings.  The museum appears to be 

composed of the same material, and it is the same color.  The wall on the left side of the 

museum’s entrance is slightly rounded, and its entranceway is rather large, but overall 

one does not notice any major difference between this building and the others nearby, an 

intentional effect designed to help the museum blend into the aesthetics of the buildings 

in the surrounding area.  What cannot be understood from this vantage point, however, is 

that unlike other museums on the Mall, this museum is not of a celebratory nature.  It is 

meant to house an “intentionally disturbing experience” and in so doing to alter forever 

the museological landscape of the nation’s capital.34   

 

B) Interior Elements 

i.  The Entrance Lobby and Hall of Witness: 

One way in which the Holocaust Memorial Museum set a precedent for Holocaust 

museums in the United States is through its use of notable interior structural elements.  

One example of such a feature is the museum’s main hall, the “Hall of Witness.”  To 

access the hall, one must first pass through the museum’s small lobby, a small, low-

ceilinged entry space filled with security guards and metal detectors.  Other than a wall 

lined with flags, there is nothing unusual or particularly noticeable about this space other 

than its obviously high-level security, especially because there is a wall about ten feet 
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behind the security area that blocks one’s view into the Hall of Witness.  After passing 

through security and walking by the wall of flags and the museum gift shop, however, 

any impression of smallness or sameness disappears.  The Hall of Witness is 

architecturally renown for its four story-high glass and steel beam ceiling.  This ceiling 

sits atop enormous brick walls laced geometrically with strips of steel.  At the back of the 

Hall is a completely black stone wall with a single quotation written on it: “You are my 

witnesses” (Isaiah 43:10).  The combined effect is startling.  The Hall is aesthetically 

remarkable but not beautiful, as the steel, brick, and black walls sit in tension with the 

natural light and the soaring ceiling that immediately draw the eye upward, where oddly 

one can see a glass bridge near the ceiling of the museum and the tiny human forms 

traversing it. 

 

ii.  Footbridges 

USHMM architect James Ingo Freed designed the museum so that footbridges would 

connect the exhibition spaces, with one of the bridges traversing the Hall of Witness 

several stories in the air.  The footbridges are entirely encased in glass, so one can see out 

on all sides except for the floor, which is composed of a thick, translucent glass.  Here the 

glass walls of the footbridge are etched with the names of communities that were lost or 

destroyed completely during the Holocaust.  The light that fills the glass footbridge is 

therefore rendered ironically, for the brightness that would typically hint at hope, relief, 

and happiness is instead etched with a geography of destruction.  In addition, the glass 

walls of the footbridge do not meet expectations.  When looking out a window, one 

expects to see something, yet when looking out of these windows, one sees only brick 
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wall, steel beams, and glass, for the visitor looks out into the interior of the museum, not 

onto a view.  The effect is surprising and disorienting.   

 

About halfway across the bridge, there appears to be a window in the glass—a window 

amidst a window, so to speak—but it too reveals a surprising view.  Here the visitor looks 

out the “window” to find that she is looking down a long glass and steel-beamed tunnel; 

one can see all the way to a white wall on the other end of the museum, but nothing else.  

The tunnel of glass seems to grow more and more narrow as it approaches the wall, 

directing one’s gaze toward nothing but a spot of white wall.  A bit further down the 

footbridge is another similar window, but this time, there is a view when one looks out.  

From here one can see directly in the Hall of Witness, the museum’s main entrance 

lobby.  After so much darkness and so many thwarted attempts at finding a view, the 

sight of the light-filled lobby takes one aback.   The visitors below look small and 

ordinary—as though they are not in a Holocaust museum but instead anywhere—that one 

is struck by a feeling of profound distance from what is normal, from what is free. 

 

iii.  The Tower of Faces 

Like the footbridges, the “Tower of Faces” is a unique architectural element of the 

museum that has become one of its most well-known and most unique features.  The 

tower is lined with photographs of people, and it rises so high that it is impossible to see 

all of the photographs closely.  They seem to disappear at the top, as the tower narrows 

slightly and seems to dissolve into a space high above that is glowing with natural light.  

A label at the entrance to the tower explains that all of the photographs are of Jews who 
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lived in the Lithuanian town of Eishishok and that the photographs come from the 

collection of Yaffa Eliach, a Holocaust scholar who was born in Eishishok in 1937 and 

who survived the war in hiding.  Unlike many of the photographs found in the museum, 

the photographs in the Tower of Faces are not gruesome, and they do not depict scenes in 

which the subjects are frightened and sad.  Instead the subjects are participating in the 

documentation of familiar, happy life events: a group of friends at a summertime picnic, 

two siblings hugging each other, a mother with a child on her lap, a class in school.  The 

images are both familiar and different: familiar because they capture scenes to which 

anyone can relate and different because the appearance and clothing of the subjects 

clearly places them in the distant past.  The sheer number of photographs used 

(hundreds), the height of the tower, and the fact that one enters the tower at several points 

along one’s tour of the museum positions it as one of the most prominent features of the 

museum.  It illustrates in no uncertain terms the magnitude of loss that occurred during 

the Holocaust, especially once one is at the bottom of the tower and learns that all of the 

residents of the town died when the Nazis killed every person in every photograph in the 

tower over the course of two days in 1941; one is told, too, that no Jews live in Eishishok 

today. 

 

iv.  The Hall of Remembrance 

At the end of the museum tour, one begins to pick up the faint smell of smoke wafting 

through the air as one leaves the amphitheater and the end of the permanent exhibition 

space.  The smell comes from the six-sided Hall of Remembrance, where visitors may 

light memorial candles, view the eternal flame, and sit quietly under a beautiful, light, 
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domed space that offers the time and place for reflection after the long and thought-

provoking museum experience.  Each of the six walls displays a large black panel 

engraved with the name of a German or Polish concentration camp, and the lighted 

memorial candles are lined up in front of the panels, where they flicker softly.  It is a 

relief to find this quiet, open place after the cacophony of words, images, and emotions of 

the previous three floors.  The dark red granite floors and natural light diffused through 

the glass-domed ceiling create a contemplative, serene, warm environment despite the 

grand scale of the space.  Often used for significant public events including presidential 

speeches, the Hall of Remembrance serves not just as a meaningful interior space but also 

a notable component of the museum’s exterior.  One can see the pointed roof of the dome 

from the street, so even though the grey stone façade of the building may blend in well 

with its surroundings, the pointed dome articulates architecturally that the building has a 

distinctive function or meaning, which indeed it does. 

 

v.  The Elevators 

To enter the permanent exhibition spaces of the museum, which are located on the upper 

floors of the building, one must present one’s ticket to the guard who monitors the bank 

of elevators located on one side of the museum.  The guard presents each visitor with 

what looks like a small, gray passport.  It is an “identification card” in which one finds 

biographical information about a person who lived at the time of the Holocaust.  With the 

turn of each page of the passport, one learns more and more about how that person’s life 

unfolded under Nazi persecution.  On the last page of each booklet, one learns whether 

the person survived.   
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A volunteer directs visitors to a particular elevator, explains that the elevator will go only 

to the fourth floor of the museum, announces that each floor addresses a different 

subject—beginning with the “Nazi Assault,” continuing with the “Final Solution” on the 

third floor, and ending with the “Last Chapter”—and sends the group up with a swift 

swipe of her identification tag.  During the elevator ride to the fourth floor, a short video 

plays that shows pictures taken at the liberation of the camps along with a male voiceover 

explaining that what he saw “there” defies description.  Equally as grim, the interior of 

the elevator repeats one of the aesthetic tropes found in the lobby, for it is completely 

lined with blackened steel.  Even the elevator doors are cloaked in this material, creating 

a seamless and disconcerting effect when the doors are sealed.  This elevator does not 

seem to be purely functional; instead, it seems to have intention, to be preparing the 

visitor for something that cannot yet be named or understood. 

 

When the elevator doors part, they release visitors into an almost completely dark space.  

The words THE HOLOCAUST are written in raised capital silver letters on the wall to 

the right, and a huge, backlit black-and-white photograph dominates the wall directly in 

front of the visitors who have just stepped off of the elevator.  Upon first glance, the 

photograph appears to be of soldiers looking at a large pile of firewood.  If one looks 

more closely by stepping to within a foot or so of the photograph, one can see that what 

appears to be firewood is actually a pile of partially burnt human bodies stacked onto a 

pyre.  The label explains that the men in uniform include General Dwight D. Eisenhower 

and that the photograph was taken during the American liberation of Ohrdruf, a German 
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subcamp of Buchenwald concentration camp.  To the left of this photograph, a 

continuous loop of footage from the liberation of Dachau is shown.  This move,35 

beginning one’s journey through the museum with the end of the story rather than with 

the chronological beginning, offers closure for the visitor, for she knows immediately that 

the story she is about to hear has an end.  That end, however, signifies only a moment in 

historical time; as the museum demonstrates, for the survivors the Holocaust never does 

end. 

 

vi.  Contemporary Art: 

After walking through the base of the Tower of Faces, as previously described in this 

chapter, the visitor enters a carpeted stairwell, descends to the third floor of the museum, 

and enters a white-walled lobby.  This lobby has the feel of a modern art museum, with 

its high ceilings, natural light, gray carpet, benches, and a display of abstract paintings.  

On one wall, there are three large white rectangular canvases, and on the opposite wall is 

an equally large white canvas in the shape of a fan.  A small panel explains that the 1993 

installation by renowned abstract artist Ellsworth Kelly, entitled “Memorial,” is made of 

wood and fiberglass.  The airiness of the room and the large, monochromatic shapes are 

in stark contrast to the dark exhibition space from which one has just emerged, crowded 

as it is with people, images, information, artifacts, and sounds.  The art historian and 

critic Mark Godfrey writes about USHMM’s use of abstract art in an essay called “The 

Commissions in the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum.” Godfrey states that the 

abstract works “leave one asking, indeed, ‘what am I supposed to remember here?’” and 

he argues that “in revealing this to be such a difficult question, [the art] ruffle[s] the 
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smoothness of the very notion of a memorial museum.”36  The abstract art in the museum 

does give one pause, for its appearance is puzzling, surprising, and even welcome after 

the flood of darkness, noise, and information in the first section of the museum.37  As 

Godfrey’s question above implies, however, the juxtaposition of the art against the 

preceding exhibitions prompts one to wonder why the art is there and what one is 

supposed to think or feel in response to it.  This invitation to experience whatever 

emotion one likes “ruffles” the experience of being in the museum because in other parts 

of the museum, one’s emotional responses to the exhibits are more predictable.  When 

one sees a video from the liberation of Dachau, one is expected to feel horrified.  When 

one sees pictures of a burning synagogue, one is supposed to feel shocked or saddened.  

The presence of the blank white canvases, however, presents the opportunity for open 

response and for what the philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff calls “aesthetic 

satisfaction,” a feeling that “one experiences while engaged in contemplation.”38  This 

aesthetic “satisfaction” need not be equated with joy or happiness; instead, what 

Wolterstorff means here is that one’s reaction to the aesthetic situation resides in 

contemplation, however dark that contemplation might be in the context of a Holocaust 

museum.  He writes, “I think it is the complex interaction between the aesthetic 

dimension on the one hand and the moral and religious dimensions on the other that 

causes our deepest perplexities and our sharpest controversies,”39 and it is just this 

amalgam of the aesthetic, the moral, and for some visitors, the religious, that can merge 

during contemplation of the abstract art found in this portion of the museum and in 

others.  The art, so different from the other visual materials found in the museum, invites 
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the contemplation upon which the museum relies so that the visitor can merge the 

different aspects of the museum experience into a cohesive whole.  

 

This pursuit of aesthetic contemplation continues, for after the final Tower of Faces 

exhibit, there is a series of five square, abstract 1993 Sol LeWitt paintings on the wall 

there, an installation that LeWitt calls “Consequence.”  Each contains a gray square lined 

with black, all of which is encased in a larger square of color: first maroon, then blue, 

then mustard-yellow, then dark blue, then maroon again.  One may sit on the benches in 

the space, rest, and examine the paintings, which are vastly different from the images and 

color scheme from which one has just emerged.  Also quite different from most other 

Holocaust museums is the use of contemporary art galleries in the permanent exhibition.  

Abstract forms40 are frequently found in Holocaust memorial sculptures, but 

contemporary art galleries used in this way and in this setting do represent a departure 

from the norm. 

 

Even so, as the late Stephen C. Feinstein, founder and director of the Center for 

Holocaust and Genocide Studies at the University of Minnesota, wrote in his essay 

“Witness and Legacy,” “Art had a lot to do with the Nazi regime and has a logical 

relationship with the Holocaust, despite the aesthetic and ethical problems that are raised 

for artists in the aftermath of such horror.”41  Here Feinstein is referring both to Hitler’s 

focus on art during the Nazi era and to postwar visual representations of the Holocaust.  

He explains that Hitler aspired to be an artist but was denied admission to art school; that 

Hitler considered modern and abstract art to be “an affront to civilization;” and that he 
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had many paintings destroyed as part of his “war on culture.”42  Feinstein also describes 

how “attempts by artists to grapple with the catastrophe that would become the Shoah 

began in the earliest days of the Nazi regime” and continued in the postwar era, as artists, 

like writers, poets, filmmakers, and scholars sought to understand and memorialize the 

catastrophe.  When the Holocaust Memorial Museum’s use of contemporary art is 

considered in light of this history, it is not as surprising or puzzling that this form of 

expression is used there. 

 

vii.  Survivor Testimony 

All Holocaust museums incorporate survivor testimony in any number of ways: through 

live survivor speakers, videos of recorded testimony, and/or print.  At USHMM, survivor 

testimonies43 are also incorporated into the museum’s permanent exhibitions in multiple 

ways, two of which are especially compelling: in its exhibition “Voices from Auschwitz” 

and in its amphitheater at the end of the museum tour.  Voices from Auschwitz is an 

unconventional museum exhibit in that it is meant to be heard, not seen.  The title of the 

exhibit is etched into glass walls that surround a rectangular space made of Jerusalem 

stone.  Visitors sit on benches built into the walls and listen to survivors’ voices speaking 

about their experiences in Auschwitz.  There are no photographs or television screens in 

the exhibition.  One is merely meant to listen to the testimonies in what becomes a quiet, 

intimate setting very different from the more information- and object-driven visual mode 

of the rest of the museum.  There is the sense that one is being spoken to directly and 

very personally here. 
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On the other hand, survivor testimony is presented quite differently later in the museum, 

for at the very end of the museum tour there is a large Jerusalem-stone amphitheater with 

a floor-to-ceiling screen onto which is projected the testimony of Holocaust survivor 

Gerda Weissman Klein and her husband Kurt Klein.  A Polish Holocaust survivor of 

three different slave labor camps, Gerda Klein’s testimony is articulate, sensitive, and 

captivating, as is that of Kurt Klein, a German-born American immigrant who had joined 

the American military and was in that capacity one of the American soldiers who rescued 

a group of women who had been abandoned in a small Czechoslovakian village during a 

death march.  Gerda Weissman (Klein) was one of the women in this group, and part of 

her testimony describes the tragic circumstances of her and Kurt’s first meeting in the 

village.  She places a special emphasis on the dignity with which Kurt Klein treated her at 

the time, holding a door for her and referring to her and the other survivors in her group 

as “ladies.” 

 

The presentation of the testimony on such a large screen compels the visitor to watch for 

at least a moment, and many visitors do sit on the amphitheater’s benches, intending 

perhaps to watch the testimony in its entirety.  More interesting to observe, however, are 

the visitors who remain standing on the outskirts of the seating area.  Many seem stopped 

in their tracks, drawn into the testimony so deeply that they are unable to move—even to 

sit down.  Though the delivery format is different in this space in the museum and is 

decidedly more visual than in the more intimately designed Voices from Auschwitz, the 

effect is similar if not the same: the testimony functions as a one-on-one conversation 

between the survivor and the visitor to the most superlative degree possible for a 
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recorded, not live, testimony.  In both testimonial exhibitions cited here, the visitor is 

literally surrounded by the sound of the survivors’ voices; the visitor is enveloped in the 

survivors’ memories.  This envelopment occurs not just because the story is compelling 

or because the speaker is sensitive and articulate but also because there is a quiet intensity 

that testimony communicates.  Holocaust survivor and psychoanalyst Dori Laub writes, 

“looking backward at my own life, I realize that the most precious possessions I have are 

my memories.”44  Laub’s comment here is prescient, for Holocaust museums today are 

confronting the slow but imminent loss of the survivor population; when the survivors are 

no longer able to present live testimony in the museums, all that will be left is the 

memory of them and the recordings of their memories. 

 

viii.  Artifacts 

In museums, artifacts are used to tell the story that the museum would like to present, and 

they are considered what museologist and anthropologist Crispin Paine calls “carriers of 

memory,” or objects that encapsulate memory regardless of whether the visitor 

experiences the object as part of a personal experience or as part of collective, or group, 

memory.45  These carriers of memory are in the museum not just for the purpose of 

memory-transmission but also because they are meant to be seen and thus experienced as 

object-survivors, as first-generation witnesses to the Holocaust.  Museologist Eilean 

Hooper-Greenhill writes in her book on museums and visual culture that “museums pride 

themselves on being places where ‘real objects’ can be seen.  This notion of ‘the real’ is a 

powerful and enduring one.”46  As she explains, the notion of seeing is complex here, 

because what is “seen” depends upon who is performing the act of seeing, the context in 
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which the object is presented, and whether there is any prior relevant knowledge.  In 

Holocaust museums, displaying artifacts that are “real” advances the museum’s goal of 

authenticity while creating a sense of intimacy between the viewer and the past. 

 

Artifacts are used throughout the Holocaust Memorial Museum for these purposes, and 

they can be grouped into two categories: artifacts that offer a sense of historical 

immediacy and artifacts that offer a sense of human immediacy.  Artifacts such as a 

fishing boat that Danish citizens used to ferry Jews to safety in Sweden support the 

museum’s narrative about righteous gentiles, non-Jewish men and women who helped 

save Jewish lives during the Holocaust at great risk to their own personal safety, bring the 

visitor close to history.  An artifact such as a pair of eyeglasses or a toothbrush brings the 

visitor close to the human being who once used those items before meeting his or her 

death.  In this way, and although the narrative of the museum still remains “primary,” 

these artifacts are used “as evidence to validate and sustain the narrative.”47  They 

support and uphold the story that the museum is trying to tell, and they create intimacy 

between the visitor, historical information, and the very human beings whom the museum 

memorializes.   

 

In regard to artifacts that create a sense of human immediacy, the most striking and 

unusual use of this type artifacts in the museum can be found when the visitor emerges 

from a white and gray stairwell on the third floor of the permanent exhibition to find a 

dark hallway, an exhibition space lined on either side by glass walls that contain 

thousands of old shoes from Auschwitz that officials there agreed to loan to the museum 
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during a meeting at Auschwitz on June 20, 1989.48  The hallway itself has dark gray 

walls, and it smells of the dark brown and black leather of the shoes.  One leaves the shoe 

exhibition to find on one’s right a rectangular, geometric collage of photographs of 

forearms, forearms that had each been tattooed with an identification number at 

Auschwitz.  Opposite that, there is a wall with openings on each side, and behind the wall 

one finds a photograph that runs the full length of the wall—a photograph of huge, 

undulating piles of human hair that the Nazis had shorn from Jewish women’s heads. 

 

At the Holocaust Memorial Museum, one sees small artifacts ranging from eyeglasses to 

silverware to toothbrushes to photographs and large artifacts such as a boxcar and a boat.  

All of these artifacts fit the standard definition: they are indeed manmade, and they are all 

collected from a particular period of time in history: the time of the Holocaust.  Museums 

around the world, however, collect, preserve, store, and display artifacts too: the National 

Museum of the American Indian in Washington, D.C. maintains an extensive collection 

of	“approximately 266,000 catalog records (825,000 items) representing over 12,000 

years of history and more than 1,200 indigenous cultures throughout the Americas.”49  

The Boston Museum of Fine Arts requires fifty-three galleries to display its collection of 

“Art of the Americas” alone, a collection of artifacts that ranges from the Pre-Columbian 

era through the third quarter of the twentieth century.50  Even the Hershey Story, the 

museum in Hershey, Pennsylvania dedicated to the story of the Hershey chocolate 

company, contains over 30,000 objects drawn from three collections on the subject of 

company founder Milton Hershey, his factory, and the mass-production of and 

introduction of chocolate into American popular culture.51  It is not then the fact of using 
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artifacts in and of itself that distinguishes the Holocaust Memorial Museum from a wide 

variety of other museums in the United States.  That the museum’s artifacts come from 

what are now lost communities or from innocent people who died persecuted also does 

not distinguish it from other historical and memorial museums such as the National 

Museum of the American Indian, which could make the same claim of the indigenous 

peoples whose histories and persecution it chronicles.  The distinguishing factor of the 

Holocaust Memorial Museum’s artifacts is the way that they are used to demonstrate the 

premeditated, industrialized nature of the Final Solution and as evidence against 

Holocaust denial.52  When the museum uses not one pair of shoes but thousands or not 

one strand of hair but a photograph of thousands, it represents synechdochically not only 

the sheer number of Holocaust victims but the fact that the Nazis stole shoes—and 

clothes, jewelry, suitcases, gold teeth, eyeglasses, and countless other personal 

belongings—not to mention human dignity from those they murdered or were about to 

murder.  When the Holocaust Memorial Museum uses a boxcar or a boat in its 

exhibitions, the goal is not simply to demonstrate what different modes of transportation 

looked like at the time of the Holocaust.  As cited above, the boat upholds the museum’s 

narrative regarding righteous gentiles, and the boxcar supports, focuses, and documents 

the museum’s narrative about the involuntary deportation of Jews and other victims of 

the Nazis to the concentration camps.  As will be discussed in Chapter Five, however, the 

use of boxcars in Holocaust museums has raised questions over time about their now-

symbolic nature and the ethics of their display. 
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To conclude: in the aggregate these artifacts—no matter how large or how small—serve 

as structural elements in the museum, for they support and illustrate the textual narrative 

of the museum.  The artifacts also combine with the many other structural elements in the 

museum such as the survivor testimonies and the architectural nuances of the building, 

creating a powerful amalgam of sound, image, and experience that undergirds a museum 

experience that remains unparalleled in the United States to this day in its size and scope. 

 

C) The Holocaust Memorial Museum’s Permanent Exhibition—A Tour 

Beyond these liberation scenes lies a section of the museum entitled “Before the 

Holocaust,” immediately moving the visitor back in time from the end of the Holocaust 

narrative to its beginnings.  The exhibition here has multiple video screens, each 

depicting Jewish life in a different European country before the war.  The label explains 

that there were nine millions Jews living in Europe prior to World War II, that anti-

Semitism in this region had been a problem for hundreds of years, and that despite this 

fact, Jewish culture and traditions remained vibrant there.  Immediately behind these 

video screens depicting happy scenes, however, is a floor-to-ceiling display of 

concentration camp uniforms from Auschwitz, Fuhlsbüttel, Sachsenhausen, and Stutthof.  

Beside this display is the entrance to a small theater showing a film ominously entitled 

“The Nazi Rise to Power.”  This film addresses topics including the accusations made 

against Jews that they killed Jesus Christ; myths about Jews such as the blood libel and 

their having horns; Martin Luther wanting Jews to convert to Christianity; and the 

Dreyfus Affair, making clear that there was a long history of misinformation about and 

stereotyping of Jews prior to the Holocaust. 
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After viewing this film, one moves away from the exhibition space designed to 

demonstrate the quality of European Jewish life before the war and toward a long wall 

encased in glass and filled with photographs, artifacts, and the occasional video.  The 

subjects covered here include “Takeover of Power, 1933,” “The Terror Begins,” and 

“Boycott.”  A video screen embedded in the wall plays footage from Nazi marches and 

rallies, and the triumphant German marching songs wash over all of the surrounding 

exhibitions.  None of the other video screens make sound; they only show images, so it is 

the music of the Third Reich that accompanies every image displayed in the museum thus 

far.  There is a distinctly ominous tone generated here, one that increases in intensity as 

the exhibitions unfold. 

 

The glass wall of information continues to one’s right, addressing the subject of book-

burning, of Nazi propaganda, and the Nazi “Science” of Race.  To one’s left are materials 

on the Nuremberg Laws and on the relationship between technology and persecution.  

One learns about how Jews were excluded from society—how they moved “From 

Citizens to Outcasts,” as the exhibit label reads.  The information that the museum 

provides here unfolds relentlessly, mirroring the steadily mounting persecutions against 

Jews in Nazi Germany.  The tension appears to be relieved slightly when a section on 

“Jewish Responses” notes that during this time, Jews reacted by becoming increasingly 

committed to Zionism and by attending synagogue more often.  Jewish education and 

cultural life intensified as the persecutions increased, one is told.  On the heels of this 

section, however, are two more exhibits: “Expansion Without War” and “No Help, No 
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Haven,” which explains the failed Evian Conference.  By this point in the museum, one 

has been subsumed into the darkness of the space and met with a concise, thorough 

account of the events that led to deportation and concentration.  Visitors have not yet 

been told explicitly about these two elements of Nazi practice, but there have been hints: 

the allusive absence of light since the moment the elevator doors shut behind them, the 

photographs of burned bodies and emaciated survivors that greeted visitors at the 

entrance to the permanent exhibition, and the strange grouping of striped uniforms. 

 

Another theater appears at this juncture in the museum, showing a film called 

“AntiSemitism.”  At the beginning of the film, beautiful yet haunting music plays while 

photographs flicker across the screen: photographs of schoolchildren, of a young couple 

rowing a boat, of a husband and wife arm-in-arm, families, friends together on holiday, 

giddy teenagers.  The presentation of these photographs gives way to the film’s 

descriptions of the relationship between Judaism and Christianity.  The film explains that 

“Christianity stems from Judaism,” and it presents a succinct description of how 

Christianity portrayed Jews prior to the Holocaust.  After watching the film, one can 

choose to proceed either to the right or to the left in the exhibition space.  To the right one 

finds an exhibition entitled “Night of Broken Glass,” which has two large photographs as 

its backdrop, each of the same synagogue in the German town of Essen—though in one 

photograph the synagogue is on fire.  There is also an actual ark from a synagogue in the 

German town of Neuterhausen, with a caption that reads: “Every synagogue has an ark, a 

sacred place where the Torah—a scroll of the Hebrew Bible—is safeguarded.”  The ark 

in the exhibit is marred on the surface with deep scratches that have penetrated its wood, 
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and the visitor learns that this defacing occurred on Kristallnacht, or the Night of Broken 

Glass.  In the center of this section of the exhibit, there is a glass case that encloses a 

large pile of torn, dirty sections of Torah scroll with a label that reads: “The focal point of 

every synagogue is the Torah.” 

 

On the side of the room opposite the exhibit on the Night of Broken Glass, there is an 

exhibition called “Enemies of the State” with photographs and written descriptions of the 

different groups that the Nazis targeted for persecution, including Gypsies, homosexuals, 

Jehovahs witnesses, political opponents, and dissenting clergy.  Among the artifacts 

displayed here are a Gypsy wagon, a Gypsy violin, and a typewriter that had belonged to 

Martin Niemoller, a German Protestant pastor who spoke out against Hitler.  After this 

section, visitors move to a new section of the exhibition, “Nazi Society,” and are greeted 

with a large glass case, at the back of which is draped a huge Nazi flag.   Here the visitor 

can see videos and photographs from Nazi party rallies, speeches, and marches, and 

pictures of senior Nazi officials.  An adjacent exhibition called “Police State” explains 

the role and development of the SS, a self-described “elite” Nazi enforcement group that 

controlled the police and the concentration camps. 

 

On the opposite wall, an exhibition entitled “Search for Refuge” describes how difficult it 

was for Jews to escape persecution in Germany by immigrating to other countries.  The 

exhibit explains that there was no sanctuary for Jews in the United States, that Latin 

America took 39, 600 immigrants, and that Switzerland and Poland were not helpful to 

Jews.  The adjacent exhibit, “The Voyage of the St. Louis,” demonstrates the plight of 
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Jews trying to leave Germany on the German luxury liner the SS St. Louis.  Turned away 

from its destination port at Havana, Cuba and from Miami, Florida, the ship was forced to 

return to Europe.  Although several countries, including France and the Netherlands, 

accepted the immigrants onboard, within months the Nazis invaded these countries.  One 

learns here that eventually many of the immigrants became victims of the war despite the 

fact that they had legally purchased certificates that should have allowed them permission 

to disembark in Havana.  The museum does, however, include an exhibition entitled “To 

Safety: An Exodus of Culture” that states, “during the 1930s and 1940s, many of 

Europe’s finest artists, writers, musicians, scholars, and scientists became refugees” and 

shows pictures of Einstein and Freud leaving Germany to take refuge in the United States 

and England, respectively.  There is the sense that leaving occupied Europe was difficult 

for Jews unless they were wealthy or famous. 

 

At this point the exhibits seem to change, leaving behind the endeavor of presenting 

background material and moving toward the task of demonstrating how quickly and 

emphatically Germany invaded and terrorized Europe.  An exhibition called “Terror 

Against the Poles” describes the German invasion of Poland and the violence that 

followed.  Around the corner, there are exhibits on the “Murder of the Handicapped” and 

the “World at War: German Conquests,” as these events began at roughly the same 

time—the late 1930s and early 1940s.  The first exhibit chronicles the German emphasis 

on widespread “euthanasia” of German citizens who were handicapped and/or mentally 

ill.  The second exhibition shows how and when Germany conquered different European 

countries.  At the end of this grim chronology of events, however, one ironically comes to 
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the first place thus far in the permanent exhibition in which one is no longer in darkness: 

a footbridge.   

 

One exits the white and bright footbridge and reenters the darkness.  A long, dark 

hallway stretches ahead, and there are booths on either side in which one can listen to 

“American Responses” to the war and to the news being reported from Europe.  On the 

wall are blowups of the front pages of American newspapers from New York, Baltimore, 

Philadelphia, and Los Angeles from wartime, all of which are reporting terrible violence 

and persecution overseas.  This exhibition is designed to show what kind of information 

Americans knew about the atrocities being committed overseas, how much they knew, 

and when—in time for many deaths to have been prevented. 

 

After “American Responses” comes a gray exhibition space that more closely resembles 

an art gallery than it does the rest of the museum.  This space is filled with framed 

photographs by Roman Vishniac, a Russian-American photographer renown for his work 

depicting Jewish life in Europe before the Holocaust.  Immediately following this 

exhibition, the visitor enters—for the first but not the last time in the museum—the 

“Tower of Faces,” the compelling photographic exhibit described earlier in this chapter. 

In the next display space, one re-enters darkness, beginning a tour of the museum’s third 

floor, entitled “Final Solution—1940-1945.”  To one’s immediate right, there is a small 

exhibit space about Anne Frank that also includes information on deportations from 

Western European countries that Germany had occupied.  To the left, one follows a long 

exhibition hall, titled simply “Ghettos.”  Here one finds information and photographs 
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from countless ghettos including the ghettos in Warsaw, Lodz, Kovno to name a few.  

There are also large displays of ghetto artifacts and castings made from the originals: a 

Ringelblum milk container from the Oneg Shabbat Archive, a casting of a wall from the 

Warsaw ghetto, a diary, a real window from a Cracow synagogue, and a gate from the 

Tarnow cemetery, in which thousands of Jews were shot.  A final panel explains that by 

the summer of 1942, there were four hundred ghettos in Europe. 

 

The next section of the third floor explains the Nazis’ use of mobile killing squads, the 

mass murders at Babi Yar, and the 1942 Wannsee conference at which senior Nazi 

officials gathered to plan and coordinate the Final Solution.  In this same area, though, 

there is also a small exhibition on the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising of Passover 1943, making 

a connection to the previous exhibit on ghettos but also perhaps attempting to introduce 

the notion of Jewish resistance to the Nazis even as they planned to exterminate Jews at 

an even faster pace.  That said, the exhibit moves on immediately to a section on 

deportations, showing dozens of pictures of Jews being deported from countries across 

Eastern and Western Europe.  A German boxcar standing on train tracks that led to 

Treblinka anchors this exhibition space; one can even walk inside the boxcar, emerging 

into another large exhibition space, “Who Shall Live and Who Shall Die.” 

In “Who Shall Live and Who Shall Die,” one sees dozens of photographs of Jews 

climbing out of boxcars onto train station platforms, waiting on the platforms, and being 

put into lines.  An equally large panel shows hundreds of small individual pictures of 

prisoners from concentration camps, along with the colored triangular badges that 

indicated whether the prisoners were Soviets, Romas, Homosexuals, political prisoners, 
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or Jehovah’s Witnesses.  On the opposite wall, one finds a glass exhibition case filled 

with shelves containing victims’ belongings and information about how the Nazis took 

victims’ belongings: leg braces and artificial limbs, tooth-, hair-, and shoe brushes, and 

Jewish prayer shawls.  Another similar case contains more objects: piles of scissors, 

kitchen utensils, eyeglasses, thermoses, bowls, cups, and cutlery.  One looks closely at 

these deeply personal item, then moves forward in the exhibit, passing under a casting of 

the original sign over the gates of Auschwitz, which reads “Arbeit Macht Frei” or “Work 

Makes One Free.”  Here one enters the section of the museum that offers explicit 

information about the concentration camps.  To one’s left is the audio exhibition 

mentioned earlier in this chapter, the space in which one can hear Auschwitz survivors’ 

testimonies.   

 

One emerges from this intimate experience with the survivor testimonies to find room 

after room of information about slave labor in the camps, the killing centers, medical 

experimentation in the camps, and artifacts from the camps.  There are bunkbeds from 

Auschwitz, videos about the medical experiments so terrible that they are hidden behind 

five-foot walls, and an eerie white diorama that depicts victims lining up, being gassed, 

being exterminated, and being cremated.  Moving forward one finds large artifacts on 

one’s left: a medical experimentation table from Majdanek and a crematorium from 

Mauthausen.  The wall on the opposite side of the hallway is lined with castings of fence 

posts from Auschwitz, behind which is imprinted a quotation from Holocaust survivor 

Elie Wiesel’s Night that begins, “Never shall I forget that night, the first night in 

camp….”  After reading these words, one sees a familiar sight just ahead: the Tower of 
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Faces, and beyond that, the stairwell that leads to the small lobby filled with the Sol 

LeWitt paintings mentioned earlier.  

 

The last floor of the museum’s permanent exhibitions, “Last Chapter,” begins with a 

narrative of the German retreat from allied forces: “World at War: The German 

Collapse.”  Here the museum devotes significant attention to righteous gentiles on a long 

panel, “The Courage to Rescue.”  One learns about the village of Le Chambon, American 

rescue efforts, Raoul Wallenberg, and the Polish resistance group Zegota.  There is even 

a boat that accompanies a description of how the Danish used boats to save Jews and get 

them to safety.  A long, glossy white panel that runs between these two exhibitions is 

inscribed with the names of hundreds of the righteous.  There are descriptions of how 

Palestinian Jews tried to help, the White Rose, resistance in the camps, ghetto revolts, 

death camp revolts, and Jewish partisan groups.  Juxtaposed to these images and 

powerful descriptions of resistance are pictures from the liberation of the camps and of 

the death marches.  Films from the liberation are hidden again behind high walls, their 

contents deemed too graphic to be displayed with proper respect.  There is again a group 

of camp uniforms, just as one saw at the very beginning of one’s tour, which began with 

a photograph taken at the time of liberation.  The tour has come full circle, only this time 

one has learned what preceded the liberation photo that began one’s experience in the 

museum, and at this point one learns about what the museum calls the “Aftermath.”  One 

is only now told in greater detail about the fate of children during the Holocaust: in 

hiding, in ghettos and camps, and after liberation.  One sees their artwork and looks at 

their pictures.  Again juxtaposition occurs: on the wall opposite the children’s wall is an 
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exhibition that asks who the perpetrators were—who were the Nazis, and who were the 

people who committed such atrocities, against even innocent children?  Another section 

examines the problem of the bystander: who were the people who never helped those in 

need, who never spoke out against what they knew was happening in their communities? 

 

The final section of the permanent exhibition addresses four major issues from the post-

war era: that there were still pogroms and anti-semitism after the war, that there were 

thousands of displaced persons—many of whom wanted to go to Palestine; that Jews did 

eventually start over with new jobs, lives, and families; and that Europe will forever 

remain a Jewish graveyard.  This latter point is underscored on a wall of dozens of 

castings made from Jewish gravestones that are placed on the last bit of wall space in 

final illustration of the terrible finality and irreversibility of the Holocaust.  Opposite this 

wall is the Jerusalem-stone amphitheater in which Gerda Weissman-Klein’s testimony is 

shown on an enormous projection screen.   

 

After hearing Klein’s testimony, one finds the museum’s Hall of Remembrance.  The 

lobby outside of the Hall of Remembrance is lined with flags, pictures, and information 

about Jews who resisted during the war, people such as Mordechai Anielewicz, Tuvia 

Bielski, Abba Kovner, and Hannah Senesh.  One can see from this spot that there is a 

small gift shop ahead, a sign for an exhibit called “From Memory to Action,” which will 

also be described in great detail in Chapter Four, and a stairway to the entrance lobby of 

the museum, the Hall of Witness—where hours before one had first entered the museum. 
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III.  The Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust 

Like the Holocaust Memorial Museum, the Los Angeles museum is located in an urban 

setting, but the two urban settings are quite different from one another.  The Holocaust 

Memorial museum, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, blends in with the other 

buildings several blocks in both directions, most of which are large, imposing, gray 

government buildings.  The street onto which its front entrance faces is wide and busy, 

but the wide expanses of homogenous buildings imbue the area with a rather desolate air.  

To the contrary, the Los Angeles museum’s entrance is on a small side street—but it is 

near a major intersection that is surrounded by colorful shops, office buildings, 

restaurants, parking garages, and people.  The hustle and bustle of the crowds and the 

cars, the palm trees, and the almost invariably beautiful weather create a bright, lively 

environment much unlike the gray, uniform façade of the street on which the Holocaust 

Memorial Museum is located. 

Also unlike the Holocaust Memorial Museum, the idea for the Los Angeles Museum of 

the Holocaust emerged through a group of local survivors, not through national, political, 

and governmental channels.  When a few Holocaust survivors taking an English-language 

class at Hollywood High School in Los Angeles, California met in the early 1960s and 

realized that each of them had preserved artifacts, photographs, and/or documents from 

their experiences in the Holocaust, they came up with the idea for creating a museum.  In 

the interest of conserving and displaying these artifacts and with the goal of preserving 

the memory of the Holocaust, they joined together to found a one-room exhibition that 

opened to the public in 1978 as the Los Angeles Martyrs Museum in the Jewish 
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Federation Building on Wilshire Boulevard, a major thoroughfare in Los Angeles that 

runs east-west from downtown Los Angeles to the Pacific Ocean.  In 1991, the 

museum—by then called the Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust—moved to a larger 

space next door in the interest of expanding, but “multiple setbacks ensued in the years 

that followed…and in 2004 it had to close altogether when the building in which it was 

housed was sold to a developer.”53  The museum’s Acting Executive Director, E. Randol 

Schoenberg, explained that the need for a building that was appropriately retrofitted to 

guard against earthquake damage, a lack of funding from the Jewish Federation of 

Greater Los Angeles, and the presence of higher-profile museums such as the Holocaust 

Memorial Museum and the Museum of Tolerance made it more difficult for the small 

museum to succeed during this time.54  Museum staff and museum supporters maintained 

their connections to the museum, however, and eventually they raised money to rebuild 

and relocate the museum to its current home in Pan Pacific Park, where it opened in 

October 2010.  The museum’s mission is “Commemoration and Education”55 as it has 

been since its inception. 

 

In some ways, Pan Pacific Park is a logical location for a Holocaust museum, for it is 

near what is known in Los Angeles as “the Fairfax district,” a street called Fairfax 

Avenue that is heavily populated by an observant Jewish community.  Intuitively, it is 

logical that the museum would be located in a Jewish neighborhood, especially as the two 

other Jewishly-affiliated museums in Los Angeles, the Museum of Tolerance and the 

Skirball Cultural Center, are also located in other predominantly Jewish areas of the city.  

The proximity of the Fairfax district to the Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust means 
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that within a few-mile radius of the museum, there are a synagogue, an Israeli bakery, a 

Jewish food pantry, the Bet Tzedek Legal Services office, a Jewish Family Services 

office, a kosher market, and Los Angeles’s most famous “Jewish” deli, Canter’s.  Pan 

Pacific Park also has two Jewish memorials, the first being dedicated to the Munich 

Olympic Victims.  For this memorial, “a copse of 11 trees and a plaque on a quiet hill 

honors the memory of the 11 Israeli athletes taken hostage at the 1972 Munich Olympics 

and then killed during an attempted rescue.56”  The second memorial, which is discussed 

in more detail below and is also a Jewish memorial, is incorporated into the exterior 

design of the museum and is visible from one of the park’s many large green spaces. 

 

In an interesting juxtaposition to the nearby Jewish neighborhood, the memorials, and the 

urban respite of the park, the museum is located directly across the street from an outdoor 

mall called The Grove, which describes itself as “the place to shop…where LA comes 

together.”57  This shopping mecca is especially well-known for its faux snowstorms at 

Christmastime, its “dancing fountain,” its high-end retail stores, and its immediate 

proximity to Los Angeles’s exceptional The Original Farmer’s Market, which features 

culinary offerings from around the world.  Needless to say, amidst the activity of the area, 

it is easy not to notice the museum from the street even though there is a medium-sized 

sign indicating its presence, and without prior knowledge of the active local Jewish 

community, one might never assume that a Holocaust museum would be located here.  

Meanwhile, from the street only the sign indicates that there is a museum nearby at all.  

The entrance to the museum’s tiny underground parking garage is nondescript, and the 
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museum itself is almost completely hidden from view: it is underground.  In this way, it 

is vastly different from almost all Holocaust museums in the world. 

 

A)  Exterior Elements 

The museum’s roof is entirely covered by grass that blends in perfectly with the green 

lawn of the surrounding park, though the roof does stand out from the landscape if seen 

aerially, for architect Hagy Belzberg designed concrete, sculptural lines that crisscross 

the grass-covered roof of the museum.  The glass front entrance to the museum is 

embedded into the hillside under which the museum is built, and a white concrete façade 

surrounds it.  The façade is engraved with 1.2 million tiny holes in memory of the 1.2 

million children who died during the Holocaust.  Also engraved there are the names of 

donors to the museum and the names of those who perished during the Holocaust.  A 

small memorial plaza next to the entrance looks out over the quiet and verdant setting of 

the park and is home to a series of six large, black memorial obelisks.  The obelisks 

constitute the Los Angeles Holocaust Memorial/Martyr’s Monument, the second 

memorial in the park, which was built thanks to the fundraising efforts of an organization 

called the American Congress of Jews from Poland and Survivors of Concentration 

Camps.58  From this angle, facing the obelisks and the front entrance, the museum’s 

exterior is startling: the vertical black obelisks contrast with the white horizontal shapes 

of the plaza, entrance, and façade of the museum—all of which appear cut into the bright 

green hillside like giant shards of concrete that have stabbed the lawn and then embedded 

themselves into the wounds there.  The effect is disconcerting, and it is meant to be so.  

The intention is that the museum’s exterior should create a sharp distinction between the 
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merriment of the surrounding park and the tragic story that unfolds within its 

subterranean walls, and it does. Even if one did not know that the structure contained a 

Holocaust museum, the lines of the building and its setting deep in the hillside would be 

surprising, puzzling, and disconcerting.  In this museum, one is meant to feel 

disconcerted. 

 

Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust.  http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_NjUov1-
0KnU/TMuTibofL0I/AAAAAAAAMUw/zcQEkXVrJRI/s1600/8a.jpg.  Accessed September 16, 2013. 

B)  Interior Elements 

i.  Entrance Lobby and Floor Plan 

The interior of the museum is just as unique as its exterior.  In the entrance lobby or 

atrium (and throughout the museum), the museum's modern architecture is again 

immediately noticeable and compelling.  Its use of a shiny concrete on the floors and 

white modernist walls create beautiful angles; sloping, almost cave-like ceilings and 

walls; and stark color contrasts throughout the museum—especially in comparison to the 

bright, flawless, quintessentially Southern Californian weather outside and the green 

expanse of the park.  The starkness of the architecture complements the starkness of the 
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exhibitions as well, which are comprised mostly of backlit black-and-white photographs 

with artifacts on display in a few of the rooms.  There is little color in the museum, which 

creates the feeling of walking through the past, of being the one person alive amidst a 

landscape of destruction, and of being far away from the busy, bright world from which 

one has just departed. 

 

In the doorway of the museum, one finds a mezuzah on the doorpost, the first of many in 

the museum, where mezzuzot mark every doorpost in the building including staff 

offices—regardless of whether the staff member is Jewish.  The use of the mezuzah is a 

surprising move for a Holocaust museum and is therefore especially notable.  Although 

Holocaust museums educate visitors about a period of history that affected Jews 

specifically, it is rare to find a Holocaust museum that incorporates elements from Jewish 

religious material culture in this way.  Holocaust museums typically distance themselves 

from educating visitors about Judaism; that task is left instead to Jewish museums, which 

in turn do not usually do more than include a small exhibition space or brief 

acknowledgement of the Holocaust.  That said, for a non-Jewish visitor, the mezuzah 

might merely be seen as an objet d’art if its religious significance is not understood. 

 

Just inside the doorway where the mezuzah is located, one finds an entrance lobby and 

information desk, a security guard, and a large video monitor.  After checking in at the 

desk and receiving the museum’s audio guide, visitors are directed to watch an 

introductory video on the lobby monitor by using the audio guide.  After watching the 

video in the Atrium, one begins to proceed through the museum, the floor plan for which 
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is in the shape of an inverted U.  One begins on the right-hand top side of the U, with the 

floors sloping downward slowly and the lighting growing dimmer the further one moves 

into the museum.  The intention here is that the gradual downward slope of the museum 

and the gradual descent into darkness echo the gradual loss of Jews’ rights, freedom, and 

identity at the time of the Holocaust, with the lowest point of the museum being its 

exhibition on the camps, the darkest, deepest, most isolated part of the war and in the 

museum. 

 

ii.  Technological Innovations—The iPod Touch Audio-Guide: 

One of the Los Angeles museum’s most noticeable features is not, like the Holocaust 

Memorial Museum, architectural or aesthetic but technological.  When one enters the 

museum and checks in at the desk in the atrium, one is given an iPod Touch and 

earphones to use as an Audio Guide to the museum, which works as follows: In each 

exhibition space, most artifacts, video screens, and pictures are tagged with a number and 

sometimes with a brief title—but no explanatory label as is customary in museums of all 

kinds.  One locates the appropriate number on the iPod Touch, taps it, and listens to the 

information recorded there.  While museums of all kinds have used audio-guides for 

decades, it is unusual to find a museum that is fully-equipped with the most recent 

technology and makes that technology available to all visitors at no cost.  The Los 

Angeles museum is so new that it has had the opportunity to implement cutting-edge 

technology easily and without having to overhaul preexisting information delivery 

systems.  Schoenberg explained that the intention behind the technology was to make the 

museum “encyclopedic,”59 both in the interest of establishing the museum as a resource 
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for information and evoking the enormity of the Holocaust through providing copious 

amounts of information in easily accessible ways.   It is also unusual to find a museum 

that relies so heavily on its audio-guides, so their use at the Los Angeles museum and the 

lack of labels signifies a departure from museological norms and adds another layer of 

distinctiveness to an already distinctive museum, with a key element of this 

distinctiveness being that the audioguide includes music where appropriate.60 

 

Before one enters the museum’s permanent exhibition, one stands near the front desk and 

uses the iPod Touch for the first time: to watch a video playing on a screen that is 

embedded in the wall.  The video features Jack Taylor, a native of Los Angeles who was 

a soldier in the U.S. Army and participated in the liberation of a concentration camp.  

Like the Holocaust Memorial Museum, the Los Angeles museum chooses to begin its 

narrative of the Holocaust with the end of the story, with the liberation and with 

testimony from a liberator.  The museum’s intention here is not only to hint at the 

atrocities that are to be revealed in the permanent exhibition but also to link the history of 

the Holocaust to the history of Los Angeles.  Like many Holocaust museums, the 

museum attempts to create a relationship between its home city and the people and events 

of the Holocaust. 

 

iii.  Technological Innovations--The Memory Pool Table 

The World That Was, the first section of the museum’s permanent exhibition, includes 

what the museum calls an “Interactive Memory Pool Table.”  The Los Angeles museum’s 

memory pool table is meant to be a “virtual photo album featuring photos from the 
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Museum’s collection and the wealth of material in [its] data base.”61  It resembles a giant 

black iPhone and employs similar touch-screen technology.  If one touches one of the 

photographs that appears on the table’s surface, then immediately information about the 

person in the picture appears.  The table is equipped with a “docent mode” that allows 

museum docents to gather students around the table and have each student seeing the 

same picture and the same information simultaneously, as chosen by the docent for 

specific educational purposes.  The Holocaust Memorial Museum includes a similar table 

in one of its semi-permanent exhibitions, but it is used only for information delivery, not 

interactive lessons.  The goal here is for visitors to have access to the museum’s 

collections and database in a way that would be nearly impossible without high 

technology and for visitors to conduct searches of the collections and data base according 

to their individual interests—as opposed to being able to learn only what is written on the 

wall of the museum. 

 

iv.  Technological Innovations—Concentration Camp Computer Monitors: 

In the section of the museum entitled “Deportation & Extermination” there are again 

many photographs, but there are also eighteen “Interactive Concentration Camp 

Monitors,” which are organized such that each of eighteen different concentration camps 

is assigned a flatscreen computer monitor that stands apart from each of the others at 

about waist height. Each monitor then has multiple types of information about that camp, 

including live footage taken at the camps, camp statistics, information about the 

perpetrators, and brief video clips from survivors of those camps discussing their 

experiences there.  This exhibition is so clearly organized that it is immediately obvious 
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what the visitor is expected to do: walk up to any monitor and start to touch its screen 

while still listening to the audio through one’s iPod Touch and headphones.  The amount 

of information available about the camps is seemingly endless, and the survivor 

testimonies in each monitor are carefully chosen to discuss only that particular camp—

the terror of the camps feels endless too. 

 

v.  Survivor Testimony 

At the Los Angeles museum, all survivor testimonies or clips of testimonies are 

accessible only through the audio guides with one exception: live survivor testimonies 

that are available several times per week and on special request.  To access the 

testimonies that are integrated into the permanent exhibition, one must stand in front of a 

particular picture, artifact, or video screen, press the corresponding number on the audio 

guide, and stand in front of the exhibit to hear the testimony.  One could take the device 

back to the lobby and replay the selected bit while seated on the benches in the lobby 

outside the museum’s restrooms, but the visitor’s inclination and the pedagogical 

intention are for the visitor to be looking at the object, photograph, or video while the 

testimony or descriptive audio information is being provided.   

 

vi.  The Tree of Testimony 

At the end of the museum’s permanent exhibition, there remains one more unusual, again 

unprecedented exhibit to see, one that consists entirely of survivor testimony.  In April 

2012 the museum added a “video sculpture,” the “Tree of Testimony,” to a previously 

empty space in the museum.  The sculpture is not made of stone but of seventy flatscreen 
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televisions laid onto steel supports and designed to look like a many-branched tree.  Each 

screen shows the testimony of a different Holocaust survivor; there are 52,000 in the 

collection, which belongs to the University of Southern California Shoah Foundation.  

They are rotated throughout the year so that each testimony appears at least once.  One 

finds the audio to the testimonies on one’s audio guide and can choose accordingly which 

testimony one wants to hear.  The museum asserts that its intention here is to ensure that 

survivors’ voices are always heard and that each survivor’s individual story has a chance 

to be told in his or her own words.   Schonberg wanted an “egalitarian, democratic, 

unedited” use of testimony in the museum that would “show off the LA phenomenon of 

the Shoah Foundation” and “represent the enormity of the tragedy.”  He also wanted to 

ensure that every single survivor testimony in the Shoah Foundation’s cache could be 

viewed in the museum, noting that “more than fifty percent of the testimonies had never 

seen the light of day.”  It would take, he explained, sixty years to listen to all of the 

testimonies played in the Tree of Testimony.62 
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Sievers, Leah Angell. Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust.  December 2012. 

 

vii.  Artifacts  

The most noticeable feature of the museum’s first exhibition space, The World That Was, 

is its collection of artifacts.  In this section of the museum, one can see not only 

photographs of pre-war Jewish life but also objects such as shofars, candlesticks, a 

menorah, a Torah scroll, prayer books, dolls, a tea set, and even a baby’s jacket that 

Jewish families used at the time.  Other artifacts found throughout the museum include 

suitcases, anti-Semitic materials designed for German children, shoes, concentration 

camp uniforms, star of David badges, Jewish identification cards, coins, a leather 

briefcase, and a baby grand piano.  The exhibition space known as “Life After 

Liberation” contains the piano, the “Bluethner piano,” so-called for the German family 
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that crafted it.  When the survivor who owned the piano before the war, the musician 

Alfred Sendry, immigrated to Los Angeles after the war, the Bluethner family shipped it 

to him there so that he could be reunited with his instrument.63  The piano’s presence 

seems almost ironic given its context—a Holocaust museum—and its location at the end 

of a tragic narrative, but that irony and the beauty, grace, and majesty of the instrument 

combine to underscore a theme that the museum’s internal and exterior architecture sets 

from the very beginning: that the Holocaust was a radical, disorienting, and utterly 

disconcerting departure from the norm. 

 

C)  The Los Angeles Holocaust Museum—A Tour of the Permanent Exhibition: 

At the beginning of one’s journey through the museum, however, there are four 

exhibition spaces on the right side of the U: The World That Was, Rise of Nazism, Onset 

of War/ Ghettoization/ Extermination, and Deportation & Extermination.  The goal of the 

World That Was is to educate the visitor about what European Jewish life entailed before 

the war and about how Jews in those geographical areas contributed to society in 

invaluable and innumerable ways.  In addition to using relevant photographs and 

information on the audio guide to achieve this end, The World That Was also relies on 

Jewish religious objects from the Holocaust era such as copies of the Talmud, a Torah 

scroll, Kiddush cups, and a Purim grogger to elucidate this aspect of life before the war.   

 

In the next section of the museum, Rise of Nazism, the topics covered include 

information about Adolf Hitler, anti-Jewish legislation, examples of Nazi propaganda, the 

Nuremberg Laws, boycotts, bookburning, discrimination against Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
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and the SS St. Louis.  There are photographs of Hitler, Nazi flags, German citizens 

performing the Heil Hitler salute, and German soldiers—to name a few—and two exhibit 

cases containing artifacts such as suitcases, books, and photographs.  On the walls of the 

hallways outside the exhibit are copies of the front page of the Los Angeles Times from 

various dates throughout the war, designed to demonstrate the degree to which 

Americans knew of persecutions being committed in Europe against Jews.  The 

information presented here accurately demonstrates the degree to which the Nazis 

discriminated against Jews and others and the degree to which the United States was 

unwilling to help those being persecuted find refuge in the United States. 

 

After Rise of Nazism, one proceeds to Onset of War/ Ghettoization/ Extermination.  This 

exhibition includes picture after picture of places such as Warsaw, Lublin, Teresienstadt, 

Vilna, and Lodz, and it covers topics such as the Nazi invasion of Poland, the 

Einsatzgruppen, Babi Yar, Pearl Harbor, and the Japanese internment camps in the 

United States.  The pictures’ borders touch each other, creating a patchwork quilt of 

images that range from difficult to horrifying.  Equally horrifying is the information 

presented here regarding the Nazis’ practice of exterminating the handicapped and 

mentally ill through its state-sponsored euthanasia program, “T4.”  At the very end of the 

exhibition room, there is a partial model of a boxcar through which one can walk in order 

to reach the next section, Deportation & Extermination, as described earlier in this 

chapter. 
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This exhibition room merges with the next exhibition room, Labor/ Concentration/ Death 

Camps, at the bottom of the U-shaped floor plan; there are two camp uniforms on display 

here as well as a model of Sobibor Death Camp.  Here one can listen to a Sobibor 

survivor’s testimony about the camp and about the famous prisoners’ uprising staged 

there.  On a wall opposite the display of the camp uniforms, there is a panel on which are 

printed Rafael Lemkin’s definition of genocide and one picture each representing four 

genocides—those in Armenia, Rwanda, Cambodia, and Darfur.  The audio guide offers a 

brief amount of information about each genocide and repeats Lemkin’s definition. 

 

After this descent into the horrors of the concentration camp and the reminder that there 

have been genocides both before and after the Holocaust, one begins to proceed through 

the final rooms of the museum—World Response, Resistance, Rescue, Life After 

Liberation, a room for survivor testimonies and temporary exhibitions, and Tree of 

Testimony—finally walking upward again after the previously grim descent and into 

increasingly well-lit spaces.  The final two exhibition rooms—World Response, 

Resistance, Rescue and Life After Liberation—tell their stories in much the same way as 

the other rooms in the museum: through photographs, artifacts, and the audio guide.  The 

former room—World Response, Resistance, Rescue—is careful to tell the stories of 

diplomats who helped Jews escape, of students who protested the Nazis, and of Jewish 

resistance such as the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, but the exhibit makes it clear that the 

stories of righteous gentiles are few and far between and that most people and most 

countries at the time did little or nothing to help those the Nazis were persecuting.  Life 

After Liberation demonstrates the challenges that Jews faced after the war as well as 
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explaining where they settled: Israel, Canada, Australia, parts of Europe, and the United 

States, and it contains the previously mentioned “Bluethner piano.”  The Tree of 

Testimony, which will be further discussed in Chapter Four, serves as the final stop in 

one’s tour of the permanent exhibition.  The visit thus ends with the voices of the 

survivors ringing in one’s ears and a bright shaft of light from the park beckoning one to 

the lobby. 

 

IV.  The Illinois Holocaust Museum & Education Center 

Another recently built Holocaust museum, which opened on April 19, 2009 one year 

before the new Los Angeles museum, is the Illinois Holocaust Museum & Education 

Center in Skokie, Illinois.  Skokie is a predominantly Jewish suburb north of Chicago 

where between seven and eight thousand Holocaust survivors gradually settled after the 

war, many leaving downtown Chicago for Skokie for more space and more affordable 

housing.  The Illinois museum’s first iteration came about under unique circumstances: In 

1976 Frank Collin, the leader of the National Socialist Party of America, a group of Nazi 

sympathizers, requested that his party be permitted to hold a march in Skokie.  The 

request prompted two years of debate and legislation that found unconstitutional the 

Village of Skokie’s rejecting the group’s request to march.  Although Collin eventually 

called off the march, the prospect of the march had prompted outrage amongst Jews and 

survivors around the world.  Skokie-area Holocaust survivors responded with 

indignation, breaking a relative silence—at least to the public—about their experiences 

during the war and founding the Holocaust Memorial Foundation of Illinois, the first 

iteration of what later became a small museum and is today the Illinois Holocaust 
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Museum and Education Center.  As the museum’s executive director Richard S. 

Hirschhaut explains, “It’s not going too far to say that [what happened in] Skokie really 

catalyzed the way we learn about the Holocaust today and the way we apply lessons of 

the Holocaust to understanding and learning about contemporary genocide…In the late 

‘70s, Skokie put the whole subject on the map.”64  Here Hirschhaut alludes to the 

development of Holocaust museums when he states that the events in Skokie served as a 

catalyst for Holocaust education, for at the time of the controversy, there were no major 

Holocaust museums in the United States.  The idea of learning about the Holocaust 

through a museum existed—at Yad Vashem and in small collections in cities like Los 

Angeles and Detroit—but not in a widespread way as we know to be true today.   

 

Lillian Polus Gerstner, the daughter of two Holocaust survivors, began to volunteer at the 

first iteration of the museum in 1985, and in 1991 she joined its paid staff as Executive 

Director.  When the state of Illinois mandated Holocaust education in 1990, the museum 

saw a much greater demand for its services.  It ran Holocaust education classes two 

nights per week, led training sessions, and hosted survivor speakers among other 

offerings; Gerstner and her small staff could barely keep up.  As she explained, the 5,000-

square-foot facility “could not sustain the need of the community or what would be 

needed when survivors couldn’t be there.”65  Out of these growing concerns, local 

survivors spoke to J. B. Pritzker, a Chicago-area venture capitalist who is also the 

President of the Pritzker Family Foundation, about building a new Holocaust museum.  

Pritzker told them, “raise a million dollars, and then we’ll talk.”66  The survivors 

promptly raised one million dollars from a single donor, and Pritzker became committed 
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to the idea of the new museum both philanthropically and personally, eventually 

becoming its Chairman. 

 

Since 1981, the organization has educated school and community groups through its 

speakers’ bureau and museums.  The 65,000-foot new facility—stark, white, and modern 

in appearance—became necessary if the museum were to accommodate far more visitors, 

especially school children, in the interest of further advancing the Illinois Museum’s goal 

of educating the greater Chicago area about the Holocaust.  The museum hired world-

renown architect Stanley Tigerman to create a three-part structure that would 

accommodate space not only for exhibitions but also for classrooms, a library, a meeting 

hall, a lunchroom, a hall for personal reflection, and an auditorium—and create a unique 

architectural statement. 

 

A)  Exterior Elements 

One approaches the Illinois museum by turning onto Woods Drive, a quiet street off of 

Golf Road, a busy thoroughfare that bisects the even busier Skokie Boulevard.  One 

cannot see the museum from either the Boulevard or Golf Road; the only hint of it is a 

semicircle of concrete embedded in a grassy hillside on which is printed only the words 

“Remember the Past, Transform the Future.”  The museum itself is difficult to identify 

when it finally comes into view on Woods Drive, for it is approached from behind, not 

from the front, so that it can face east toward Jerusalem.  Its large, gray, back wall looks 

industrial and nondescript.  If it did not have its name printed in large letters on the side 

of the building, one might not notice it at all or mistake it for a warehouse.  After driving 
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around the back and right sides of the museum one arrives at the front entrance, which is 

small and painted entirely in black.  The black roof over the entry doors has the name of 

the museum on it in silver block letters, but the entrance looks more like a back door or 

service entrance.   

 

Oddly, one can only see the entire front of the museum at once by standing at the back of 

one of the museum’s parking lots.  It is only from this perspective that one can take in the 

enormity of the building.  The three-story museum resembles two slightly angled steel 

and concrete buildings connected together at the center by what Tigerman’s firm calls 

“an ineffable and inaccessible space,”67 a lower structure that joins the two.  The building 

on the left is black, the building on the right is white, and the juncture between the two is 

also white—all color choices that are meant to be symbolic first of evil and despair and 

then, with the white, of hope.  “White is about hope,” explains Tigerman, “[In the camps] 

they made art, they played in orchestras…if you’re alive, there’s always hope.”68  The 

black building features sharp angles, triangular rooftops, and a complete lack of 

windows, while the white building features rounded rooftops with white sunburst patterns 

on their vertical, glass surfaces.  The juncture or hinge that joins these two distinct spaces 

uses both angular and rounded lines and is much smaller than either of the two buildings.  

Two empty columns frame it on either side, creating an unfinished, disconcerting effect.  

Tigerman designed the columns so that their dimensions would match exactly those of 

Solomon’s Temple in Kings 5-9, and he measured those dimensions in cubits, an ancient 

form of measurement.69  This effort is part of Tigerman’s plan to weave subtle Jewish 

influences into the structure of the museum even though he has not previously designed 
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any Jewish buildings such as other museums, a Jewish community center, or a 

synagogue. 

 

 

     Sievers, Leah Angell.  Illinois Holocaust Museum & Education Center.  July 2012. 

 

B) Interior Elements 

i.  The Entrance Lobby 

The preliminary entrance lobby to the museum is small and dimly lit, brightened only by 

friendly volunteers anxious to welcome visitors and by the equally friendly and courteous 

security staff who monitor the entrance, the metal detector, and the x-ray machine 

through which all of one’s personal items must pass prior to admittance.  After passing 

through security, one arrives in another slightly larger but equally dark lobby.  There are 

an information desk straight ahead and a small glass entrance to the museum’s Zev and 

Shifra Karkomi Permanent Exhibition to the left.  To the right, one can see a hallway to 

the elevator and to what seems to be another, distinctly brighter part of the museum.  This 

lobby is more akin to the Los Angeles museum’s lobby, with its mix of dark and light 
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colors, but it is not as architecturally distinctive.  It is also vastly different from the 

Holocaust Memorial Museum’s vast, bright Hall of Witness with its characteristic brick, 

steel beams, and distant footbridge. 

 

ii.  Legacy of Absence Gallery, the Room of Remembrance, and the Pritzker 

 Hall of Reflection 

In the brighter section of the museum that one can glimpse from the lobby, there is a 

lobby outside of the exit from the permanent exhibition and a large gift shop.  A white, 

curved stairwell leads upstairs to the Legacy of Absence Gallery, the Room of 

Remembrance, and the Pritzker Hall of Reflection.  The Legacy of Absence Gallery, 

which is described in greater detail in Chapter Four, is a gallery that exhibits the work of 

contemporary artists’ responses to genocide.  The Room of Remembrance is a 

semicircular space lined from floor to ceiling in warmly-colored, yellowish woods and 

stone.  It is lined with benches where one can sit in contemplation and remembrance of 

those who lost their lives during the Holocaust.  Its curved walls soar to the ceiling and 

are engraved in black Hebrew and English writing with the names of victims.  The space 

is cozy, comforting, and beautiful, unlike the brutalist aesthetic of the rest of the museum. 

Two stone pillars stand on either side of the room’s centerpiece, a large book enclosed in 

glass that is open to a page covered in names—the names of the victims.  The Pritzker 

Hall of Reflection is also meant as a space for quiet reflection.  Unlike the Room of 

Remembrance, its materials and color scheme reflect that of the rest of the museum: a 

spare, modern style with a white, exposed-beam ceiling, black tile floors and cubes (of 

which there are twelve, to represent the twelve tribes of Israel), and gray stone walls.  
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Eighteen square windows punctuate the curved, gray back wall of the room at equal 

intervals, with each window containing a single votive candle.  Museum publications 

describe the candles as memorial candles meant to be “symbolic of life” that “add 

illumination and a message of hope to this hallowed space [the Hall of Reflection],”70 

though to this observer, it is a cold and sterile space that feels more empty than hallowed. 

 

iii.  The Babi Yar Exhibit 

After leaving the museum’s exhibit on Ghettoization, the visitor enters a small room 

containing information and pictures about the Einsatzgruppen, mobile killing squads that 

comprised Hitler’s first attempt at mass murder, and about the massacre at Babi Yar, 

where the Einsatzgruppen murdered over 33,000 Jews over the course of two days in 

September 1941 by shooting them in small groups into a ravine outside of Kiev.  The 

now-iconic photograph of a Nazi soldier taking aim at the back of a woman holding a 

small child to her chest hangs prominently on the wall, encapsulating the historical 

information in one terrifying image.  Around the corner, one finds a dark, tunnel-shaped 

exhibit lit only by the flickering light of a television screen.  The walls are wallpapered in 

a black and white pattern that is difficult to discern, especially given that the carpet—

which suddenly changes from the hard institutional carpet used throughout the permanent 

exhibition to a soft, thick weave—is made in the same pattern.  After a moment, though, 

one begins to understand.   

 

The film shows footage of soldiers shooting people at the edge of what looks like a giant 

pit or ditch; their bodies crumple and fall into the pit, and the soldiers cover them with 
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dirt.  The wallpaper and carpet of the exhibition space are made to resemble the mottled 

color of the soil inside of the pit in the film, so when one watches the film, one has the 

sensation of watching the murders from within the ravine, only a few yards away from 

where they are actually taking place.  The effect is disorienting and creates an admixture 

of sensations of victimhood, voyeurism, and guilt.  It is from this place of uncertainty and 

from this feeling of having nearly “witnessed” Babi Yar that one emerges into the 

museum’s exhibit on the Final Solution, where one learns about the Wannsee Conference 

and about the Nazi plan devised there to exterminate the Jewish people.  There is now the 

distinct and unalterable sense that a certain endpoint has been reached, that there is no 

way to reverse the trajectory of violence and persecution evidenced so far in the museum. 

 

iv.  The Deportation and Boxcar Exhibit 

The museum’s exhibition on deportation contains two distinctive elements: a dark, 

semicircular space in which there is no light save that which comes from a bank of six 

television screens—and a boxcar.  The floors of the semicircular space are cold, dark 

gray concrete.  The walls are bare except where punctuated with steel beams, and there is 

nowhere to sit.  The television screens show pictures of the gates of Auschwitz, of the 

train tracks approaching Auschwitz, and survivors remembering deportation and the 

horrifying, long rides in boxcars.  At the back of the room, there is a slice of glass that 

breaks through the concrete, forming a thin, inverted triangular window through which 

one can see the back of what is clearly one of these very same boxcars.  The effect of 

suddenly seeing up close one of the very same types of railcars so fearfully remembered 

and documented in the film is startling and unexpected, but one still does not see it in its 
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entirety until one emerges from the exhibition on deportation.  It looms about seven feet 

in the air, so one must walk up a steep ramp in order to enter it or take the wheelchair lift 

up to the train platform if need be.  When architect Stanley Tigerman designed the 

museum, he planned that the railcar would be the centerpiece of the museum, as it would 

be located in what he called “the cleave,” or the central space on which the two halves of 

the museum are hinged.  The cleave is the point at which the museum changes color both 

inside, in regard to the change in color of the ceiling from black to white, and on the 

exterior, where one half of the museum is black and the other half white.  The railcar’s 

location here is meant to symbolize that with the deportations, especially those that led 

directly to extermination camps, a juncture or turning point in history is reached: a 

moment from which the Final Solution is fully implemented and the attempt to destroy 

completely the Jewish population of Europe and Eastern Europe begins in earnest. 

 

v.  Survivor Testimony  

Like the Holocaust Memorial Museum and the Los Angeles museum, the Illinois 

museum makes extensive use of survivor testimony, but it relies almost exclusively on 

the testimony of local survivors, which is not the case for the other two museums.  All 

high school students who take tours of the museum hear a live survivor testimony in the 

museum’s Goodman Auditorium, and recorded survivor testimonies are an intrinsic part 

of the permanent exhibition.  Survivors also volunteer in the museum and serve on 

museum committees, so their voices are heard in many aspects of the museum.  As Chief 

Curator of Collections and Exhibitions Arielle Weininger explained, the permanent 

exhibition at the Illinois Holocaust Museum “is about survivors, not about the massive 
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destruction of European Jewry.”71  Weininger’s explanation here highlights a distinctive 

aspect of the Illinois museum.  In many cases, Holocaust survivors conceived of 

Holocaust museums in their cities, but the museums themselves are thought to be about 

the Holocaust and about the destruction of European Jewry.  For a museum to be about 

the survivors’ stories as they are told against the backdrop of local and Holocaust history 

marks a departure from what is normative in Holocaust museums.  The effect of the 

museum’s prioritization of the survivors is palpable: one leaves the permanent exhibition 

recognizing survivors’ names and voices, having heard them throughout one’s tour and in 

several cases having followed their stories through the museum’s narrative.  The 

experience is intimate, for one not only hears the survivors’ recorded testimonies but also 

sees artifacts belonging to those same survivors on display in the museum. 

 

Despite this departure from the norm, however, the original impetus for the Illinois 

museum did come from survivors.  After the war, roughly 8,000 survivors settled in 

Skokie out of 35,000 Jews in the region, and it is their stories that are told in the museum.  

One learns about the Holocaust through their eyes and through their voices. As Anita 

Kassof, the Deputy Director of the Museum of Jewish Heritage: A Living Memorial to 

the Holocaust in New York City, said, “[this museum and other Holocaust museums] will 

suffer when the survivors” are gone especially given that live survivor testimony remains 

the superlative method of “conveying memory authentically.”72  Without the survivors, 

the only available methodologies for delivering testimony to visitors include that which 

one already finds in museums: recorded testimony, photographs, films, and artifacts. 
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vi.  The Closing Film 

At the end of one’s tour of the museum, there is only one component of the permanent 

exhibition left to see: a short film, which is shown in a separate room containing enough 

folding chairs to seat about one hundred people.  Barbra Streisand narrates the film, but it 

relies heavily on the testimony and commentary of Holocaust survivors, of Clemantine 

Wamariya—a survivor of the Rwandan genocide, and of Carl Wilkins, the only American 

to remain in Rwanda during the genocide.  The film, which will be described in greater 

detail in a later chapter, connects the Holocaust to the atrocities of today and urges the 

visitor to take action against contemporary genocide. 

 

C)  The Illinois Holocaust Museum & Education Center: A Tour of the Permanent 

 Exhibition 

To enter the Illinois Holocaust Museum’s permanent exhibition, one stands in front of 

two glass electronic doors that part to reveal a small, dark room that contains several 

benches and a mostly black-and-white film playing on the wall.  The film begins, though, 

with full-color pictures of street scenes from downtown Chicago: people bustling about 

on busy streets, trains coming and going, buses and pedestrians navigating crowded urban 

crosswalks.  Soon these scenes fade to show an elderly gentleman standing on a train 

station platform watching Chicago metro trains pull in and out of the station.  The 

elderly, accented male voice of the film’s voiceover says, “My world was pretty much 

like yours, but then everything changed…We come from a world that was 

destroyed…How did our world get destroyed?  It is the most important story we can ever 

tell.”  The film then shows clips from Holocaust-era videos, photographs that flicker 
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across the screen, and more voiceovers from what are clearly survivors’ voices to 

illustrate this destruction.  The film briefly introduces the concepts of Hitler’s rise to 

power, ghettoization, deportation, and extermination and leaves the viewer with the sense 

that she is about to hear a deeply personal story about the traumatic events just described. 

 

After watching such a grim and haunting film, it is admittedly a welcome surprise to find 

that the museum’s first exhibit spaces—a section of the museum called “World 

Before”— are well-lit and bathed in warm colors.  These first rooms demonstrate Jewish 

life before the war through artifacts, photographs, and video testimony, a museological 

triumvirate employed throughout the permanent exhibition.  World Before emphasizes 

topics such as Jewish education, culture, professional life, home life, life cycle event 

practices, holidays, and community life.  In this exhibition one finds artifacts such as a 

menorah, Shabbat candlesticks, Kiddush cups, a dreidel, a spice box, and a wimple, and 

in the background, layered overtop the many artifacts, photographs, and text panels, are 

the voices of survivors.  On a flatscreen television embedded in the wall of World Before, 

Holocaust survivors tell stories about their lives before the war.  “I still remember the 

smell of my mother’s chicken soup,” says one woman.  Another says, “My mother had a 

white shawl that she used to wear to synagogue on Yom Kippur, and after services, she 

would wrap us children in it and bless us.”  The elderly woman’s voice breaks into tears 

as she explains, “And I still miss that to this day.  You miss that…forever.”  The 

implication is that the survivors lost their mothers during the Holocaust and under terrible 

circumstances, so their mourning is both the grief of a child for a beloved parent and the 

grief of a Jewish child whose rich Jewish religious, community, and family life was torn 
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apart.  Although the testimonies here say nothing of deportations, starvation, or death 

camps, they are heart-breaking, deeply troubling, and thoroughly evocative of the 

irrevocable loss that the Jewish community experiences at the hands of the Nazis.  Like 

the introductory film, these testimonies hint at the information that is to come later in the 

museum, setting an eerie and hauntingly personal tone. 

 

This change in tone is appropriate here, for the next section of the museum briefly 

explains the rise of Nazism, then devotes significant space to its exhibition “Life Under 

the Swastika.”  Here one learns about what Jewish life was like under Nazi rule, how 

Jewish families decided to stay in Germany or not, Nazi propaganda and Nazi 

indoctrination techniques, the Berlin Olympics, how the Nazis took control of Jewish 

institutions and isolated German Jews, and the 1938 Evian Conference—at which many 

countries criticized Germany for its treatment of Jews but still did not offer to accept 

Jewish refugees themselves.  One is left with a keen awareness of how difficult the 1930s 

were for Jews, whether because they were deciding whether to send their children on the 

kindertransport or because their very livelihoods were being taken away.  An exhibition 

space whose walls are completely lined with Jewish passports further demonstrates these 

hardships, for on each card, women’s middle names are “Sara” and men’s middle names 

are “Israel” in accordance with a Nazi regulation that required Jewish men and women 

with names of “non-Jewish” origin to be labeled in this way in order to facilitate their 

being easily identified as Jews.  The survivor testimony video played in this exhibit 

includes survivors’ memories about the kindertransport, watching Nazi marches from 

their apartment windows, and being excluded from German society yet embraced by a 
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Jewish community that “came together to provide” the activities and resources that Jews 

still needed and wanted.  One survivor remembers falling down on the playground at her 

school and getting a large gash on her leg, to which her teacher said, “I’m not going to 

touch dirty Jewish blood.” 

 

After gaining an understanding of both German hostility toward Jews and of the world’s 

resistance to helping them, the museum illustrates these issues further with its exhibits 

about Kristallnacht—including a floor made of cracked and broken glass—and the 

world’s response to that event.  With large reproductions of the front pages of the New 

York Times, the Chicago Tribune, and the Los Angeles Times—all reporting on 

Kristallnacht—it is easy to assume that people in the United States knew about the event 

and would then have cared about the plight of German Jews.  The museum tempers this 

thought by providing information about “Paper Walls” and “The Voyage of the St. 

Louis,” illustrating how difficult it became for Jews to leave Germany and how hostile 

America was to the idea of permitting Jewish refugees to enter the country. 

 

It is with this sense of doom and frustration in the background that the museum begins to 

tell the history of the period of 1939 to 1945.  In quick succession, one moves through 

exhibitions on the German invasion of Poland and other countries, on how France and 

England declare war on Germany, on the many groups of people—not just Jews—whom 

the Nazis targeted.  An entire panel is devoted to the subject of Nazi “euthanasia” or 

“mercy killing,” its murder of 200,000 handicapped and mentally disabled German 

citizens.  A large photograph of Hitler and his co-conspirators standing in front of the 
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Eiffel Tower depicts the spread of Nazi racism, as does an exhibition of yellow Star of 

David badges labeled with the word “Jew” in multiple languages.  One learns about 

underground groups hiding Jews, especially children.  The overall effect of this section of 

the museum is to impress upon the visitor the depth and level of Nazi persecution.  There 

is the sensation of onslaught, that the Nazis took control over many groups of people and 

many countries quickly and with ferocity—even murdering their own in the name of 

racial purity. 

 

A lengthy exhibit on ghettoization illustrates both this ferocity and Jewish attempts to 

overcome it.  The cobblestone floors of the dark exhibit space are paired with brick and 

barbed wire to illustrate the prisonlike atmosphere of the ghettos, and the survivor 

testimony video here documents the experience of being relocated to ghettos and of life 

in the ghettos.  One survivor remembers that her parents made her wear layer upon layer 

of clothing so that she could take more with her to the ghetto.  Exhibits on the Warsaw 

ghetto uprising, the Ringelblum milk canisters, and Jews’ attempts to create Jewish 

religious and cultural life even within the confines of the ghettos and the terrible living 

conditions there attempt to demonstrate that Jews made efforts to retaliate against the 

Nazis both nonviolently and violently. 

 

Despite providing this more personally inspiring and fortifying information, however, the 

museum quickly brings the visitor to an even more grim and horrifying aspect of 

Holocaust history: Nazi policies of mass murder—the Einsatzgruppen and the Final 

Solution—and the atrocities committed at Babi Yar, as described earlier.  The historical 
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trajectory of mass murder now begins to unfold as the museum commences its 

explanation of deportation with a panel called “Deception” in which “The Hoax of 

Theresienstadt” is described.  Children’s artwork from the camp anchors the textual 

information presented, and film clips excerpted from a staged Nazi film of life in 

Theresienstadt accompany survivor testimony video.  In the video, survivors remember 

being told that they were being “relocated,” then knowing something was wrong when 

they saw the trains, the Nazi soldiers, and the dogs.  One survivor reflects upon how hard 

it was to believe that an “industry of death was possible.”  The survivor’s words here are 

rendered even more haunting in the next section of the museum: Deportation.    

 

Though it might seem ironic that the color shift from dark to light occurs just as deportees 

are arriving in the camps, the museum’s approach to the subject of deportation to the 

camps is to inform the visitor not just about death and victimization but also about 

survival and resistance.  Perhaps the color change is meant to echo this curatorial 

decision, or vice-versa.  The exhibition space on the camps does include extensive 

information on the Nazi death camps through text panels, maps, a model of Auschwitz 

Birkenau, and artifacts such as a camp uniform, a model of Belzec kept in a darkened 

room that is haunted by the voice of Rudolf Reder, one of the few survivors of that camp, 

and photographs from Auschwitz.  It also again presents information on Jewish 

resistance.  The exhibition includes information on Jewish partisans, armed resistance in 

the ghettos, and a survivor testimony video in which survivors remember the Warsaw 

Ghetto Uprising.  Artifacts displayed here include a backpack that Boris Kacel used 

during his escape from Buchenwald; a Jewish prayer book that two Jewish men carried 
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through various ghettos and camps; a clothespin carved from a tree in Buchenwald; a 

straw purse made in the Gurs transit camp in October of 1940; the diary of Aron Derman, 

kept while in hiding as a partisan in the forests of Poland; and a bra that Hannah 

Messinger made from bits of cloth and string in the Marzdorf labor camp in Germany in 

1945.  The artifacts humanize the destruction documented in this exhibition without 

attempting to override the integrity of the tragedy described therein, a difficult balance to 

achieve.  

 

The next few sections of the permanent exhibition attempt to explain the political and 

social climates extant in other parts of the world while Jews and others were being 

imprisoned and murdered in the camps.  In an exhibition entitled “Getting the Word 

Out,” one reads about Jan Karski, a Polish resistance fighter whose pleas and eyewitness 

accounts fell on the deaf ears even of British Foreign Secretary Anothony Eden and 

United States President Franklin Roosevelt.  The message taught here regarding the 

world’s response to information about the camps leaking out of Europe is that it was 

largely ignored, that the allies fought the world war but did not fight the war against 

Hitler—prioritizing their own interests over the interests of European Jews who were 

reportedly being murdered at a rapidly accelerating pace.  Another element 

acknowledged in this portion of the museum is that of collaboration.  The museum points 

out that Nazi collaborators throughout Europe betrayed Jews repeatedly, informing the 

Nazis where Jews were hiding or simply turning their backs on former Jewish neighbors 

and colleagues, refusing to help.  The world’s response, then, was to disregard 

information about the plight of European Jewry under Nazi rule, to collaborate with 
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Hitler by cooperating with the Nazis, and to betray Jews on the individual level as well.  

The museum tempers this message slightly in its next section, “Rescuers,” almost as if to 

relieve the viewer from dwelling too long on the uncomfortable notion of complicity—

either American or European.  The exhibition includes photographs of the men and 

women who did help Jews during the Holocaust.  There are photographs of and 

information about Irina Sendler, Mustafa Hardaga, and the scores of Danish fisherman 

who helped many Danish Jews escape to Sweden.  A video in the exhibit tells the stories 

of Oskar Schindler and Chiune Sugihara, and it plays testimony of survivors 

remembering the people who hid or saved them during the war.  Prominently displayed 

are a Righteous Among the Nations Certificate and Medal of the late Franciska and 

Hipolit Gorski, who hid siblings Irene and Aron Elster, now of Chicago. 

 

Next the permanent exhibit moves from the subject of the Righteous Among the Nations 

to a small exhibition space on the death marches that took place as Allied forces 

encroached upon the camps and reveals a map of the destruction of Jewish communities 

during the Holocaust.  Like all other maps in the permanent exhibition, this one too is 

clear, easy to interpret, and succinct.  On this map, there is a bar graph for each country in 

which Jews died during the Holocaust, with the graph indicating how many Jews lived in 

a given region before the war and how many actually survived the war.  The data is 

starkly presented and sobering.  Equally as sobering is the next section of the museum, 

“Liberation.”  Here video plays again, but the testimony is not that of Holocaust 

survivors—it is the testimony of the liberators, whose words express in raw and deeply 

honest terms the horrors that they discovered.  Opposite the video screen, a greenish-
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brown military jacket hangs next to United States military identification tags, both of 

which artifacts originally belonged to Chicago native and concentration camp liberator 

Jules Barrash. 

 

Survivor testimony about the liberation can be found, however, in the next section of the 

museum, “Return to Life,” a section that begins the last phase of the museum, in which 

one learns about how survivors resettled after the war.  In the testimony shown here, 

survivors discuss not only the moments of their respective liberations but also how they 

tried to get home and what they discovered if they did finally reach home.  There is also a 

station at which one can pick up earphones and listen to Chicago-area psychologist Dr. 

David Pablo Boder interviewing survivors in the displaced persons camps immediately 

after the war.  In all of the testimonies, the grief and distress are palpable, serving as 

intimate reminders of the survivors’ collective and irretrievable losses.  The impact of the 

testimony and of the descriptions of the terrible living conditions that Jews suffered in the 

displaced persons camps becomes even more intense against the backdrop of one of the 

museum’s most affecting exhibits: two walls of photographs of orphaned children from 

the Kloster Indersdorf Displaced persons camp, each child holding up a name card to 

help surviving family members locate him or her.  It is breathtakingly sad to look at the 

faces of the children, to read their names, and to doubt that they were ever reunited with 

their families. 

 

After being exposed to this sadness and grief, there is a bit of consolation to be found in 

the museum’s exhibitions about the Nuremberg Trials and about the Simon Wiesenthal 
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Center’s work to hold Nazi murderers accountable for their crimes, though the museum 

does not devote extensive space to this subject.  More attention is devoted to the subject 

of Jewish immigration to Palestine, the Aliyah Bet and clandestine attempts to immigrate 

to Israel, the birth of the state of Israel, and survivors’ acclimation to and participation in 

Israeli life.  A glass case holding artifacts such as a traditional Israeli dress with Yemenite 

embroidery and a Sephardic Torah case demonstrate further attempts of Jews to 

participate in making new lives for themselves in Israel.  Another television screen shows 

survivors recalling their respective arrivals in Israel, where “no one wanted to hear about 

the Holocaust.”  One survivor remembers how deeply she internalized the sadness of her 

wartime experiences after arriving in Israel.  She explains that one day, her children’s 

preschool teacher told her that she needed to speak with her about a problem.  “Your 

children don’t smile,” said the teacher.  The survivor recalls that she after the Holocaust, 

she had “forgotten how to smile” and had to “practice in the mirror” how to smile so that 

she could pass that ability on to her children.   

 

The museum also explains that many Holocaust survivors settled in the United States as 

well, and it covers an entire wall with certificates of naturalization belonging to Jews who 

had immigrated there.  There are multiple picture of Jews settling in Chicago, but there is 

also acknowledgement that despite America’s claims of liberty and equality, Jews were 

still not always welcome in some communities or in certain groups.  In a poignant 

example of this point, the museum provides a detailed description of the “Nazi March on 

Skokie,” as discussed earlier in this section.  At this point in the museum, there is also a 

brief exhibit on “Survivor Empowerment,” or how survivors around the world began to 
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speak out about their experiences during the Holocaust, build memorials, and attend the 

first worldwide conference of Holocaust survivors in Jerusalem and other conferences 

like it.  One’s tour ends with a closing film about contemporary genocides, a film that 

will be described in greater detail in Chapter Four, after which one emerges into a bright, 

white lobby and finds the museum’s gift shop. 

 

V.  Conclusion 

This chapter has sketched out the elaborate historical backdrop out of which Holocaust 

museums in the United States arose and described in extensive detail the Holocaust 

Memorial Museum, the Los Angeles museum, and the Illinois museum.  The museums’ 

architectural elements, artifacts, and audiovisual elements—also described here—all 

participate in effecting remembrance and in telling the story of the Holocaust.  It is 

arguably this latter aspect of the museums that proves most significant, for while 

Holocaust museums are hardly the first museums to tell a story, they are the first 

museums to tell the story of the Holocaust.  In so doing, the museums create a new 

narrative of the Holocaust that is different because it is not literary or filmic but 

museological, and the notion of a museological Holocaust narrative implies 

concomitantly that while it may share elements characteristic of literary or filmic 

Holocaust narratives, it may also diverge from them. 

 

In her book From Knowledge to Narrative: Educators and the Changing Museum, the 

cultural historian and former museum professional Lisa C. Roberts writes about the 

inherently subjective nature of the museum narrative.  Roberts argues, “In any given 
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museum, visitors will probably encounter the same raw material: an entryway, exhibits 

and perhaps a restaurant or gift shop.  However, each will come away with an 

individually unique experience and interpretation because every visitor is engaged in 

constructing a narrative about what he or she sees.”73  Roberts points to a key tension 

here: that while it is valuable for a visitor to feel a personal relationship to the museum 

and to derive something personal from its narrative, the unpredictable nature of the 

visitor’s internally constructed narrative means that the museum must find a way to 

communicate the key points of its story in an unambiguous way if it wants certain pieces 

of information to be unambiguous.  In a Holocaust museum, there is an ethical pressure 

placed on this juncture between the museum’s narrative and the visitor’s created 

narrative, for the museum prides itself on providing the visitor with accurate information 

on such topics as the history of the time period, the rise of anti-Semitism, and human 

rights.  There is no accommodation in such a narrative for, to name one more extreme 

example, Holocaust denial.  The narrative’s rejection of such an element represents what 

literature scholar Adam Zachary Newton describes as the “common, though sometimes 

overlooked, fact about narrative: that the story it tells is a story of storytelling.”74  In the 

museum, what the narrative does not say can be just as significant as what it does say; in 

that case, as Newton writes, the story that the museum presents makes a statement about 

how the story of the Holocaust is meant to be told museologically.  According to the 

analysis of the three United States museums presented in this chapter, a Holocaust 

museum is to tell its story through art, architecture, testimony, artifacts, photographs, 

technological devices, exhibit labels, and geography.  The presence of these many 

narrative vehicles presents both a rich opportunity for vibrant, detailed storytelling and 
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the problem of having many narrative variables.  If the museum has a deontic concern 

with accuracy, then it seems questionable for it to rely upon a multi-variable narrative.  

The tension here, however, as Newton explains, is that if a narrative sublimates all 

variables, then it flattens, rectifies, and thus fictionalizes its ethical perspective.75  A 

reductionist narrative strategy that posits a singular ethic creates a parallel, false story—

exactly the opposite of the claim on truth that the museums want to make unequivocally.  

The professors of English literature and Holocaust Studies Neil Levi and Michael 

Rothberg write about this very problem in their anthology, The Holocaust: Theoretical 

Readings, stating that “as a field of Holocaust representation, narrative is distinguished 

from poetry and visual culture by the questions it raises about the status of fictions about 

the Holocaust and about the cognitive, ethical, and political implications of specific 

narrative forms.”76  The three chapters that follow from here will examine just this: how 

Holocaust history has been processed distinctively in the museum in response to 

cognitive debates on the subject, ethical debates, and contemporary debates. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: HOLOCAUST UNIQUENESS AND HOLOCAUST MEMORY 

 

In the decades immediately following the Holocaust, a scholarly debate emerged 

regarding whether the Holocaust could be considered “unique” or unprecedented in world 

history.  At first the very incomprehensibility of the Holocaust drove the arguments, as 

the Jewish community struggled to understand, assess, and respond to such an enormous 

tragedy.  Over time, however, other developments began to alter the nature of the debate 

and the way that scholars were coming to understand the Holocaust.1  In the 1970s and 

1980s, there arose two major tendencies that affected perceptions of the Holocaust: the 

tendency to historicize the Holocaust and the tendency to politicize it.  The argument that 

the Holocaust is unique became, then, a reaction against the historicization of the 

Holocaust and a defensive response designed to protect the Holocaust from the diluting, 

distorting forces of such elements as “functionalism, modernity, and genocide”2 and 

“dejudaizing…Americanizing…and normalizing.”3  The idea was to prevent the 

Holocaust from being subsumed into American culture, from being compared to other 

atrocities, from being used for political or utilitarian goals, and from being distanced 

from its Jewish nature.  As these issues were being examined, heated arguments over 

whether the Holocaust can be seen as unique ensued, with prominent scholars arguing 

vehemently for their respective positions. As the debate continued it became less 

scholarly and increasingly polemical, emotional, contentious, and unfruitful.  A 

resolution was never reached, but since the late 1990s, the debate has receded and no 

longer dominates Holocaust scholarship in the way that it once did.   
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A lack of dominance in the scholarship does not mean, of course, that there are no 

remnants of the debates.  The five Holocaust museums examined in the previous chapters 

of this dissertation—Yad Vashem, the Jewish Museum Berlin, the United States 

Holocaust Memorial Museum, the Illinois Holocaust Museum & Education Center, and 

the Los Angeles Holocaust Museum—demonstrate the diversity of location, architecture, 

and emphasis that exists among Holocaust museums worldwide.  The question remains as 

to what influence the debates over uniqueness and memory have had on the museums. 

This chapter chronicles the nuances of these two debates and then, in the concluding 

statement, examines whether any remnants of the debates can be identified in Holocaust 

museums today. 

 
I.  The Uniqueness Debate 
 
The uniqueness debate raises questions about how broadly or how narrowly to define 

what has come to be called “the Holocaust;” the problem of comparing the Holocaust to 

other genocides; and the question of how to address the Holocaust in Jewish life and 

culture in light of whether the Holocaust is to be seen as unique or universal.4  The latter 

two of these three issues remain of dominant concern today for two reasons.  The first 

reason is that genocides have continued to take place since the time of the Holocaust, 

increasing the pressure on Holocaust scholarship to take into account arguments about 

how to represent the Holocaust in the face of these other atrocities and to engage in the 

task of comparison carefully and sensitively.  Second, the problem of how to represent 

the Holocaust remains of concern because it continues to be addressed in many forms to 

this day—literary, scholarly, filmic, testimonial, and museological to name a few—all of 

which bear responsibility for accurate, ethical representation of the Holocaust that 
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influences how the American public learns about and comes to understand the Holocaust.  

Unlike the other forms of remembrance mentioned here, however, only scholars in the 

field and Holocaust museums have been considering both the issue of Holocaust 

representation and the fact of ongoing genocides simultaneously.5 

A) Definition of Terms 

The term “Holocaust” was not originally used to refer to the genocide of eastern 

European Jews during World War II.  In fact, immediately after the war, there was no 

widely-used term for the genocide in the way that is known today.  Over time, though, 

there emerged a need for a specific term with which to refer to the catastrophe, and there 

was the idea that the event required a unique descriptor.  Eventually three terms emerged 

to describe the atrocity that the Nazis had perpetrated: Chorban (or also Churban), 

Shoah, and Holocaust.  Chorban is a Hebrew word that means “destruction,” and Eastern 

European Jews first used it in the early 1940s.6  Jews also began to use the Hebrew term 

sho’ah, or ‘catastrophe,’ to refer to the disaster.  The term Shoah is widely used in Israel 

and in Europe, therefore the official term for Holocaust Remembrance Day is Yom ha-

Sho’ah.7  The term used most commonly in the United States, however, is “Holocaust.”  

This term has Latin and Greek origins and can be found in the Septuagint, an ancient 

Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, which employs holokaustos for the Hebrew olah 

and makes reference to a burnt offering.8  With the exception of the USC Shoah 

Foundation, most major Holocaust institutions in the United States use the term 

“Holocaust.”  The historian Peter Novick offers a specific reason for this.  He writes that 

“in the United States, the word ‘Holocaust’ first became firmly attached to the murder of 

European Jewry as a result of the [Eichmann] trial,” explaining that the word ‘Holocaust’ 
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began to be widely used during the 1960s in connection with the Nazi murder program, 

not as the result of a gentile plot, but as an import from Israel.  [Novick notes that] large 

numbers of American journalists, covering the Eichmann trials, learned to use the word 

that Israelis had for many years chosen to translate “shoah” into English.”9  Even though 

the word “holocaust” with the lower-case h had existed long before World War II, 

meaning “destruction by fire,” the journalists’ choice to translate the Israelis’ Hebrew, 

biblical term “shoah” into the now-“English” word “Holocaust” with the capital H 

brought about the widespread use of the word Holocaust in the United States. 

At around the same time that the first terms for describing the Holocaust were emerging, 

so was the term “genocide.”  Despite the existence of massacres before the time of the 

Holocaust, the term genocide did not exist until 1944 with the publication of Rafael 

Lemkin’s Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, in which Lemkin coined the term “genocide,” 

which he derives from the Greek genos (nation/people) and cide (to kill)10 and used it to 

describe the Nazis’ carefully planned extermination of European Jewry.11  A Polish-

Jewish lawyer who fled Poland just as war broke out there, Lemkin based his 

understanding of what he came to call “genocide” on his study of the slaughter of the 

Armenians in 1915—an event now known as the Armenian Genocide.  After the war, he 

worked diligently to argue for the creation of a convention regarding the prevention of 

genocide; he was successful in 1948 with the passing of the UN Convention on the 

Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide.12  The Convention was designed to 

be “a major pillar in the evolving framework of international humanitarian rules, [and as 

such] declares genocide a crime under international law. It condemns genocide, whether 
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committed in time of peace or in time of war, and provides a definition of this crime.”13  

That definition is as follows: 

In the present Convention, genocide means any of the following acts committed 
with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious 
group, as such: 

 (a) Killing members of the group;  
 (b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;  
 (c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to 

bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part;  
 (d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;  
 (e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.14 

 

The term has since been used to describe such events as the Armenian Genocide of 1915, 

the Cambodian Genocide of 1975, the Bosnian Genocide of 1992, the Rwandan Genocide 

of 1994, and the ongoing genocide in Darfur.15  Though the Holocaust was indeed a 

genocide, the term “genocide” is not used today to title the event.  Only the terms 

described above are used—especially the term Holocaust—and there has been some 

tension over the inclusion of the term “holocaust” with a lowercase “h” in common 

parlance.  This tension arises from the notion that the word Holocaust can mean only one 

“unique” thing and that because of this the term should not be co-opted to talk about 

other events, even if the lowercase “h” is used instead.  The Holocaust occupies an 

important place in Jewish consciousness, so any move seen as relativizing or diluting its 

importance garners ire and consternation—even if such a “move” takes the form of a 

museum devoted to memorializing the Holocaust that also acknowledges other 

genocides. 
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B) The Holocaust as a Unique Event: Yehuda Bauer, Elie Wiesel, Michael 
Berenbaum, and Steven Katz 

i.  Yehuda Bauer and Elie Wiesel 

The four scholars named above all bring different perspectives to the uniqueness debate: 

Yehuda Bauer as an historian, Elie Wiesel as a Holocaust survivor, Michael Berenbaum 

as a scholar, and Steven Katz as a philosopher.  Each has a response to and special 

consideration of the turmoil associated with the debates about uniqueness, the questions 

about whom to memorialize and how, and the assimilation of American Jewry about 

which Holocaust scholar Yehuda Bauer writes in his book Rethinking the Holocaust, an 

appropriately titled examination of key issues stemming from the event of the Holocaust 

and its ensuing ramifications.  Bauer’s ideology here and in his other relevant work 

positions him as one of the key figures in the debate over Holocaust uniqueness, and in 

that regard the following section of this chapter begins with an examination of his work.  

Given that Bauer also engages with Elie Wiesel, the engagement between the two 

scholars in included in this section as well. 

Bauer opens the book with the question, “What Was the Holocaust?”16  This question 

encapsulates the discussions that swirl around the issue of Holocaust remembrance as it 

gains traction from the 1960s on.  The struggle comes in trying to give shape to and 

define this monumental event in world history.  Bauer asks whether the Holocaust is 

definable; in doing so, he is not only asking a philosophical question but also a question 

meant to imply that the task of definition is at work in the philosophical environment 

around the Holocaust.  There is an attempt being made to define the Holocaust; can that 

be done, and is it a good idea to do so? What words should be used? 
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As previously explained in this chapter, the question of what word to use has been 

troublesome from the very beginning.  Should the events of 1939-1945 be called the 

Chorban, the Shoah, or the Holocaust?  What about this new word, “genocide?”  Bauer 

makes a distinction between the concept of genocide and the concept of Holocaust.  He 

writes, “I would suggest retaining the term genocide for ‘partial’ murder and the term 

Holocaust for total destruction,”17 articulating a difference to be used depending upon 

whether the goal of a given destruction is to kill every single person in that group.  Bauer 

adds that the word “Holocaust can be used in two ways: to describe what happened to the 

Jews at Nazi hands and to describe what might happen to others if the Holocaust of the 

Jewish people becomes a precedent for similar actions.”18  The Holocaust is “unique,” it 

seems, in that so far in world history the Jews were the first to be targeted for total and 

complete destruction.  As Bauer explains concisely, “Genocide, then, is the planned 

attempt to destroy a national, ethnic, or racial group using measures like those outlined by 

Lemkin and the U.N. Convention, measures that accompany the selective mass murder of 

members of the targeted group.  Holocaust is a radicalization of genocide: a planned 

attempt to physically annihilate every single member of a targeted ethnic, national, or 

racial group.”19  Here Bauer emphasizes not just the notion of selectivity in genocide but 

also the idea that the radical, unmitigated nature of that selectivity during the Nazi era is 

what comprises the Holocaust and renders it unique. 

Bauer also argues that having a definition for the Holocaust—at all, and in comparison to 

other genocides—demystifies an historical event that is frequently described as 

“indescribable,” as “unrepresentable,” and as defying language.  He criticizes Holocaust 

survivor Elie Wiesel for presenting the Holocaust as unexplainable even though Wiesel’s 
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work also “explains” clearly the grim and terrible realities of concentration camp life and 

the aftermath of survival.  According to Bauer, Wiesel’s “readers see the Holocaust 

shrouded in irrationality and mystification and consigned to an impenetrable mist—from 

which they inevitably run away.  He often expresses his fear that in future generations no 

one will remember the Holocaust—a prophecy that might be fulfilled if the mystification 

spread by him and many, many others wins out.”20  The concern here is that if the 

Holocaust is seen as ultimately mystifying, as utterly other, and as indefinable, then it 

becomes not only distant in time from now but also distant in potential understanding.  

The danger of relegating the Holocaust to a position of radical other is that it could be 

forgotten.  A definition concretizes and names the tragedy in perpetuity.  Wiesel, 

however, does not shy away from arguing for the Holocaust’s being so radically different 

from all other historical events; the closest he comes to articulating a comparison to it is 

to say in a 1990 interview with French journalist Phillipe de Saint-Cheron, “Personally I 

compare [the Holocaust] to something greater [than the Exodus from Egypt]: the 

Revelation on Mount Sinai.  It was a kind of anti-revelation…in the sense that everything 

this Event revealed was anti-something: anti-Messiah, anti-good, anti-life.  It was not 

simply death, but something more.”21  Even this comparison takes the form of a negation 

in which the Holocaust is posited as being so grim and so other that it is not the opposite 

of life—death—but “something more,” something so much worse.  In a conversation 

with the public policy scholar Richard D. Heffner, Wiesel argues: “to compare 

[something] to Auschwitz is wrong.  There was only one.  There should never be another 

one…Remember, the Jew was illegal in Germany.  It was the law that every Jew, any 

Jew, not only could, but must, be killed.  That didn’t happen to any other people.”22  Here 
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Wiesel demonstrates the singularity of the Holocaust and his feeling that the tragedy that 

befell the Jewish people is uncomparable.23 

 

His feeling that the Holocaust is incomparable does not prevent Wiesel from arguing for 

the importance of human rights advocacy.  In his memoirs, he writes, “as for me, I 

believe that when human beings suffer I have no right to be elsewhere.  How could I have 

refused to go to the place where the refugees from the Cambodian massacres were dying 

of hunger and disease?”24  Here Wiesel references the Cambodian genocide, which took 

place there between 1975 and 1979, and in the same chapter also cites his preoccupation 

with apartheid in South Africa, terrorism, Hiroshima, and what he calls “the excluded, the 

rejected, the marginalized.”25  In describing these other atrocities and instances of hatred, 

prejudice, and racism, Wiesel does not undermine his arguments for the uniqueness of the 

Holocaust, but he does inherently argue that the Holocaust is far from the only instance of 

horrifying violence and horrifying human behavior in history.  Despite his arguments for 

uniqueness, he feels morally bound to visit sites of conscience such as Cambodia and 

South Africa, and he feels morally bound to read, write, and think about the meaning of 

this litany of tragedies.  Unique though the Holocaust may be according to Wiesel, there 

is no escaping the moral compulsion to empathize with and support other victims that it 

brings about. 

 

In indirect response to this notion of the Holocaust enabling a certain attention to other 

tragedies, Bauer adds another argument in support of the uniqueness of the Holocaust in 

his speech to the Bundestag, the National Parliament of Germany, on January 27, 1998, 
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in which he outlines several reasons why the Holocaust has captured more international 

attention than any other genocide.26  Bauer explains that during the Holocaust, for the 

first time in history, “people that were descended from three or four of a particular kind 

of grandparents—in this case Jewish—were condemned to death just for being born.”  In 

addition, he states that it was not just European or Polish or German Jews who were 

targeted but all Jews, anywhere.  The destruction of the Jews was meant to be 

“universal,” not limited geographically, and total.  Third, Bauer argues that the Nazis’ 

motivation for targeting and killing Jews was purely ideological—as opposed to being 

pragmatic—and not grounded in reality.  Finally, Bauer states that while the Nazis did 

not invent brutality or concentration camps, they brought industrialized killing to a 

different level than ever before.  In summarizing his thoughts to his audience, he writes 

that: 

 

 The Holocaust has assumed the role of universal symbol for all evil 
because it presents the most extreme form of genocide, because it contains 
elements that are without precedent, because that tragedy was a Jewish one and 
because the Jews—although they are no better nor worse than others and their 
sufferings were neither greater nor lesser than those of others—represent one of 
the nuclei of modern civilization.27 

 

Bauer’s argument here for the Holocaust’s singular role in society and its singular nature 

in relation to other genocides advocates for the Holocaust’s being considered unique—

different, in certain specific and significant ways, from all other “forms” of genocides. 

 

Bauer also argues for the uniqueness of the Holocaust in the years prior to his speech to 

the Bundestag.  In his 1995 essay entitled “The Holocaust, Religion and Jewish 
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History,”28 Bauer writes that the Holocaust is unique because its perpetrators believed 

that Jews were devilish and ought to be destroyed in order to “save” the Aryan race; 

because its victims’ only “crime” was to exercise their right to be individuals; because a 

racist ideology was behind it and was promoted religiously by a radically anti-Semitic 

intellectual elite; and because it was unprecedented.  Even when the temples were 

destroyed or during the crusades, not all Jews were endangered.   During the Holocaust, 

all Jews were targeted.  The Holocaust was not simply one disaster in a continuum of 

disasters—either in Jewish history or in world history.  For Bauer, it was an 

unprecedented, monumental atrocity with total destruction of the Jews as its goal for no 

reason other than that they were Jewish.  If this is the case, that the singling out of one 

group of people for total destruction renders the Holocaust unique, then that fact can 

certainly be stated in Holocaust educational contexts, but it cannot be used to argue that 

the Holocaust is somehow thus superlative to other genocides.  The very notion of a 

“superlative genocide” is repugnant in and of itself, but for the Holocaust to remain 

accessible to the public it cannot be placed on a pedestal. 

 

 

ii.  Michael Berenbaum 

Holocaust historian Michael Berenbaum categorizes Bauer’s emphasis on the Nazis’ goal 

of total annihilation of the Jews as “locat[ing] the uniqueness of the Holocaust in the 

intentionality of the perpetrators” and as “emphasiz[ing] intent and ideology” over 

“results.”29  In other words, Berenbaum suggests that the reasoning behind the goal of 

complete annihilation is what makes the Holocaust unique, the idea being that the 
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Holocaust is unique due to a unique degree of intentionality.  As Berenbaum explains, 

“the Nazis were unrelenting; for twelve years the destruction of the Jewish people was a 

German priority” and “their annihilation was a policy of state, utilizing all facets of the 

government.”30  Here Berenbaum is also demonstrating that the intentionality is 

undergirded by the fact that no other government or regime had ever commandeered all 

of its resources solely for the purpose of killing an entire people—even to the point of 

directing those resources away from its own needs and toward the endeavor of 

categorical annihilation.  As he states so succinctly, the end result of the Nazis’ pursuit of 

their “goal” was “six million dead, one million of them children—an entire world 

destroyed, a culture uprooted, and mankind left with new thresholds of inhumanity.”31  

Jewish Studies scholar Shaul Magid argues that if this claim to uniqueness is abandoned, 

then “the Nazi genocide of six million Jews emerges as a tragedy of world-historical 

proportions, but it is not ‘the Holocaust.’”32  The intention behind the arguments for 

uniqueness is that the event known as the Holocaust not dissolve into history, not be 

universalized.33 

 

In his work Berenbaum also documents another dimension of the uniqueness debate: as 

mentioned briefly above, the idea that the Holocaust is unique because of the methods 

used for and process of annihilation.  Berenbaum explains that the Nazi “process of 

extermination from definition to expropriation to concentration to deportation [to] 

extermination”34 represents a radical departure from previous destructive norms.  It is not 

that no other regime had ever concentrated or exterminated before; instead, it is that all of 

these elements were designed, planned, and implemented together and given moral 
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credibility within the context of the Nazi ethos.35  These nuances and the others cited in 

this chapter thus far are important, for an understanding of them enables one to make 

historically accurate distinctions between the Holocaust and other atrocities.  It is here, 

upon this precipice of distinction-making,36 that the debate over whether the Holocaust is 

unique really rests.  If distinctions are not made, then space is created for universalizing 

the Holocaust, for comparing it to other genocides in a way that abandons accuracy and 

nuance in favor of smooth parallels.  The Holocaust historian Deborah Lipstadt writes 

about this issue in a 1995 article for the New Republic; she states that presenting the 

Holocaust “as an occasion for teaching lessons in moral reasoning and good (American) 

citizenship…[and] as a generic inoculation against prejudice…elides the differences 

between the Holocaust and all manner of inhumanities and injustices.”37  For those who, 

like Lipstadt, see universalizing the Holocaust as an unsound way to present the subject 

historically, intellectually, and emotionally, the practice of moral eliding serves no one 

well.  As Lipstadt argues later in the same article, “[comparing the Holocaust to other 

atrocities] is not a matter of comparative pain—an utterly useless exercise—but of 

historical distinction.  The issue is not who lost more people or a greater proportion of 

their society, but what was at the root of the genocidal efforts.”38  This discussion of 

intention and of the roots of genocidal intention is of course a crucial component of 

Holocaust education, for it is important to understand not only that the Nazis wanted to 

kill all Jews but also what desire lay behind their intentionality.  What lay behind Nazi 

intentionality, however, was not rational, and this point—that even irrational hatred can 

fuel genocide—ultimately supports not an argument for uniqueness but the opposite.  

Irrational and unchecked fear and hatred lie behind many of the most violent examples 
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from world history, and while these elements figure prominently during the Holocaust, 

they do not make it unique.   

iii.  Steven Katz 

Another strong voice in the uniqueness debate emerges in 1994 with the publication of 

historian Steven Katz’s volume, The Holocaust in Historical Context: The Holocaust and 

Mass Death before the Modern Age, which “contrasted [the Holocaust] to all prior 

episodes of mass murder” and “defined the singularity of the Holocaust in the actualized 

intent of Hitler and the Nazis to exterminate the Jewish people in its entirety.”39  While 

these two points have already been discussed above, Katz’s work on the issues adds 

another dimension to the argument.  In his chapter “On Defining Uniqueness,” Katz 

writes: 

In defending uniqueness, I am not simultaneously endorsing the 
injudicious claim that the Holocaust is more evil than alternative 
occurrences of extensive and systematic persecution, organized violence, 
and mass death.  The character of the uniqueness that I am prepared to 
champion is not tied to a scale, a hierarchy, of evil…This, of course, is not 
to deny the compelling fact that the Sho’ah was a monumental crime, an 
astonishing act of cruelty—comprising millions of acts of cruelty—as 
great as any that has ever taken place.  But in acknowledging this, I am not 
asserting that the Sho’ah is more evil than certain other specific 
events….40 

 

Here Katz carefully and diligently emphasizes that in ascribing uniqueness to the 

Holocaust, he is in no way granting it moral superiority or engaging in the comparative 

quantification of evil.  As Katz goes on to explain later in the chapter,41 he is trying to 

make the distinction that the Holocaust is unique for “phenomenological and logical 
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reasons,” not for moral ones.  It is unique because of the particular phenomenon of Nazi 

ideology and Nazi methodology, not because one can say categorically that one death in 

one atrocity was brought about in a more evil fashion than another. 

In this regard, Katz is influenced by the work of the late theologian Arthur A. Cohen in 

his book The Tremendum: A Theological Interpretation of the Holocaust.  In this work 

Cohen articulates the notion that the Holocaust is a caesura, or break, in history so 

significant that it comprises a “tremendum,” a surpassing of all that has been known 

before.  Cohen writes that “beyond all…considerations…we must return again and again 

to break our head upon the tremendum of the abyss, a phenomenon without analogue, 

discontinuous from all that has been….”42  Here Cohen makes a decisive, impassioned 

statement regarding Holocaust uniqueness.  For him, the Holocaust remains utterly apart 

from all else, “the death camps…severed from all normative connections to historical 

precedent and causality.”43  Even the idea of a precedent does not apply to the Holocaust 

given the radical nature of its difference.  The philosopher Emil Fackenheim, upon whom 

Katz also relies in his work, argues for this radical differentiation too.  In his book To 

Mend the World, Fackenheim argues against viewing the Holocaust as yet another Jewish 

destruction.  He writes, “the new Jewish crime was not an act…but birth; and with 

Teutonic consistency the Holocaust was engineered so as to give few…the choice of how 

to die, and none at all that between life and death.  For Judaism, then, the Holocaust is a 

destruction without adequate precedent: it is new.”44  Fackenheim’s point here, that the 

lack of a choice of how to die or whether to die renders the Holocaust unique, is 

debatable, though his distinction between not having a choice of whether to die and 

having a choice between life and death usefully underscores the relentlessness of the Nazi 
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pursuit.  While it is certainly true that during the Holocaust Jews were targeted for death 

and that their deaths during the Holocaust were hardly a product of choice with a few 

exceptions in the case of resistance fighters and the righteous perhaps, it is also true that 

no one can really choose whether to live or die beyond the obvious scope of suicide. 

Katz seems to recognize this problem with the argument too.  He also says, like his peers, 

that intentionality is an important factor in demonstrating the uniqueness of the 

Holocaust, but here too he makes a distinction.  Katz writes that he is not content with the 

partial definition of genocide including that there is an “intent to destroy,” as he feels that 

a more “rigorous” definition is required, that “the concept of genocide applies only when 

there is an actualized intent, however, successfully carried out, to physically destroy an 

entire group.”45  It is this more rigorous definition, Katz argues, that can be ascribed to 

the uniqueness of the Holocaust, in which the intent was to eliminate all Jews.46  In this 

way, Katz is arguing against Yehuda Bauer’s understanding of genocide and is asking for 

actualization of the intent to be the determining factor in categorizing an event as a 

genocide and, ultimately, as unique. 

Katz also relies on the work of religious studies scholars Roy and Alice Eckhardt for their 

balanced yet decisive arguments in support of Holocaust uniqueness.  They write, 

“Among the reasons for the obscuring of the Holocaust and its distinctiveness is the 

omnipresence of human suffering and violence in our time,”47 and they offer a new way 

of naming and understanding the notion of the Holocaust’s uniqueness, what they call 

“unique uniqueness:” 
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We may occasionally glimpse a transhistorical level for which, in English, 
the somewhat cumbersome expression “unique uniqueness” seems 
required…[because] we are met, not just with an unparalleled happening, 
or one that is discontinuous with other genocidal acts, but instead with a 
truly transcending or metahistorical event, an event that twists our journey 
through space-time by 180 degrees.48 

 

Despite the awkward nature of the term “unique uniqueness,” it does offer insight into the 

difficulty of expressing just how separate the Holocaust is from all else.  Even the word 

“unique,” with its implication of utter singularity, is not singular or radical enough to 

express the reversal, as the Eckhardts argue, of our human journey through time and 

space. 

iv.  In Summary 

The section above chronicles the major arguments in support of the notion that the 

Holocaust is unique.  Yehuda Bauer emphasizes the singling out of Jews for total 

destruction.  Elie Wiesel argues that the Holocaust is an event on such a scale that it is 

like revelation but only in its opposite sense: anti-revelation.  For Michael Berenbaum, 

the Holocaust is unique because of the perpetrators’ intention to kill all Jews and because 

they rendered the annihilation as morally credible.  Finally Steven Katz presents 

uniqueness in terms of the phenomenon of Nazi ideology and methodology yielding a 

unique uniqueness.  While these arguments highlight the extreme nature of the Holocaust 

and articulate some of the most incredible aspects of the Nazi ethos, it is a stretch to 

argue that these extreme elements, taken individually or together, equate to a general 

uniqueness of the Holocaust.  It is logically possible that every genocide has unique 

elements that differentiate it from others, thus it is logically impossible that any one 
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genocide’s unique aspect could somehow outweigh another’s unique aspects.  It is also 

logically impossible that the Holocaust is unique simply because if it happened once, it 

can happen again.  The next section of this chapter lays out some of the major arguments 

against the uniqueness of the Holocaust and emphasizes above all else the immoral nature 

of the argument that the Holocaust is unique. 

B) Against Uniqueness  

Despite Steven Katz’s arguments above that support the idea of Holocaust uniqueness, 

his work also refutes a number of grounds on which the Holocaust is often thought to be 

unique.  First, Katz argues that even though he believes the Holocaust to be unique, he 

does think that it can be repeated, and he agrees with Yehuda Bauer’s argument that if the 

Holocaust was possible once, it is possible again.49   Second, Katz argues that when 

examined from a quantitative standpoint, the Holocaust is not unique, especially when 

examined in terms of quantitative proportionality.  When the Holocaust is compared to 

other Jewish atrocities, the proportion of Jews killed is indeed higher, but when examined 

against the scope of atrocities in world history, there are tragedies such as the Armenian 

genocide and the Europeans’ destruction of New World communities in which an equal 

or greater percentage of civilians were killed.50  Third, Katz concludes that because 

“numbers alone will not establish the uniqueness of the Sho’ah,” then it is “metaphysical 

conceptions” that are needed to demonstrate the uniqueness of the Holocaust.51 

It is also metaphysical arguments, however, that challenge the position that the Holocaust 

is unique.   The historian David Stannard, who is known for his book American 

Holocaust in which he writes about the Native American genocide, argues that “the 



	

169 
	

defenders of uniqueness were, in effect, denying all other genocides,” that “intent” is not 

a reasonable “factor for evaluating the qualitative character of a genocide,” and that 

“Jews both inside and outside Israel had embraced uniqueness both for ethnocentric 

reasons…and…political ones.”52  Here Stannard not only refutes the claims upon which 

proponents of uniqueness rely but also claims that those claims are used in culturally 

myopic and self-serving ways.  On a similar note, Native American scholar Ward 

Churchill claimed that uniqueness is akin to Holocaust denial and that arguments for 

uniqueness are a “‘systematic assault…on truth,’”53 thereby dismissing claims of 

uniqueness as presenting the Holocaust falsely and with aggressive attention to 

presenting it as what it is not.  In addition to these objections, Rosenfeld cites a larger 

problem, writing that “it is hard to escape the conclusion that the recent debate [on 

Holocaust uniqueness] has done little to advance our understanding of modern genocide 

and much to hinder it”54 and that  “the emphatically politicized tone of the debate has 

diminished its contributions to our understanding of the Holocaust and genocide.”55  Here 

Rosenfeld calls attention to the way that the debate between scholars over the issue of 

uniqueness has resulted more in attention to the arguing than to the arguments.  As he 

indicates, there are contributions to the field that can be gleaned from the debate, but 

those, it seems, are at risk of being lost.   

Scholar Peter Novick responds to these concerns, writing not only about the issue of 

Holocaust uniqueness but also about the positive and negative effects of Holocaust 

remembrance and memorialization.  In regard to the question of whether the Holocaust is 

unique, Novick—like Alvin Rosenfeld—feels that arguments for the uniqueness of the 

Holocaust are nothing but angry and competitive in nature, that they are devoid of 
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intellectual merit, and that they have little or nothing to do with the Holocaust.56  To him, 

the motivations behind the discussion about Holocaust uniqueness are empty and 

vacuous.  The discourse represents a childish competition for attention, not a scholarly 

exploration of history.  There is a need for the Holocaust to be considered “special” for 

the sake of being considered special, not because of any particular concern for the actual 

event or even for the people who perished.  There is a certain anti-intellectual desperation 

at work in the argument that the Holocaust is unique that is not only unattractive, 

offensive, and morally reprehensible in its blatant ignoring of its similarities to certain 

aspects of other genocides.  As Novick asks succinctly, what else can all of this possibly 

mean except “your catastrophe, unlike ours, is ordinary; unlike ours is comprehensible; 

unlike ours is representable?”57  The implication here is that these arguments are not only 

morally reprehensible but also disrespectful to victims of any tragedy, and while Novick 

does acknowledge that there are aspects of the Holocaust that are unique or “distinctive,” 

overall he is arguing that these elements alone do not position the Holocaust over and 

above other traumatic events in world history.  Each moment in history is arguably 

unique, but aside from this rational argument, there is the argument that it is 

reprehensible to engage in this angling for the claim to the superlative catastrophe.  

Novick implies that instead of strengthening the place of Holocaust history, that place is 

instead weakened when arguments for uniqueness are made. 

The historian Alon Confino examines the debate from the angle that there is an irony in 

this discussion of whether the Holocaust is unique or in fact shares elements in common 

with other atrocities.  He writes,  
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it is precisely the clear articulation of commonalities that reveals the 
historically specific…[and] it is about finding the historically specific 
within a genre of historical events…We explain nothing either by treating 
all genocides as similar to such a degree as to deny each its historical 
particularity.  By articulating similarities among genocides, comparative 
genocide studies has made clear also some of the specificities of the 
extermination of the Jews to its time and place.58 

 

In order to achieve understanding, then, both the common and unique elements of 

genocides must be examined.  As Confino also explains, “the Holocaust is not strangely 

unique.  Rather, all pasts are strange, and the historian’s task is precisely to elucidate this 

strangeness, not to overcome it.”59  If there are differences between the Holocaust and 

other genocides, then those should be brought to light for the sake of historical accuracy 

and understanding but not solely for the purpose of capturing and isolating the atrocity. 

Another way in which the argument for Holocaust uniqueness harms efforts at Holocaust 

remembrance is that it creates what Novick calls “Holocaust envy,” a jealousy that began 

to appear when Jews received more attention for “their atrocity” than did other groups 

such as Japanese Americans, Chinese Americans, Armenian Americans,60 and African-

Americans to name a few.  Despite the presence of these different groups’ all needing and 

wanting their histories to be recognized, it was ultimately the Jews who were the most 

successful at nationally recognized memorialization.  As Novick explains, “…the success 

of Jews in gaining permanent possession of center stage for their tragedy, and their equal 

success in making it the benchmark against which other atrocities were judged, produced 

a fair amount of resentment….”61  This resentment indicates that even if the Jewish 

community had good intentions in wanting to secure the memory of the Holocaust, the 
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argument of uniqueness and the positing of the Holocaust as superior to all other 

tragedies cause the memorial effort to go awry. 

There is also the ethical question that surfaces from the discussion about Holocaust 

uniqueness, the question of what statement the notion that the Holocaust is unique makes 

about the validity and significance of other cultures’ traumatic pasts.  Gavriel Rosenfeld 

cites historian David Stannard’s argument that Jews’ exclusive view of the Holocaust  

indicates their marginalization of others’ sufferings,62 an argument that seems on its 

surface to be a serious ethical downside to the exclusivist posture.  Rosenfeld refutes 

Stannard’s claim, though, arguing that “it is faulty logic…to claim that by focusing 

scholarly attention on one nation’s sufferings, they ‘deny’ the sufferings of another.”63  

Just because the Jewish community has grappled with Holocaust history through a tense, 

public debate about Holocaust uniqueness and through public places like museums does 

not mean that it intends to deny the sufferings of others, but even so the debate about 

uniqueness has angered other communities that have suffered. 

The Armenian community has been especially vocal about its frustration with the Jewish 

community over the issue of uniqueness.  Armenians “were offended by what they saw as 

Jewish insistence on making the Holocaust ‘unique,’ while portraying the Armenian 

genocide as ‘ordinary.’”64  In addition, Armenians were frustrated that “the designers of 

the Washington Holocaust Museum went back on earlier commitments to give significant 

space to the Armenian genocide as part of the background of the Holocaust” and that the 

museums had “yielded as well to the urgent lobbying of the Israeli government, which 

was anxious not to offend Turkey,”65 a country that does not recognize the Armenian 
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genocide.  The Armenians’ and other groups’ protestations against the assertion of 

Holocaust uniqueness caused a backlash in the Jewish community—both for and against 

the argument of uniqueness.  Arguments against the Holocaust’s being understood as 

unique include that “the obsession with uniqueness is a ‘distasteful secular version of 

chosenness,’ which introduces pointless enmity between Jews and other victims;” that 

“the elaborate arguments for uniqueness are ‘intellectually vulgar;’” and that “insistence 

on…uniqueness…[proceeds] apace with the Holocaust’s increasing sacralization.”66  

There was also the concern that within the Jewish community the Holocaust was 

becoming the “new” Judaism, that watching Holocaust films, reading Holocaust books, 

and visiting Holocaust museums had replaced traditional Jewish texts and practices as 

post-war assimilation increased.   

In addition, despite all of his early arguments for the uniqueness of the Holocaust, 

however, Yehuda Bauer changed his thinking on the issues and ultimately offered the 

following, differing conclusion that he ultimately linked to the subject of the Armenian 

genocide: that the Holocaust was not unique because it happened once, so it can be 

repeated.  In a speech at Clark University in 2009, Bauer stated that “if [the Holocaust] 

had been unique, we could forget about it.”67  Here Bauer views the uniqueness of an 

event in relation to whether it can be relegated to the past and ultimately forgotten.  As 

this dissertation demonstrates, the Holocaust has not been forgotten; to the contrary, even 

as recently as two years ago, a new Holocaust museum opened in the United States, with 

more to come in Europe.  Part of the Holocaust’s unforgettable nature, Bauer would 

argue, is that it was an extreme form of genocide,68 so it has become the paradigmatic 

genocide that is used to explain and examine all other genocides.  As he states at Clark, 
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“If you deal with genocides, you have to deal with the Holocaust.  You can never run 

away.”  Bauer now views the Holocaust as being the furthest point on a continuum that 

begins with mass violence, moves to genocide, and then moves beyond genocide to 

Holocaust.  It is at this point, Bauer argues, that the word Holocaust means not only the 

planned extermination of all Jews but also “a generic name for an ideologically motivated 

planned total murder of a whole people,”69 and he adds that the genocide of the 

Armenians belongs in this category. 

 

i.  In Summary 

Despite Bauer’s arguments that the Holocaust cannot be forgotten because it is not 

unique, the museological instantiation of Holocaust remembrance in cities around the 

world, and the continued discussion of past and present-day genocides, it is still possible 

to argue that the Holocaust might be forgotten.  How can this be, though, if in the United 

States, almost every major city has—if not a Holocaust museum—a Holocaust memorial, 

a center for Holocaust Studies, a university that offers courses on the Holocaust, and/or 

Holocaust education in secondary schools?  There are three major reasons to be 

concerned that the Holocaust might be forgotten: 1) the demise of the survivor population 

is imminent; 2) it is unlikely that another Holocaust museum will ever be built in the 

United States; and 3) American Jewish prioritization of the Holocaust is dwindling and 

will naturally continue to do so the further removed in time the Holocaust becomes.  The 

debate over the uniqueness of the Holocaust perhaps has less importance now because 

American Jewish culture has placed the importance on how and where to memorialize the 

Holocaust over the importance of philosophical debate.  Given the inherently alienating 
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and overly aggressive nature of arguing to a non-Jewish audience that the Holocaust is 

unique, no Holocaust museum makes or would make this point overtly even if the 

museum’s senior leadership does feel that the Holocaust is unique.  The focus then 

becomes on how to instantiate Holocaust memory,70 a focus that is also far more familiar 

to non-Jews than the philosophical nuances of a debate on Holocaust uniqueness and to 

Jews because of the Jewish attention to memory historically, the subject to which this 

chapter now turns. 

 

II.  It’s Jewish to Remember  

Before beginning a discussion of Holocaust memory, it is important to acknowledge that 

the Jewish interest in memory did not arise only after the Holocaust, so the ways in which 

Judaism has always prioritized remembrance will be described in the following section.  

Holocaust museums in the United States emerged, as explained in the opening chapter of 

this dissertation, in part out of Jewish immigrants’ need for a mode of Holocaust 

memorialization that was broader and more concrete than private, local, small-scale 

memorial efforts and also from centuries of the Jewish emphasis on remembrance, for 

there is a long tradition of memorialization and commemoration in Judaism, and there is 

therefore in Judaism a normative imperative to remember.  Jewish holidays and 

commemorative days such as Passover and Yom HaShoah remind Jews to remember the 

sacrifices of their ancestors.  On Yom Kippur, Jews look back over the preceding year in 

order to remember and make amends with those whom they have wronged.  On Hanukah 

and Purim, the trials and triumphs of the Jewish people are recalled and celebrated.  
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During the Sabbath, Jews retreat from the secular world and remember that there is a 

world to come. 

 

The Jewish Biblical tradition of remembrance undergirds these holy day practices and 

instructs the habits of everyday Jewish life.  This tradition teaches not just to remember 

what is good but also to think back on the most difficult times and learn from them.  

Biblically, remembrance also serves as a catalyst in the relationship between God and the 

people Israel.  He wants them to remember Him, and they must learn to remember Him 

and His lessons.  Early in the Book of Genesis when God makes his covenant with Noah, 

He says to Noah, “When I bring clouds over the earth, and the bow appears in the clouds, 

I will remember my covenant between Me and you and every living creature among all 

flesh, so that the waters shall never again become a flood to destroy all flesh (Gen. 9: 14-

15).”71  Here God does not simply say that when a storm is brewing, he will make sure 

that Noah and his people will not suffer another flood.  God says that His remembering 

the covenant is what will prevent another flood from taking place.  Remembrance serves 

as the hinge upon which God’s promise to Noah turns; so powerful is this remembrance 

that it brings eternal protection to Noah.  Also in the Book of Genesis, there is the 

paradigmatic story of Sarah’s difficulty conceiving a child, which she cannot.  When God 

“remembers” her, however, she does conceive (Gen. 21:1).  Again God’s remembering 

brings good to humankind.  Remembering, it seems, is a powerful force in divine hands, 

but is human remembrance considered equally as powerful in the Hebrew Bible? 

 



	

177 
	

The answer to this question is that yes, Judaism considers remembrance to be a powerful 

force in human hands as well as in divine hands.  In the Hebrew Bible, the Israelites are 

commanded to remember.  They are to “remember the Sabbath Day and keep it holy” 

(Ex. 20:8) and to “remember the long way that the LORD [their] God” made them travel 

in the wilderness in order to “learn what was in [their] hearts” (Deut. 8:2).  Remembrance 

is the first step in keeping the Sabbath, and Moses tells the Israelites that remembrance of 

the long, difficult journey in the desert is how they will endure hard times in the future, 

when God is testing them and when they are wondering why God would force them to 

endure challenges when He has the capacity to remedy the problem.  The Israelites can 

use remembrance to honor God and to understand God, but if they do not remember, they 

will neglect His sacred days and lack the understanding that the challenge represents a 

test, not an abandonment. 

 

There are also situations in the Hebrew Bible in which the notion of remembrance  is 

employed more subtly than in the previously cited situations.  One such example can be 

found in the story of Cain and Abel.  On one wall of the Hall of Remembrance at the 

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, one finds the quotation “Then He [God] 

said, ‘What have you [Cain] done?  Hark, your brother’s blood cries out to me from the 

ground” (Gen. 4:10).  The context here is Cain’s infamous slaying of his brother Abel.  In 

the context of a Holocaust museum, the image of the blood of the dead crying out from 

the ground is gruesomely, horrifyingly relevant, not just because so many died during 

that time but also because the Nazis buried so many unceremoniously in deep pits that 

became massive unmarked graves.  God’s dialogue with Cain continues beyond the 
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moment cited here on the museum’s wall; he punishes Cain, who will thus henceforth be 

a wanderer for whom the earth shall never yield fruitful crops.  Cain protests the pain of 

his punishment and asserts than “any man” who comes across him can kill him, but God 

responds by punishing Cain again, placing a “mark” on him so that no one will kill him.  

Here God places on Cain the burden of remembering his crime, and in this way He uses 

remembrance as a punishment or atonement.  Remembrance, then, is not always a vehicle 

for good; it can also serve as a painful and unrelenting reminder of dark times.  The 

challenge for Cain, who wanted to forget his crime, is to bear the burden of his memories 

and to learn just how vigorously memory keeps alive those who have gone to their 

graves.  This notion of bearing the burden of memory is a haunting one in the context of 

the Holocaust Memorial Museum, where one can do little other than learn and remember. 

 
 
III.  The Memory Debate 
 
 
It is against this backdrop of the traditional Jewish attention to remembrance that the 

post-Holocaust outpouring of national, Jewish, and scholarly interest in memory 

emerged, and it is to the subject of this outpouring that the chapter now turns.  There had 

been significant scholarly interest in memory before World War II, with the work of 

Maurice Halbwachs, and after the war with the work of Pierre Nora, Terence Ranger, and 

Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, constituting the first major body of work in the field of 

memory studies,72 but the field saw another branch develop in response to the 

“unmastered past” of the Holocaust.  Holocaust scholar Gavriel Rosenfeld defines an 

unmastered past as “an historical legacy that has acquired an exceptional, abnormal, or 

otherwise unsettled status in the collective memory of a given society.”73  In the post-war 
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era, the Holocaust was just such an unmastered past in Europe and in the United States, 

and the new work in memory studies by scholars such as Jeffrey Olick, James Young, 

and Geoffrey Hartman sought to address it.  As other scholars also began to contribute to 

the burgeoning body of work on memory, the term “memory boom” arose to describe the 

explosion of work in this particular area. 

 

There are multiple reasons why memory studies exploded after the Holocaust.  One 

reason is that the generation of the civil rights movement in the 1960s was not afraid to 

confront the past, to challenge morally the decisions and actions of the preceding 

generation, and to demand accountability.  In the 1970s and 1980s, the multicultural 

movements that developed were interested in securing rights for all peoples, in using 

memory as a way to end longstanding forms of oppression, and in favoring ecumenicism 

over nationalism.  In addition, the previously separate fields of history and memory 

began to work in tandem, as the post-modernist deconstructionist impulse inspired the 

linking of these two elements of the past rather than emphasizing their distinctiveness.  

When the Cold War ended and people felt more secure about the present, they finally felt 

comfortable thinking about and considering the morality of the past.  Finally, when the 

Yugoslav civil war took place in the early 1990s, the violence, intense nationalism, and 

photographs of emaciated prisoners were all reminiscent of the Holocaust and were 

understood in part in light of the Holocaust.  As a result, many countries and even major 

institutions such as the Catholic Church participated in the memory boom as part of a 

widespread commitment to acknowledging their unmastered pasts. 
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A special sense of urgency and importance characterized the memory work of Germany, 

and it developed various commemorative activities and structures such as the Jewish 

Museum Berlin, as described in Chapter Two.  When its Memorial to the Murdered Jews 

of Europe opened on May 10, 2005 in Berlin, its intention was to make the statement that 

the Holocaust could never be considered merely a part of Germany’s past; it must instead 

be remembered.  The starkness of the memorial’s aesthetic and its location in central 

Berlin—2,711 dark rectangular stones of varying size on a sloping plot of five-and-a-half 

acres of land—are thought to render nearly impossible avoidance of Germany’s Nazi 

past.  According to Gavriel Rosenfeld, however, the construction of the memorial has 

brought Germany’s aforementioned sense of urgency to an end, as if to suggest that the 

necessary remembering in Germany had been completed and that the memory boom there 

has come to a close.  Although other countries—such as Turkey in relation to the 

Armenian Genocide—have not yet mastered their pasts, there is the concern that they will 

all eventually follow the same mnemonic trajectory as Germany, that a certain moment of 

closure will be perceived and perhaps even desired, and that a given country or 

institution’s interest in memory will peak and then wane. 

 

In addition, there is the concern that for today’s younger generation, there are threats that 

loom larger than the past.  Rosenfeld cites the threats of Islamic fundamentalism, global-

warming, and nuclear arms development as being of major concern today, especially after 

9/11.  When considered against these threats, memorializing the past can seem like an 

unaffordable luxury.  In the face of dire predictions about the future, and in response to 

Germany’s memorial history, it becomes worth questioning what the fate of the memory 
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boom will be, whether it will peter out or “bust” completely, whether it will land softly or 

crash.  Rosenfeld argues that the memory boom will surely have a soft landing, as it will 

not evaporate but instead leave behind an infrastructure that includes extensive scholarly 

work, memorials, and museums that guarantee the institutionalization of memory if not a 

continued boom per se.  The memory boom has been instructional too, as it demonstrates 

how to institutionalize memory and how to examine the relationship between the 

injustices of today and the unmastered pasts of yesterday.  In light of these questions, this 

section of the dissertation on Holocaust memory intends to lay out the major arguments 

of the various strains of memory studies—both before and during the memory boom—

and to articulate which of those arguments remain pertinent today and in what ways.   

 

 
A) The First Branch of Memory Studies 
 
As mentioned above, before the memory boom “officially” began, the scholars who 

defined the field of memory studies included but were not limited to Maurice Halbwachs, 

Pierre Nora, Terence Ranger, and Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi—though Halbwachs wrote 

much earlier than the early 1980s work of Nora, Ranger, and Yerushalmi.  As Gavriel 

Rosenfeld explains, “These early studies, which focused on the role of remembrance in 

the forging of national or group identity in the modern world (as well as on the alleged 

threat posed to ‘organic’ memory by modern forms of historical consciousness), 

constituted the first major branch of the emerging field of memory studies.  This branch’s 

studies addressed a variety of topics, but they were all generally influenced by growing 

concerns about the weakenings of national or group cohesion in what was increasingly 

being recognized as a postcolonial and postmodern era.”74  The following analyses of the 
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work of Halbwachs, Nora, Ranger, and Yerushalmi address this concern about Jewish 

history and Jewish memory through the lens of each thinker, each of whom offers a 

different perspective on the issue.  Individually, each provides a new vocabulary or a new 

perspective on memory, and taken together, the four lay the groundwork on which later 

scholars, cited later in the chapter, build their equally insightful work. 

 
i.  Maurice Halbwachs 

 
Maurice Halbwachs, a French sociologist who died in Buchenwald, is known for having 

developed the concept of collective memory.  This theory posits memories as existing not 

just as individual, personal elements but as being connected to a web of other memories 

that are all supported by an array of structures—aesthetic, philosophical, moral, and so 

on—and that are all viewed in light of today.  As Halbwachs explains, “there are no 

recollections which can be said to be purely interior, that is, which can be preserved only 

within individual memory.  Indeed, from the moment that a recollection reproduces a 

collective perception, it can itself only be a collective.”75  Memories, even personal ones, 

belong to the collective, not just to the individual, even though those belonging to the 

collective never, of course, experienced the individual’s memory. 

 

Halbwachs also makes a distinction between historical memory and autobiographical 

memory, arguing that historical memories can only be accessed through various forms of 

documentation or preserved through activities or events designed to acknowledge a 

particular moment in history.  Autobiographical memory, on the other hand, involves a 

memory of something that one has experienced personally that would inevitably fade if it 

is not shared with others and reinforced through the group’s repeated remembering of the 



	

183 
	

event.  It is these collective, group activities that cement the original memory and give it 

the strength to defeat the pressure of the present—the pressure that the more recent, more 

intensely felt experiences of today place onto memory. 

 

The phenomemon of the group or collectivity is also what “localizes” memories for 

Halbwachs.  He writes that “what makes recent memories hang together is not that they 

are contiguous in time: it is rather that they are part of a totality of thoughts common to a 

group….”76  A given group holds dear and holds in common a certain set of memories so 

that the memories become local to that group.  That said, this localization also occurs 

across groups, for the same experience can be shared by multiple people, all of whom 

may belong to different groups.  The memory becomes a part of all of the groups’ 

collective memory systems, and it can only be understood by those who did not 

experience the memory can locate it within the context of the group.  Each memory, it 

seems, is located within a structure or framework that provides a context within which 

the group remembers.  Historical moments become memorial moments when operating 

within the framework of a given group’s collective memory, where the groups perceives, 

processes, and locates them both inside and outside of time.  The more groups there are 

that have a particular memory in their collective framework, the better the recollection, as 

“a recollection is the richer when it reappears at the junction of a greater number of these 

frameworks, which in effect intersect each other and overlap in part.”77 

 

For a Holocaust survivor, then, memories from that time period do not simply exist in the 

mind of the survivor; instead, those memories are related to the memories of other 
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survivors and to the collective effect of survivor testimony.  In other words, one memory 

from the Holocaust helps to create a collective impression of the Holocaust, a collective 

remembrance of that time that belongs to more than the individual.  Any person, years 

later, who participates in Holocaust remembrance through learning, through memorial 

activities, or through visiting a Holocaust museum—to name a few examples—becomes 

part of the collective memory that surrounds the Holocaust and that absorbs and 

preserves the original memory.  One way to apply Halbwachs’ concept of collective 

memory to the museological practices evaluated in this dissertation is to consider that it 

has enabled Holocaust museums to come into being, for collective memory creates the 

possibility for those who did not experience a particular event to support its remembrance 

by remembering and to make reasonable museums’ claim to necessity.  Without the 

understanding that a collective is responsible for remembrance because individual 

memories are inherently connected to other memories and to other individuals, there 

would merely be a need for the recording of individual memories for posterity—not 

necessarily for the display and representation of those memories in such a place as a 

museum.  If memory could not be transmitted from the individual to the collective, then 

there would also not be a way for Holocaust museums to use survivor testimony to create 

personal, individually communicated Holocaust memory in Jewish and non-Jewish 

visitors alike.  Finally, without the concept of collective memory, there would not be a 

way to express where aggregated individual memories can abide once the individuals are 

gone. 

 
 

ii.  Pierre Nora 
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Twentieth-century French scholar Pierre Nora is perhaps best known for his essay 

“Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire,”78 in which he argues that there 

are now only “lieux de mémoire, sites of memory, because there are no longer milieu de 

mémoire, real environments on memory.”79  Like his predecessor Maurice Halbwachs, 

Nora views memory and history as being opposed to each other, and he argues that 

history “eradicates” memory to such a degree that sites of memory are required if 

memories are to be preserved.  There is no environment of memory that will inherently or 

automatically preserve the memories.  Memory, according to Nora, “takes root in the 

concrete, in spaces, gestures, images, and objects,” whereas “history binds itself strictly 

to temporal communities, to progressions and relations between things.  Memory is 

absolute, while history can only conceive the relative.”80  Written in 1984 while the 

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C. was still in its early 

planning stages, Nora’s conclusion here that memory requires the concrete predicts the 

most tangible way that memory of the Holocaust becomes anchored in American culture: 

through Holocaust museums.   

 

Holocaust museums mediate memory exactly as Nora describes, for the museums allow 

Holocaust memory to root itself into American culture through their very concreteness 

and through the “spaces, gestures, images, and objects” housed therein.  This rootedness 

is assumed to bring about permanence, a particularly reassuring sentiment during the 

decades immediately after the Holocaust.  Nora writes, though, that “museums” and other 

memorial practices such as “archives, cemeteries, festivals, anniversaries…[and] 

monuments” function as “the boundary stones of another age, illusions of eternity.”81  
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Here Nora points out the dichotomous nature of the way in which Holocaust museums 

preserve the memory of the Holocaust.  They do mark out the edges of another time and 

delineate for museum-goers that which might otherwise never be known in the first place 

or that which would be forgotten.  On the other hand, they do present an “illusion of 

eternity” not only by giving a physical home to objects and information in a way that 

implies their almost-eternal preservation but also by doing the very memorial work that 

they are so proud to do.  In other words, Holocaust museums have taken on the task of 

Holocaust remembrance so extensively and so well that their very success ironically 

permits or could permit a certain forgetfulness amongst Jews today who belong to the 

tertiary generation of witnesses and whore are therefore thrice-removed from the 

Holocaust: with many Holocaust museums located around the world, why focus on 

Holocaust remembrance outside the museum if inside the museum’s walls, Holocaust 

memory has been secured?82 

 

Nora argues that memorial institutions like museums are nostalgic enterprises that look 

back on the past with a chilly glance that sweeps across all museum-goers and renders 

them “identical and equal;”83 to the museum, all visitors are the same.  They are all 

engaged in the same “ritual,” and they are all operating within the confines of a pre-

determined, deliberate, inorganic rendering of the past that threatens to take the 

experience of remembering out of the individual and place it onto the museum, an 

external memory device.  His critique here of memorial institutions seems harsh, as if the 

experience of visiting a Holocaust museum were somewhat useless, but acknowledging 

the darkest, most critical light in which museums can be seen ultimately serves as a foil 
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against which the opposite conclusion can be drawn.  As Nora explains, if memory—in 

this case Holocaust memory—were not threatened, then there would not be the need for 

such museums.  He also argues that if the memories “were to be set free they would be 

useless”84 and that history would “besiege” them, transforming them in ways that would 

make them different, unrecognizable, and meaningless.  In the end, for Nora it is this 

“push and pull that produces lieux de mémoire,” for these museums, these places of 

memory, enable the memories that they house to stand outside of history and outside of 

time, having removed themselves from being tossed about and having given them a home 

no matter whether the permanence of that home is illusory or not, anticipating the 

museum’s task to convey both history and memory.   

 
 

iii.  Terence Ranger and Eric Hobsbawm 
 
In The Invention of Tradition,85 a collection of essays on the relationships between, ritual, 

the past, and tradition edited by Terence Ranger and Eric Hobsbawm, Hobsbawn defines 

the concept of invented tradition as “a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or 

tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seeks to inculcate certain 

values and norms of behavior by repetition, which automatically implies continuity with 

the past.”86  He goes on to explain that the act of inventing traditions is particularly 

interesting for the way in which they are responding to the ever-changing world.  New 

traditions are both responses to the present and responses to the past, for they attempt to 

maintain a connection to the past and to “establish continuity”87 with the past despite 

being new and “invented.”  New traditions also share with old traditions the hope that 

they will inculcate a certain practice or message in the relevant community and that they 
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will “structure at least some parts of social life within it as unchanging and invariant,”88 

thereby creating a sense of permanence that can serve as an anchor to culture and 

community.   

 

Hobsbawm also argues that traditions are most likely to be invented in times of 

significant change in a society, when the transformation that is at work “weakens,” 

“destroys,” or challenges old patterns and the old traditions that surrounded those societal 

patterns.  Traditions are invented in response to this rapid change and in response to 

particular needs, and just as the Holocaust constitutes one such challenge to society that 

caused it to find ways to respond to such a tragedy, so can Holocaust museums be 

considered new “traditions.”  As documented in the introduction to this chapter, the post-

Holocaust memory boom saw a surge of scholarly work on memory that drew on 

traditional Jewish sources, examined previous scholarly work on memory, and devoted a 

previously unprecedented level of attention to writing about memory.  In addition, in 

response to the Holocaust and out of concern about Holocaust remembrance, the Jewish 

community in the United States built Holocaust museums, memorial identity museums 

devoted (primarily) not only to one particular group of people but also to one particular 

event in history.  The decision to build Holocaust museums and education centers across 

the country suggests a dissatisfaction with traditional Jewish memorial practices, as 

mentioned; no matter how extensive these practices were or how focused on the 

Holocaust, there was still something missing.  The community called upon the institution 

of the museum and invented the tradition of the Holocaust museum as inculcator of 

Holocaust memory in order to ensure that Holocaust remembrance would never vary, 



	

189 
	

dissolve, or become practiced only by the Jewish community.  In this sense, it is perhaps 

inaccurate to say that the rapid societal transformation that the Holocaust brought about 

“weakened” or “destroyed” traditional Jewish social patterns or practices, as there is 

much evidence to demonstrate how deeply the Jewish community rallied around the 

cause of Holocaust remembrance.  The Holocaust did, however, present an enormous 

challenge to world Jewry on many levels, and in this sense the proliferation of Holocaust 

museums that began in the early 1990s demonstrates that Holocaust remembrance 

required a powerful, invented tradition with a degree of perceived permanence that had 

not yet been achieved. 

 

The invented tradition of the Holocaust museum includes elements from all three of what 

Hobsbawm calls “overlapping types.”89  Hobsbawm’s three types include invented 

traditions that establish “social cohesion or…real or artificial communities,” that 

establish “institutions,” and that have as their “main purpose…the inculcation of beliefs, 

value systems and conventions of behavior.”90  Holocaust museums create social 

cohesion and real communities of supporters within the Jewish community and within 

other groups such as teachers, students, and activists who support not only the cause of 

memorialization and remembrance but also the notion of an institution that is designed to 

challenge and change pre-existing knowledge, beliefs, values, and behaviors.  The 

museums devote time and energy to education precisely because commemoration alone is 

not considered sufficient; an inculcation of a certain value system must be effected 

alongside commemoration through the combined renderings of history and memory in 

the museological setting. 
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iv.  Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi 

 
Yerushalmi’s book, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory,91 examines Jewish 

history and Jewish memory from biblical times through the present day, the time of its 

writing in 1982.  He begins by making clear the depth of the biblical command to 

remember, noting that in Judaism memory is an imperative, not an option.  Of this 

command, though, Yerushalmi asks a pivotal question, “But what were the Jews to 

remember, and by what means,”92 for over time there have been different ways for Jews 

to remember.  As he later explains, the rabbis saw the Bible as containing all of Jewish 

history, and they saw that history as having a specific purpose for the Jewish people.93  In 

the Middle Ages, though, Jews were meant to remember through ritual and through 

liturgy as a way to bring the past into the present, to bring events of Jewish history into 

the present day.  After the Spanish Expulsion in 1492, Jewish historians began to find 

meaning in the notion that while events from ancient times should be remembered, so 

should events from recent- or present-day.  In addition, past events also became seen as 

having value for the future, so in this sense history and memory became more fused at 

this time instead of being understood as separate entities as before. 

 
A turn away from this fusion of history and memory comes later, when according to 

Yerushalmi, in the modern period the forces of assimilation prompt many Jews to move 

away from the ritual and liturgy that had previously anchored Jewish history and Jewish 

memory and toward a type of Jewish life that prioritizes history over memory.  He even 

goes so far as to equate Jewish history with Jewish faith as a way to illustrate the depth to 

which this change has occurred, the extent to which Jewish collective memory wanes 
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during this time.   Yerushalmi wants the Jewish past to be read as Torah so that it 

becomes Tradition, for he argues that it is only in this context of the “canonical, shared, 

commanding consensus”94 that Jewish memory can survive.  Overall, Zakhor emerges as 

a text that expresses grave concerns about the future of Jewish memory, as if Yerushalmi 

could add another line to his original question about what and by what means Jews are to 

remember so that it would read as, “But what were the Jews to remember, and by what 

means, and how should that which is remembered be secured?” 

 

As Gavriel Rosenfeld explains,95 however, Yerushalmi’s concerns that Jewish history 

would triumph over Jewish memory fortunately did not materialize.  Instead, though, the 

opposite took place: a memory “boom,” the body of scholarly work on memory that had 

at its core a focus on the need to preserve the memory of the Holocaust.  Yerushalmi did 

not foretell either the boom or the expansiveness of Holocaust memory, nor did he note 

the Holocaust more than once or the rising attention to Holocaust memory at all.  It is for 

this reason that Rosenfeld sees Zakhor as certainly valuable but not prophetic.  As 

Rosenfeld explains, part of what is valuable about Zakhor lies in Yerushalmi’s 

articulation of the way in which “medieval Jews interpreted the events that befell them in 

typological form through the prism of preexisting historical precedents,” just as after the 

Holocaust, Jews began to understand contemporary world events through the “traumatic 

paradigm of the Holocaust.”96  In addition, Yerushalmi’s assessment in Zakhor that Jews 

tend to gravitate “toward mythic views of the past and present,”97 predicts the way that 

this tendency unfolds after the Holocaust even though the desired understanding of the 

Holocaust is accurate and thorough, not mythic.   
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What Yerushalmi offers that the other thinkers cited here do not is an understanding of 

the importance of memory in Jewish life over centuries and of the way that Jews examine 

the present in light of the past.  Yerushalmi also emphasizes the process by which by 

which memory is created in Jewish life, an important perspective for evaluating the 

evolution of post-Holocaust memorial culture.  Even though, as mentioned, the pre-

museological, post-Holocaust memorial practices ultimately proved insufficient to 

memorialize the Holocaust to the extent that the Jewish community desired, that 

insufficiency was only articulated through a lengthy process of memorial practice 

experimentation and development over several decades.  These practices were rewarding 

and successful; their ultimate insufficiency was not a sign of a lack of integrity or 

creativity but instead a sign of how monumental the task of memorializing the Holocaust 

was, how broad a memorial audience was needed, and how deeply instantiated Jews 

wanted Holocaust memory to become in the United States.  Yerushalmi’s attention to the 

value of memorial process underscores the energy, vitality, and devotion to the memorial 

cause that lies behind the Jewish community’s approach to Holocaust remembrance in the 

sixty-eight post-war years to date. 

 
B) The Second Branch of Memory Studies: Jeffrey Olick, James Young, and 

 Geoffrey Hartman 
 
 

i.  Jeffrey Olick 
 
In sociologist Jeffrey Olick’s work on the subject of collective memory,98 he uses as a 

starting point Maurice Halbwachs’ understanding of this concept, which he (Halbwachs) 

characterizes as “plural, showing how shared memories can be effective markers of social 
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differentiation.”99  Olick identifies two strains within Halbwachs’ concept of collective 

memory, “individualist” and “collectivist” strains, and it is through analysis of these two 

aspects of collective memory that he posits a slightly different interpretation of the 

concept.  Olick explains that individuals’ memories such as the memories of individual 

Holocaust survivors are indeed part of the memories of a specific group, but they are 

particular to each individual and are housed within the mind of the individual.  He then 

makes the useful distinction between “collected” and “collective memory” that individual 

memories are part of what Olick terms “collected” memory, a notion that “locates shared 

memories in individual minds and sees collective outcomes as aggregated individual 

processes.”100  Collective memory acknowledges, however, that groups do delineate 

which individual memories become critical to that group’s identity and thus become 

stored by that group in mnemonic structures other than the brain. 

 

Olick uses the example of trauma to demonstrate how a singular, traumatic event can 

have a profound effect both on the individual and on the group.  On the one hand, the 

psychological after-effects of a traumatic event perish with the individual who 

experienced them and cannot be directly inherited.  On the other hand, because “there can 

be genuinely collective traumas,” the trauma can indeed be experienced in part even by 

those who were not present at the original traumatic event.  Collective memory 

acknowledges the possibility of a “ripple effect” in which a trauma such as Auschwitz 

“remains a trauma for the narratives of modernity and morality” and is “irreducible to 

individual and aggregated psychology.”101  An appropriate analogy here is the way that 

the trauma of the Holocaust is a trauma within the narrative of the Jewish community 
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even thought not all Jews experienced the trauma.  In the context of such a trauma such 

as the Holocaust, the problem then becomes how to manage the equally powerful and 

equally important forces of both the individualistic and collective as well as the needs of 

the individuals who feel either the immediate or the collective pull of the trauma.  Olick 

urges using the more specific terms of “individualistic” and “collected” memory so that 

traumatic memory especially does not simply coagulate under the broad term “collective 

memory.”  He writes that “there is no individual memory without social experience nor is 

there any collective memory without individuals participating in communal life,”102 and 

recommends that “easy distinctions” about memory not be made.  Instead, Olick states 

that it is crucial to understand that the recording of memories—and the memories 

themselves—indicate how remembering will take place, be documented, and be 

perceived in the future. 

 

This issue of the relationship between individuals, the collective, the traumatic past, and 

the future of memorial representation is of special relevance to Holocaust remembrance.  

As indicated previously, after the Holocaust, memorial efforts took many different forms.  

As Olick writes, although World War I “created new attitudes toward the present and the 

past, the Holocaust is said to have produced an even more decisive crisis of 

representation.”103  This crisis of representation has been realized in the extensive 

network of Holocaust museums built across the United States.  Olick cites Holocaust 

scholar Saul Friedlander, who said that with the Holocaust, “we are dealing with an event 

which tests our traditional, conceptual, and representational categories, an ‘event at the 

limits.’”104  This language of crisis, of being on the brink or edge of all that has been 
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known before, is also useful for describing how complex and difficult museum 

professionals found designing Holocaust museums to be.  They were attempting to pay 

respect to and document the voices of survivors in addition to chronicling the terrible 

experiences of those who had perished while acknowledging and educating those for 

whom the experience of the Holocaust resides only in terms of collective memory.   

 

The question was then, and is still today, whether to mark the Holocaust as a “decisive 

turning point” or to paint it as “one last and most horrible state in a development already 

under way—one which included recognition of the horrors of colonialism, two world 

wars, racism, environmental damage, etc—on the road to postmodernity.”105  If the 

Holocaust is memorialized as “the decisive turning point,” however, then—recall here the 

uniqueness debate—it is instilled with a certain uniqueness because of its role as a key, 

unparalleled moment around which world history turns.  If it is remembered as one 

horrible state in a historical procession of horrors, then it is one event in history, a history 

that, at the time of the writing of this article in 1998, had not yet seen even more tragic 

events such as Columbine, 9/11, the war in Afghanistan, or the Syrian conflict.  While it 

is useful to be aware that the Holocaust can be perceived in two distinct ways—as a 

turning point or part of a continuum—such a distinction is not useful because the 

distinction need not be made.  It is possible for the Holocaust to be understood as a 

turning point in world history at the time that it occurred, but it is important to understand 

why other events such as the ones mentioned above can and should also be considered 

turning points for the changes that each have brought about in society.  The fact of 

chemical weapons in Syria does not negate the fact of gas chambers during the 
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Holocaust.  Unfortunately, the reality of continued instances of violence since the 

Holocaust only highlight one of the key points of the post-Holocaust era: that the world 

did not learn from it—after even such a horrible event, there have emerged new ways to 

commit atrocities.  The case builds, then, for inculcating in society a habit of collective 

memory and collective responsibility, and Holocaust museums invite this practice.  

Without this sense of collective memory of other groups’ tragedies and without a sense of 

collective responsibility, then as history so clearly demonstrates, violence will remain 

forever inextinguishable.  

 
ii.  James E. Young 

 
In James Young’s two books on Holocaust memory and Holocaust representation, The 

Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (1993) and At Memory’s Edge: 

After-Images of the Holocaust in Contemporary Art and Architecture (2000), he writes 

extensively about how the Holocaust is remembered in different nations through various 

memorial forms: monumental, museological, and artistic.  In the earlier work, The 

Texture of Memory, Young emphasizes the plurality and diversity of Holocaust 

remembrance and representation, writing that every nation, every survivor, and every 

community has slightly different memories and myriad ways to preserve and/or represent 

those memories.  For Young, Holocaust memory has a “complex texture—its many 

inconsistencies, faces, and shapes—that sustains the difficulty of our memory-work, not 

its easy resolution.”106  The many facets and forms of the memories, however, present a 

formidable challenge not only to museological, artistic, and architectural representation 

but also to how Holocaust memory is understood on a meta-level.   
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As the early scholars of memory have demonstrated, one way to think about memory is in 

“collective terms,” as individual memories that exist in relation to the communities and 

the immediate, present-day concerns that surround them.  Young diverges from that 

notion, instead arguing that his goal is “to break down the notion of a memorial’s 

‘collective memory’ altogether” because he would rather “examine ‘collected memory,’ 

the many discrete memories that are gathered into common memorial spaces and 

assigned common meaning.”107  In this way, the individual’s ownership and experience 

of the original memory is preserved, and there is no false sense of “shared” memories to 

suggest that those who did not experience an event can somehow come to feel as though 

they have.  The value of the memory and of the individual is preserved and respected, not 

devalued by being subsumed into the broader context of the memorial effort. 

 

In addition to diverging from commonly held notions of collective memory, Young also 

expresses a healthy skepticism about the role of memorial institutions.  He aims to 

heighten awareness of the consequences of relying upon memorial representations of the 

past, and he cites Pierre Nora’s earlier argument that the less memory is experienced 

inside, the more one relies on memorial structures to perform the memory-work.  

Memorial structures run the risk of being isolated and removed from daily life, almost 

fencing off the memories instead of inviting engagement with them, and of only speaking 

to the past without reflecting on the present.  Here Young issues a reminder that if a 

memorial merely represents the past, houses memories and information, and serves as a 

reminder, then it must be considered unsatisfactory.  The focus should be less on the 

means of remembrance than on the ends and on the question of how one responds to the 
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present in light of the past.   What Young proposes here is certainly aligned with the 

choices that many Holocaust museums have made between the time that he wrote The 

Texture of Memory—1993, when the United States’ first two Holocaust museums 

opened—and now, for museums are choosing to address the problem of contemporary 

genocide as well as social justice concerns such as bullying.  The museums seem to 

concur with Young’s idea that Holocaust memory should serve a purpose in today’s 

world, and they seem to support his claim that if after a visit to a Holocaust museum, one 

“remain[s] unchanged by the recollective act, it could be said that [one has] not 

remembered at all.”108  Holocaust museums today assert the importance of making a 

change in one’s life as a result of having learned about the Holocaust and having 

remembered it. 

 

Despite arguing for the importance of Holocaust memory and for representational forms 

designed to preserve that memory, Young also cautions against that memory taking the 

place not only of individual memory-work but also of Judaism.  As American Jews 

assimilated into American cultural and religious life in the decades following the war, 

and in the wake of the Civil Rights movement and theories about the American “melting 

pot,” they focused more on the Holocaust than on Judaism itself.  As Young explains, “in 

fact, without the traditional pillars of Torah, faith, and language to unify them, the 

majority of Jews in America have turned increasingly to the Holocaust as their 

vicariously shared memory.”109  For a time, he argues, remembering the Holocaust 

becomes American Jews’ only commonality and over the next two decades, enough 

money is dedicated to Holocaust museums that even in 2009 and 2010 two new 
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Holocaust museums are built.  Young argues that as a result of the financial and other 

attention, Holocaust museums become community loci for education, activism, and 

fundraising centered around the Holocaust and nothing else, though the degree to which 

this occurs now, in 2013, has changed somewhat in light of the increased distance from 

the Holocaust inherent in the tertiary generation.   

 

In his study of Holocaust memorials and museums around the world, At Memory’s Edge, 

Young posits that memorialization is not a passive effort but an active one, especially 

now that there is the naturally increasing sense of removal from the events of the 

Holocaust.  Building a memorial, he says, “is a deliberate act of remembrance, a strong 

statement that memory must be created for the next generation, not simply preserved.”110  

Again, memory serves a specific purpose.  It is not just recorded and presented but asked 

to become an actor, a thing with a life of its own that is considered to be capable of 

promoting the cause of social justice, of invigorating the Jewish community, and of 

calling attention to contemporary injustices.  Is this too much to ask of memory?  Young 

references Saul Friedlander’s notion of common versus deep memory as a way to 

demonstrate two of the effects that memory can have on the memorial efforts of a 

museum.  For Friedlander, common memory coheres into a whole that can have a 

restorative effect or offer closure, while deep memory represents trauma, that which 

remains unresolvable.  In the museum, the deep memories often surface in the form of 

survivor testimony, but the common memories are that with which visitors typically leave 

if the deep memories are not given adequate attention in the permanent exhibitions or if 

the visitor never hears survivor testimony.  The deep memories are also connected to and 
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understood in relation to the life lived before the traumatic event that becomes the deep 

memory, and without that context and its proper conveyance to the visitor, the deep 

memory and that very context may not survive.  If the deep memories do not survive, 

then they cannot serve as actors, and only common memory would be left—to make 

general statements and broad conclusions that further bury the deep memories. 

 
 

iii.  Geoffrey Hartman 
 

Holocaust scholar and Kindertransport survivor Geoffrey Hartman has written 

extensively about the Holocaust, with a special focus on the subjects of Holocaust 

representation, Holocaust memory, and Holocaust survivor video testimony.111  His 

attention to survivor video testimony stems both from personal and scholarly interest but 

also from his work as Co-Founder and Project Director of the Yale Fortunoff Video 

Archive for Holocaust Testimonies.  Hartman’s work on the relationship between history 

and memory—with “memory” in this context implying videotaped survivor 

testimonies—presents a unique picture of this much-discussed pair of issues that 

acknowledges but moves beyond some of the traditional historical arguments against 

testimony and oral documentation.112  These traditional arguments include that oral 

histories such as survivor testimonies can be inaccurate, for they rely on memory, not 

historical fact per se; that the quality of a testimony depends upon factors beyond control 

such as whether the interviewee is feeling well that day or how skilled the interviewer is; 

and that the survivor is either not speaking in her native language, is relying heavily on 

an interpreter, or is hard to understand.  Hartman allows for these critiques but also 
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argues that survivor testimonies are best understood for what they are: part of the 

performance of “the work of mourning”113 that is the legacy of the Holocaust. 

 

Arguably, all that follows the Holocaust—every testimony recorded, every film or book 

created, every museum built—is part of a mourning that has no foreseeable end.  Every 

expression of remembrance is not just a memory but also an expression of grief.  Giving 

voice to the memories acknowledges that they exist, that they are painful, and that they 

can be remembered and survived.  Hartman adds that “in oral testimonies…a burdened 

recollection asserts itself and fashions a complex relation to the rupture between the 

positivism of historical experience and the symbolic stores of collective memory.”114  

The testimonies, then, have a role not just as expressions of grief or as anchors of 

remembrance but also as mediators between history and memory.  They report on more 

than pure historical fact, and they guard against the subsuming of individual memory into 

generational change and public memory.  The testimonies serve as what Hartman calls 

“extracanonical representations” that are “suspended between history and memory, 

suspended also between literature and documentary.”115  Suspended outside of time, the 

testimonies are able to link the past to the future, and, as Hartman explains, they are such 

a radically different type of “text” that “they cast a shadow on all previous fiction that 

claims to depict human existence in extremis.”116  Their aesthetic starkness—the image 

of a survivor’s face on a screen with no embellishments but the occasional question from 

the interviewer, if that—is indeed like that of a written text, which is similarly spare with 

its black type on a white page and no other interactions except with the mind of the 

reader.  There is no agenda to a testimony, no architectural or aesthetic or poetic choice to 



	

202 
	

be made.  The survivors are simply allowed to be witnesses and human beings, not 

historians or scholars or entertainers.  As Hartman writes, “it is important not to sanctify 

witness accounts but to see them as a representational mode with a special counter-

cinematic integrity;”117 the recorded testimonies transcend the medium of film.  They are 

not just recordings, but witnesses. 

IV.  Conclusion 

This chapter has explicated the nuances of the debate over Holocaust uniqueness and the 

debate over Holocaust memory, relying on the voices of key contributors to both 

discussions.  Within the context of this dissertation, however, these nuances must be 

examined not only as elements of philosophical discussions but also as they are lived 

out—or not—in Holocaust museums.  In regard to the uniqueness debate, for example, 

the Holocaust museums studied in this dissertation do not employ the term “unique” in 

their exhibitions or literature.  There is no overt argument in any of the museums’ 

narratives that the Holocaust is in any way superlative when compared to other instances 

of mass violence or genocide.  Even in the museums’ exhibitions on modern genocide, 

there is no direct line of comparison drawn between those genocides and the Holocaust.  

The presentation of materials is objective, focused on correctly transmitting historical 

information, and designed to acknowledge that communities other than European Jews 

have suffered or are suffering atrocities too.   

That said, the museums do emphasize the extent to which Jews were sought out for 

elimination even though they are careful to point out that Jews were not the only group 

that the Nazis targeted.  They explain that the Nazis considered Jews to be vermin and 
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that Jews were dehumanized incrementally over time even though they were innocent of 

any crime.  The museums all emphasize the extensive nature of the concentration camp 

network and the perpetrators’ carefully planned, industrialized killing of Jews.  If all of 

these points that the museums emphasize are part of the argument for the uniqueness of 

the Holocaust even though that word is never used, then does this imply that Holocaust 

museums support the arguments for uniqueness, or do the museums in any way make any 

subtle arguments against the notion that the Holocaust is unique? 

The museums’ exhibitions on modern genocide are the one arena in which an argument 

against uniqueness could be made, for these exhibitions could develop narratives of 

comparison are designed to demonstrate that other genocides took place before the 

Holocaust and—most significantly—continued after it, but they do not suggest that the 

Holocaust is or is not unique.  That decision is left to the visitor, if the notion of 

uniqueness is even considered and if the act of comparison is even performed.  The 

ethical goal of discussing other genocides has to do with historical accuracy—

acknowledging that there have been other genocides—and with equitability, not with 

arguing for uniqueness. 

The other ethical ramification of the debates discussed in this chapter has to do with the 

fact that Holocaust remembrance has, as mentioned, a moral imperative in Jewish life, an 

imperative made all the more pressing after the Holocaust.  The museums thus serve this 

imperative; they are sanctuaries for memory, repositories of memory, and sites of 

memory: individual, collected, and collective.  They are living memorials to the 

Holocaust that were invented to help Jews and others remember and mourn.  If Yehuda 
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Bauer’s comment is true that if the Holocaust were unique, then it could be forgotten, 

then the continued existence of Holocaust museums can arguably serve as evidence that 

Holocaust museums by implication assert that the Holocaust is not unique. The Jewish 

community has long feared the recurrence of a genocide against the Jews.  If there is 

concern that the Holocaust could recur, then this fact alone implies that Jews perceive the 

Holocaust as not being “unique,” as being easily repeated, and although the debate about 

uniqueness is arguably a philosophical one, it is also an ethical debate with ethical 

ramifications.  That ethical ramification is that it is unethical for a museum to present the 

Holocaust as unique, for doing so means that the death of a Jew during the Holocaust has 

more meaning than the death of another, and this cannot be so.  

The debate over Holocaust memory outlined in this chapter also falls into the category of 

the philosophical and the ethical.  The following chapter focuses on selected ethical 

debates that have plagued Holocaust museums as they have come into existence in the 

post-war era, demonstrating that the question of what Holocaust remembrance should 

look like and how the Holocaust should be represented has plagued Holocaust museums 

in the past and will continue to do so in the years to come.  The demise of the survivor 

population and the problems of ongoing genocide and resurgent anti-Semitism indicate 

that Holocaust memory has not seen its final challenge. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: ENGAGING THE ETHICAL AND THE AESTHETIC 
 
The previous chapter focused on two debates that emerged after the Holocaust: the debate 

over whether the Holocaust can be considered unique and the debate over how best to 

memorialize the Holocaust.  As the chapter concludes, the uniqueness debate has not had 

a major impact on United States Holocaust museums, but the echoes of the memory 

debate can still be heard today in Holocaust museums.  In fact, the creation of Holocaust 

museums brought a new, sharp, tangible focus to this debate on how best to memorialize 

the Holocaust, as museum planners confronted the ethical task of memorializing the 

Holocaust not through books or films but through the combination of aesthetics, 

narrative, and objects.  This chapter examines debates that have taken place over specific 

ethical issues or ethically contentious artifacts as Holocaust museums in the United States 

have been created.  Special attention is given to the Holocaust Memorial Museum 

because the arguments had and the decisions made during its years of planning set a 

precedent for the ethic of display used in other Holocaust museum thereafter.  The 

purpose of this chapter is thus threefold: 1) to provide a sense of the ethical tasks that 

Holocaust museums face; 2) to focus on the particular ethical issues that the Holocaust 

Memorial Museum confronted in its development process in order to demonstrate the 

ways in which it set a precedent for future Holocaust museum practices; and 3) to explain 

how museums are addressing two areas of special ethical concern for present-day 

Holocaust museums: the loss of the survivor population and the problem of resurgent 

anti-Semitism.  
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Both of these issues represent significant challenges for the museums.  First, although 

most Holocaust museums already incorporate recorded survivor testimonies in their 

exhibitions, they rely heavily on the survivors’ live presence in the building, as museum 

tour guides, as speakers, as volunteers, as donors, as board members, and as museum 

members.  Visitors have come to expect to see and hear a survivor when they visit a 

Holocaust museum, so the loss of the survivor community not only means a loss of 

firsthand witnesses to the event but also a loss of a group of people that has supported 

and nourished the museums in every aspect and provided an irreplaceable experience for 

visitors.  Second, at the same time that this loss of the survivor population is taking place, 

there has been in Europe and the Middle East a resurgent anti-Semitism that has caused 

deep concern and debate amongst Jews worldwide.  Given that Holocaust museums 

document in detail Nazi-era European anti-Semitism and the long history of anti-

Semitism before that time, the way that the museums today are confronting the 

resurgence of this phenomenon bears examination.  Both the museums’ reactions to the 

resurgence of anti-Semitism and the loss of the survivors speak to the role that Holocaust 

museums will play in American society in the years to come. 

 

I.  The Ethical Tasks of Holocaust Museums 
 
One of the most significant tasks that all Holocaust museums face is how to bring about 

moral change in the visitor.  The museums want visitors to acquire knowledge about the 

Holocaust, but more importantly they want to instill in museum-goers not just 

information but also the desire to become more committed to such noble actions as 

repairing the world, to preventing genocide, and to being upstanders in their 
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communities—a tall order indeed.1   After visiting a Holocaust museum, the idea is that 

one should understand not only that there is a “legal and moral culture of rights and 

obligations largely structured around the notion that one should refrain from harming 

others” but also that “helping or not helping them is [not simply] a matter of individual 

inclination” and “is plainly inadequate.”2  Above and beyond the desire to educate 

visitors about the Holocaust, Holocaust museums are concerned with restructuring 

visitors’ understandings of the degree to which human beings are responsible to one 

another and responsible for each other’s safety and well-being; the museums want to 

produce good citizens. 

 

As a result of this commitment, of the twelve major Holocaust museums in the United 

States only the Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust does not reference a broader 

ethical and socio-cultural context in its mission statement, “Los Angeles Museum of the 

Holocaust has a two-fold mission that has remained constant since its inception in 1961: 

commemoration and education,”3 which mentions Holocaust “education and 

commemoration” but does not express a commitment to human rights, genocide 

prevention, and the condemnation of prejudice and racism as its peer museums do (see 

below).  The museum’s President and Acting Executive Director, E. Randol Schoenberg, 

explains the museum’s choice succinctly: “Our primary responsibility is educating people 

about the Holocaust and commemorating the victims.”4  Other Holocaust museums—

ranging from the Holocaust Memorial Museum and the Illinois Holocaust Museum & 

Education Center to the Breman Museum in Atlanta, the Holocaust Museum Houston, 

and the Florida Holocaust Museum in St. Petersburg—employ the notions of personal 
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responsibility for one’s actions, proper ethical conduct, and democracy in their mission 

statements.  Examples of three museums’ mission statements are as follows, with 

keywords that represent this broad language in italics:5 

From the Holocaust Memorial Museum: “The Museum’s primary mission 
is to advance and disseminate knowledge about this unprecedented 
tragedy; to preserve the memory of those who suffered; and to encourage 
its visitors to reflect upon the moral and spiritual questions raised by the 
events of the Holocaust as well as their own responsibilities as citizens of 
a democracy.”6 

From the Illinois museum: “The Illinois Holocaust Museum & Education 
Center is dedicated to preserving the legacy of the Holocaust by honoring 
the memories of those who were lost and by teaching universal lessons 
that combat hatred, prejudice and indifference. The museum fulfills its 
mission through the exhibition, preservation and interpretation of its 
collections and through education programs and initiatives that foster the 
promotion of human rights and the elimination of genocide.”7 

From the Holocaust Museum Houston: Holocaust Museum Houston is 
dedicated to educating people about the Holocaust, remembering the 6 
million Jews and other innocent victims and honoring the survivors' 
legacy. Using the lessons of the Holocaust and other genocides, we teach 
the dangers of hatred, prejudice and apathy.8 

 

These are but three examples, but the pattern is clear.  All of these mission statements 

employ universalist motifs that link the Holocaust to concepts of good citizenship, the 

dangers of prejudice, and the importance of supporting human rights.  It could be argued, 

then, that Holocaust museums in the United States have not swung more toward the end 

of the spectrum that argues for the uniqueness of the Holocaust, but to the other—the 

alternative but also extreme position of universalizing the Holocaust.  As Holocaust 

scholar Alvin Rosenfeld asserts, “the imperative to reorient Holocaust [institutions] in 

this way is but one more illustration of a growing impatience with the place of the 
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Holocaust in American life, which mirrors similar, even more strongly expressed, 

feelings of dissatisfaction with Holocaust history and memory in parts of Europe and 

throughout much of the Muslim world.”9  Rosenfeld’s critique here demonstrates that the 

museums’ broad mission statements may seem inclusive and even noble on the surface, 

but they can also be read as being symptomatic of a discomfort with the Holocaust.  This 

discomfort would be in sharp contrast to the overwhelming attention that the Holocaust 

has received historically in the United States, as documented in earlier chapters.  

Rosenfeld does not comment here only on receptivity to Holocaust history and memory 

in the United States, however.  He alludes to the ongoing tension between Jews and 

Muslims in Europe and in the Arab world and to the fear that universal language in 

Holocaust museums can only lead not to creating moral change in the visitor but to a 

diluted understanding of the Holocaust.  The objection here is that if the Holocaust must 

always be paired with universal themes, then the implication is that it cannot be 

understood and examined in and of itself, that it is meaningless without comparison and 

contextualization.  Regardless of whether the Holocaust is considered “unique” or not, it 

can and should be examined as a discrete event in world history with a specific 

chronology and historiography of its own. 

 

II.  Creating a Moral Museum 
 
James Ingo Freed, the architect of the Holocaust Memorial Museum and until 2005 a 

partner of I. M. Pei and Partners, Architects in New York City,10 writes about its planning 

stages, he “says that he wants [the Holocaust Memorial Museum] to engage visitors ‘not 
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only intellectually, but also viscerally.’”11  Peter Mostow elaborates on Freed’s notion of 

the viscerally experienced museum when he writes that: 

 
As with much art, the idea is to impact not just the mind, but also the 
senses.  Perhaps one reason is that memorials aim not so much to convey 
an abstract intellectual message, as to awaken and expand the visitor’s 
faculty of empathy.  The aim not just to help us remember, but also to 
relive—to identify with the past on a personal, “visceral” level.12 
 
 

Mostow’s characterization of a visceral experience posits remembrance and empathy as 

two of the goals that the designers of this visceral experience wish to invoke or create.  

He is correct here, but when he adds to this picture the idea that remembrance involves 

“reliving” the past and “identifying with it,” he implies that the experience of a Holocaust 

museum and the experience of a visceral reaction to such a museum are simulative.  It is 

too much to ask of a museum that it re-create the entire experience of the Holocaust for a 

visitor, and it would be morally reprehensible—not to mention horrifying and 

impossible—for a museum to do so or to come even close.  To invoke “reliving” the 

Holocaust as the paradigm or hallmark of a Holocaust museum experience is to violate a 

deeply engraved code of respect for Holocaust survivors, many of whom suffer daily 

from this very “reliving,” and for those who died, whose lives can never be “re-lived” or 

with whose ends cannot and should not be “identified.”  Mostow’s sense is correct that in 

a Holocaust museum, more must be awakened in the visitor than the mind, but the 

visceral nature of the experience is linked to a moral change in the visitor, not to a 

reliving. 
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Mostow does acknowledge, however, that any kind of memorial “has a moral or value-

related component.”13  He explains that there are “two ways memorials also have direct 

effects on individual moral agents.  The first concerns the roles of emotion, empathy, and 

imagination in moral behavior…[and] the second way…is by changing, for the individual 

visitor, the cultural-symbolic context in which he or she interprets future moral 

situations.”14  Here the “individual moral agent” is the visitor to the museum, who, it is 

assumed, knows little or nothing about the Holocaust in most cases, or whose previous 

understanding of or intimacy with the material will be underscored and strengthened 

during her visit to the museum.  Mostow rightly identifies a connection between emotion, 

empathy, imagination, and moral behavior in that it is certainly possible for a person to 

change her moral behavior or renew her convictions after the museum prompts her to 

imagine another kind of life at another time, to have emotions about that which she 

imagines, and to have empathy for not only those who suffered but for those who could 

suffer or who are suffering.  

 

One challenge to Mostow’s correlation here is that, as the literary theorist Ernst van 

Alphen posits, “in the case of the memory of the Holocaust, imaginative representations 

are considered not only less effective, but even objectionable,”15 the very idea of 

imagination in the context of the Holocaust is ethically fraught.  Van Alphen writes about 

the problem of Holocaust literature and art—and architecture and personal experience 

can be added to this list—yielding “aesthetic pleasure” to the viewer-reader-visitor when 

the experience of interacting with Holocaust materials should be “barbarous” and should 

emphasize the facts of that barbarity.16  Therefore, there is the idea that a change in 
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mindset that can occur after a visit to the museum must not be linked to an imaginary 

world, only to the world of facts, if it is to be linked ultimately to moral change.  If the 

imagination in question is used as a conduit for empathy and understanding, then it need 

not be rejected.  It is Mostow’s second idea above, that memorials can change the 

“cultural-symbolic context in which he or she interprets future moral situations,” that 

relies on the idea that what is new, what the visitor learns and in part imagines, will 

remain embedded and will not fade in the months after the museum-goer’s visit.  If all 

that the museum accomplishes is creating emotion and empathy or inviting consideration, 

then it has not guaranteed moral change in the moral agent—it has merely awakened 

certain sensibilities for as long as they linger.  Depending on the disposition of the 

museum-goer, the awakened emotions and empathy and the habit of consideration could 

linger for years, or it could dissolve the minute the visitor returns to her everyday life.  If 

the visitor’s context—the way that she sees the world—has been changed, then there is 

greater hope that she might “interpret future moral situations” in new and better ways.  

The question is, then, how a museum secures a new cultural-symbolic context in the 

visitor other than viscerally, for as this discussion demonstrates, connecting moral change 

to feelings remains unreliable at best. 

 

If the museum is successful, though, at securing a new context in which a visitor can 

evaluate her life and the world around her, then how does the museum expect that this 

visitor will effect change, and on what level?  As demonstrated above, there is the 

expectation of intra-personal moral change and the expectation that that level of change 

will have an enduring, far-reaching effect in the museum-goer’s life now that she has 
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toured the museum.  Exhibits on the righteous gentiles, non-Jews who assisted Jews 

evading the Nazis, serve as one specific example of how Holocaust museums intend to 

use factual knowledge presented in exhibitions to bring about moral change.17  The 

museum wants the examples of the righteous to show visitors, especially non-Jewish 

visitors, that they need not, in fact should not, stand by while crimes against the innocent 

are being perpetrated.  The inherent tension in any exhibit on this subject, however, is the 

tension between wanting to honor the righteous and explain the good that they did 

without portraying their deeds in way that seems to outweigh or relativize what the Nazis 

did.  Museums typically use the examples of Catholic priests and nuns who hid Jewish 

children in Catholic orphanages, of Danish citizens who ferried Jews to safety in 

Switzerland, and Irena Sendler, who helped organized a network of volunteers to help 

2,500 escape from the Warsaw Ghetto.  Oskar Schindler, a German factory-owner who 

saved more than 1000 Jews by employing them during the war, is perhaps the best-

known example of the righteous gentile today thanks to Steven Spielberg’s 1993 film, 

Schindler’s List, which tells the story of Schindler and his factory.   

 

By telling the stories of these righteous people, Holocaust museums can not only honor 

those who saved Jews but also make an essential point about the Holocaust that still 

relates to today’s world: that one must “stand up” when wrong is being done.  Museums 

use the word “bystander” to describe the thousands of Germans and others who simply 

did nothing to oppose the Nazis, to help Jews, or to speak out when they saw crimes 

being committed before their eyes.  Museums then use the term “upstander” to describe 

what the righteous people were and what we should do today.  The examples given above 
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of the righteous people are meant to demonstrate that even in the most difficult 

circumstances, one can still find a way to help those in need.  As psychologists John 

Sabini and Maury Silver conclude in their chapter, “On Destroying the Innocent With a 

Clear Conscience: A Sociopsychology of the Holocaust,” “our appreciation of how hard 

it is to do right when fate and circumstances conspire to trick us cannot obscure the fact 

that the measure of human nature is our capacity to do what is right and resist what is 

wrong.”18  The museums’ goal is to highlight the dangers of moral indifference and to 

teach visitors to conceive of themselves as compassionate, just, rational, independent 

people who make decisions not selfishly but with a conscious effort against immoral 

ideology.19   A byproduct of these goals is that visits to the museums, and especially to 

the internationally renown Holocaust Memorial Museum, carry an “obligatory status”—

not in response to a divine commandment whose source is God but to a moral imperative 

whose source is memory—to make what is arguably a modern-day Jewish pilgrimage.20 

 
III.  Ethical Dilemmas at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum: 
 

A) The Problem of Location 

One of the first issues that plagued the planning Commission for the Holocaust Memorial 

Museum was that of location, for prior to its opening in 1993, “critics voiced concerns 

about the appropriateness of locating a museum of European mass genocide within the 

Washington Mall, a space of national pedagogy devoted to celebrating the history and 

achievements of the U.S. nation-state.”21  The concern voiced here is not just about the 

tension over whether a museum with primarily “European” content belongs in a part of 

the United States so committed to celebrating its own history.  There is also the question 

of whether it is possible to integrate a European event into the fabric of such a national, 
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American space without diluting the integrity of the original event, of the Holocaust.  As 

the historian Omer Bartov explains, the museum’s location in the capital of the United 

States is “highly symbolic,” but it has the “potential of universalizing the Holocaust as a 

phenomenon of major significance for human civilization as a whole.  [On the other 

hand,] the location also ensures that the museum will be visited by very large numbers of 

people.”22  The fear that Bartov expresses here is that situating the museum in a location 

with national appeal and in the midst of a network of memorials meant to be meaningful 

to all Americans will cause it to be subsumed into the culture of the city rather than 

prioritizing its distinctive Jewish identity, historiographical goals, and Holocaust-

memorial role.   

 

James Ingo Freed speaks to the issue of the museum’s controversial location in an 

interview with him from the winter of 1988-89. In the interview James Ingo Freed posits 

that the Holocaust Memorial Museum is “one of the three most controversial monuments 

ever to be proposed [in Washington],” with the other two being the FDR monument and 

the Vietnam Memorial.23  It is not just the geographical location of the then-proposed 

museum that ignites Freed’s passion here but also its emotional location in Washington, 

its non-“sentimental”24 nature, and the potential effect of this dichotomy on its future 

success.  There were concerns about whether people would actually go to a museum 

constructed in memory of Jews and of a terrible series of events in world history, none of 

which took place in the United States and whether visitors happily vacationing in the 

nation’s capital with their children want to see such a museum.25  There was also the 

question of whether the more celebratory, patriotic atmosphere of the Mall would 
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swallow up, reduce, and insult the very memory that the museum would be trying so hard 

to preserve. 

 

Other Holocaust museums, such as the ones discussed in this dissertation, have not had to 

suffer such tense discussions about their locations—though there were certainly still 

concerns.  When the Illinois museum was being planned, the question became whether to 

locate the museum in Skokie— where many survivors had settled after the war and still 

live and where the neo-Nazi march that sparked the creation of the museum’s earliest 

iteration had taken place—or in Chicago’s Grant Park, where the city’s most famous 

museums are all located.  Being in Skokie would mean proximity to the survivor 

community and an ingrained sense of history, but Skokie’s being a full hour north of 

Chicago would mean that a museum there would be out of the way for tourists to the city, 

especially given that it would be inaccessible by public transportation.  If the museum 

were in Chicago, it would be easily accessible to visitors, and it would have the potential 

to become part of Chicago’s urban, museological lansdscape along its coastline.  The 

museum’s Director of Special Projects, Lillian Polus Gerstner, who has worked at the 

museum dating from when it was a small storefront museum in Skokie, wrote on this 

subject: 

Skokie was always the number one choice of location among the founding 
fathers (and mothers), the survivors who began the Holocaust Memorial 
Foundation of Illinois.  For them Skokie represented the home they had 
built, where they lived the American dream and raised their families.  It 
was also the site of the attempted neo-Nazi March against which 
community and education triumphed.  Among the new lay leadership 
whose involvement began with the effort to create a new, state-of-the-art 
museum and education center, there were many who maintained that being 
located in Chicago would provide greater visibility, prominence and 
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prestige.  The problem there was the lack of available property in a good 
location, and Mayor Daley, while supportive of our efforts, wasn’t 
prepared to donate prime real estate.  A few other locations were 
considered, including other northern suburbs, but Skokie was the best 
fit.  In its favor, in addition to the history of the survivors, was its 
relatively central location—accessible for both Chicago Public Schools 
and suburban schools.26 

 

Ultimately, museum officials chose to build the museum in Skokie, prioritizing the 

survivors, access to students, and the presence of local support over visibility, expensive 

land, and distance from the survivor community. 

 

Like the Illinois museum, the Los Angeles Holocaust museum did not suffer such public 

contentiousness over its choice of location as did the Holocaust Memorial Museum.  The 

only arguable stumbling block that the museum encountered regarding its location was a 

request from the Los Angeles City Council that the museum not be open on Saturdays 

and that an agreement to that effect be written into the museum’s fifty-year lease from the 

city.  City officials were afraid that crowds drawn to the museum on Saturdays would 

place too much stress on the already-crowded parking structure built for the Grove, with 

which the museum shares parking privileges during the other days of the week.  As of 

July 2011, the City Council agreed to an amendment in the museum’s lease that would 

permit it to be open on Saturdays.  The museum had initially agreed to close on Saturdays 

out of respect for the Jewish Sabbath, which extends from Friday evening to Saturday 

evening, but it soon decided that closing on Saturdays meant losing access to the most 

popular day for the public to visit museums.  It compromised on its original intention to 

observe the Sabbath by not asking Jewish staff members to work on Saturdays; the 
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museum is also free, so there are no monetary transactions, the presence of which would 

violate the laws of the Sabbath.  Since July 16, 2011, the Los Angeles museum has been 

open on Saturdays.27 

 

B) The Aesthetics of the Museum 

James Ingo Freed writes about the issue of how to create an ethical museum aesthetic for 

the Holocaust Memorial Museum when he discusses another major issue that those 

involved in the planning debated: the issue of “potency.”28  In addition to the problem of 

whether a “horrifying” museum would even attract visitors, there is the question of about 

what level of concentration—to borrow a scientific term—to present the information so 

that the museum is compelling.  In other words, how potent should the content of the 

museum be?  Freed writes quite personally about his experience with hearing what 

emerged as two sides to this debate: 

 
So what you have are some who believe that their historic obligation is to 
memorialize, and others who say that this building should not deal with 
lack of perception but with some more positive, upbeat thing that anyone 
can understand.  There was always the unadmitted drive to neutralize, to 
make it less potent.  They would like things to be more heroic, with more 
marble, more central spaces.  I can’t deal with this.  I have to make a 
building that allows for horror, sadness.29 
 
 

In Freed’s statement here one can feel the aesthetic pull of the trope of the celebratory, 

“heroic,” marbleized museum on the planning process for the Holocaust Memorial 

Museum, but beneath that aesthetic pull lies a stronger, more haunting current—a current 

that seeks to drag below the surface the grim and terrible reality of the Holocaust.  Freed 

resists this current, bringing horror and sadness forward as the primary emotional actors 
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in the aesthetic experience of the museum—not neutrality or beauty.  As he explains, 

“There is a profound risk of aestheticization with this particular subject, of leaching out 

the raw power.”30  Freed’s unwillingness to abandon the “raw power” of the Holocaust 

informed not only the architectural decisions that he made while building the museum but 

also, arguably, the future of Holocaust museum architecture.  In designing the Holocaust 

Memorial Museum the way that he did, Freed set a tone for the future of Holocaust 

museums and in so doing made a value statement about how the Holocaust is to be 

approached architecturally in American society and even internationally.31 

 

Freed’s ethic of de-aestheticization makes an important connection to a key component of 

Holocaust history: the German “habit” of euphemizing and of finding ways to hide or 

disguise the truth of German operations during World War II.  Freed, then, did not want 

to “neutralize” the “raw power” of the Holocaust architecturally because he wanted to 

preserve the integrity of a horrifying event, but he also did not want to reflect German 

architectural or moral sensibilities in his work or in the museum.  It would be unthinkable 

to laud or model German architectural motifs in a Holocaust museum, and the then-

evolving understanding of museum ethics included a sensitivity to the problem of exact 

reproduction.  Freed did not want the Holocaust Memorial Museum to become another 

way to hide the truth from the American public by using “methodologies of 

construction”32 that reinvigorated the German aesthetic of disguise, nor did he want to go 

as far as to recreate a gas chamber or the exact architectural appearance and proportions 

of a given concentration camp.  Freed put his intentions into practice by relying on 
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abstract symbolism rather than reconstructing the exact shapes and forms used in 

Holocaust-era structures.33 

 

C) The Problem of Representation 

Inside of Freed’s symbolic and abstract building, however, are meant to be an instructive 

narrative and exhibitions that represent the Holocaust—a museum, one that “is 

principally didactic in intent, providing information and descriptions of the diverse 

events, primarily from 1933 to 1945, that constituted the Holocaust.”34  Visitors are 

meant to learn about the Holocaust from the museum through architectural, narrative, 

filmic, and artifact-based modes of representation.  None of these forms can be the 

Holocaust, so instead they represent the Holocaust.  The question then becomes about 

how literally representation should be effected, and whether representation is even an 

ethically acceptable means of remembrance.35  How close can Holocaust representation 

get to the actual Holocaust, and how close should it get?  Holocaust scholar Berel Lang 

posits that the opposite of representation is not the abstract but the literal, or “the object 

as it is before or apart from being re-presented.”36  Here representation can mean that an 

object, such as a yellow star of David badge, can represent facts and themes from the 

Holocaust.  The badge can represent the fact that the Nazi regime forced Jews to wear it 

as a way to identify them quickly as Jews, and it can be more broadly representative of 

Nazi persecution, prejudice, and anti-Jewish legislation.  In Holocaust museums, 

representations that are more literal, such as a re-casting of a tombstone, must be 

carefully documented as such in order to avoid accusations of “fabrication” that stem 

from the practice of Holocaust denial.  Similarly, Holocaust museum architecture can hint 
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at or allude to architectural features of Holocaust-era structures, but recreating them 

would challenge what Lang calls “the limits of representation.”  At the Holocaust 

Memorial Museum, the notion that there are limits to what can be ethically represented 

informed the decision to place graphic images behind chest-high barriers so that visitors 

could decide whether to view them or not.  In a similar vein, there is no replica of a gas 

chamber at the museum even though gas chambers are discussed in the permanent 

exhibit.  Such a reproduction would have, for this museum at least, crossed the limits of 

representation.37 

 

D) The Use of Artifacts  

One of the most problematic manifestations of the notion of an ethic of representation in 

Holocaust museums concerns the use of artifacts.  The French philosopher Emmanuel 

Levinas writes about the notion of the object of representation in his book Totality and 

Infinity, explaining that, “in clarity an object which is first exterior is given that is, is 

delivered over to him who encounters it as though it had been entirely determined by 

him.  In clarity the exterior being presents itself as the work of the thought that receives 

it.”38  As Levinas demonstrates here, there is a complex relationship between an object 

and he who views or receives it; there is an encounter taking place between the object 

and the viewer, with the viewer bringing his thought to bear upon the object whatever 

that thought may be.  The use of artifacts in a Holocaust museum is not, therefore, mere 

representation of an event, person, or moment from Holocaust history but instead the 

tense interplay between the object, what that object represents, what the object represents 

to the viewer, and what that reception ultimately accomplishes in the viewer.  There is no 



	

228 
	

one single message that an artifact will have, as that artifact is always subject to the 

viewer’s reception of it and is thus open to whatever ethical determination the viewer 

brings to bear upon it. 

 

For Holocaust museums, there is another central difficulty that accompanies the 

acquisition of artifacts aside from the problem of representation described above: there 

are far fewer Holocaust-era artifacts—from the victims, the survivors, and the 

perpetrators—in existence than there are artifacts from other less violent, less destructive 

periods of history.39  When totalitarian regimes such as the Nazi party set out to destroy a 

portion of a population, in the process they loot, confiscate, and destroy sacred and 

ordinary objects—in part to exercise their power and in part to destroy evidence of their 

regimes.  The people whom they target are deprived of their possessions and left 

powerless to reclaim them.  The artifacts that do survive are few, and they are often not in 

good condition.40  These challenges render Holocaust museums’ task of locating and 

displaying authentic artifacts more difficult than the same task is for more conventional 

museums.  The existence of these obstacles also imbues the artifacts that do find their 

way into Holocaust museums’ collections with a greater “moral weight,” for their use is 

evidence that behind the artifact lies the entrustment of it to the museum, that there is a 

survival story inherent in the artifact, and that there is a potential volatility behind its use 

in the museum.41  The idea that artifacts have moral weight takes on added significance 

when one considers that the traditional definition of a museum is that it is an “institution 

in which objects…are the principal means of communication.”42  The artifacts not only 

bear moral weight but also institutional weight and an obligation to be the primary drivers 
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of the museum’s narrative.43  They are seen as links between the visitor and “the 

inhabitants of previous worlds and experiences, as connections between the tangible and 

intangible or visible and invisible worlds.”44  In a Holocaust museum, artifacts connect 

the living to the dead.45  The historian Mike Wallace cautions against relying too heavily 

on artifacts despite their power.  He argues that “focusing on objects can foster 

empiricism, make you forget that artefacts [sic] don’t speak loudly to untutored ears, and 

lead to the fetishization of things: industrial machines become lovely objets when 

presented in gleaming isolation for their original man-eating context.”46  The museum has 

the responsibility to represent the Holocaust through artifacts in a way that does not 

glamorize them but instead explains their significance clearly and accurately. 

 

Holocaust museum scholar Edward T. Linenthal writes extensively about the use of 

artifacts—approximately one thousand47 in all—displayed at the Holocaust Memorial 

Museum.  Small artifacts shown in the exhibitions include but are not limited to 

toothbrushes, bowls, anti-Semitic journals, Torah fragments, musical instruments, dolls, 

drawings, identity cards, and a doctor’s smock,48 and their use is designed to evoke 

individual stories in the midst of the larger Holocaust narrative at work in the museum.  

This tension between the individual stories and the museum’s more universal Holocaust 

narrative surfaces poignantly in a situation that occurred in the Holocaust Memorial 

Museum’s planning stages, one that demonstrates the depth to which artifacts can prompt 

disagreement about this tension between the museological narrative and the individual.  

In a design meeting on June 20, 1991 during which a tense discussion arose about the 

potential display of small items made by inmates in the camps,49 items that are 
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representative of the individuals who created them and expressive of their own unique 

personalities and skills.  The concern voiced at this meeting included the following 

arguments for inclusion of the artifacts: that such items illustrate the “‘spiritual 

resistance’” present in the very camps that deprived survivors of almost every aspect of 

their personhood and that the artifacts would make personal the alienating world of the 

camps for visitors already struggling to relate to the idea of the camp system.  Arguments 

against using personal artifacts in this portion of the museum included that most inmates 

would not have thought to make such items and that the artifacts were inappropriately 

sentimental.  None of the arguments above are wrong, per se, making the decision about 

whether to display the objects even more difficult.  The museum staff also wrestled with 

the knowledge that many survivors considered these small artifacts to be an example of 

(non-violent) resistance in the camps, disproving the common assumption that they died 

“like sheep going to the slaughter,” obedient and oblivious.  At issue here, then, is not 

just historical accuracy or metonymic representation but the very way that Jews are 

perceived by the public in response to the museum’s narrative and displays.  

Representation, then, becomes not simply a curatorial task in Holocaust museums but a 

moral task as well, one in which a proper understanding of Jews’ capacity for resistance 

during the war is at stake.50  The conversations about how to use artifacts in the museum 

in light of the looming specter of Holocaust denial or in response to concerns about the 

perception of Jews’ resistance are just two of many that took place during the Holocaust 

Memorial Museum’s planning stages, but both sets of issues demonstrate that no artifact 

stands apart from the moral narrative of the museum. 
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Another debate about representation and the use of artifacts that caused enormous friction 

among museum staff took place in regard to the decision about whether to include human 

hair that the Nazis had shorn from the heads of female Holocaust victims in the 

museum’s permanent exhibition.  The museum had access to nine kilograms of human 

hair from the State Museum at Auschwitz.  Some felt that using the hair would be a good 

idea because doing so would create a complete, very personal story of the Nazis’ assault 

on human beings and their bodies, especially on women’s bodies.  Others felt that 

exhibiting human hair outside of Auschwitz would violate the sanctity and sacredness of 

these remnants of human life, remove them from their memorial environment, and—even 

worse—cause the museum to create an exhibit memorable primarily for its grotesque, 

upsetting nature.  Museum staff and survivors assisting with the project argued 

emotionally over this problem, but Holocaust survivor Dr. Helen Fagin made an 

argument that brought about a shift in the group’s ability to make a decision.  She said 

that “any display of hair would show ‘insensitivity and a violation of feminine identity,’ 

and that, for all she knew, the hair displayed could be from members of her family.”51  

After hearing this statement, the museum decided to keep the hair in its permanent 

collection storage facility but not display it out of respect for survivors’ feelings.  There 

were still lingering concerns, however, that displaying the hair would be an unparalleled 

way for the museum to communicate the stark reality of the Holocaust.  This debate, 

indirectly perhaps, has influenced other Holocaust museums, for almost none of them 

exhibit human hair or human remains of any kind, especially not on the large scale 

originally proposed at the Holocaust Memorial Museum. 
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What then emerges as residual from this debate about whether to use human hair is a 

concern about how and to what degree the museum exhibits the most gruesome aspects of 

the Holocaust.  The question of how to provide visitors with accurate information about 

the Holocaust in a museum setting can be explored pedagogically and with attention to 

the question of which media a museum could use for the communication of information.  

The question of to what degree to tell the “truth” of the Holocaust moves beyond 

questions of representation and into the realm of a different ethic than an ethic of 

accuracy—an ethic of aesthetic representation, as mentioned earlier in this chapter.  In 

other words, if the museum is trying to communicate that “the extermination process 

…‘didn’t conclude with just the death of the victims, but…had to include their processing 

and the auctioning off of the products of their bodies,”52 then it has to make a choice 

about how deeply the visitor is meant to know this fact—in her mind only or more 

viscerally.  The debate over whether to use human hair shows that there is disagreement 

about the degree of aesthetic pleasure that should be achieved in the delivery of a given 

piece of information in the museum.  Seeing a picture of mounds and mounds of human 

hair would certainly be horrible, especially if one is learning the information for the first 

time, but it is quite arguably horrifying to stand inches from a pile of nine kilograms of 

human hair and then to learn that it was shorn from Holocaust victims to make yarn and 

socks.  The experience of the real hair in enormous quantity—because quantity is also at 

issue here and does alter the aesthetic effect—is more aesthetically disconcerting, it 

seems, than the experience of a picture of the hair or of a small clipping of hair—not in 

terms of historical accuracy but in terms of its visceral, moral, indelible effect on the 

visitor.  
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When the Holocaust Memorial museum staff members opposed to the use of the real hair 

argue that the museum can still educate visitors about the horrors of the Holocaust 

without using the hair and those in favor of using the hair argue that the Holocaust can 

never be seen as too upsetting, they reveal two different museological and ethical 

concerns.  One issue is that of information delivery, and the other issue is that of effect.  

Using the situation above as an example, one could argue that yes, visitors to the museum 

can indeed learn about the Nazis’ dehumanizing and looting the living and the dead 

without an exhibit of human hair.  One can also argue that there is a significant difference 

between a photograph of hair and mounds of real hair.  Photographs can be horrifying 

and disturbing, and respect for that fact is given serious consideration at the museum.  It 

could also be argued, however, that in this case, seeing vast amounts of hair would be 

jarring and gruesome even if the viewer had no idea from where it came.  Being 

separated from the actual mounds of hair even by a glass wall would still allow the effect 

of the hair to be extraordinarily powerful.53  The question for the museum was whether an 

understanding of the Holocaust requires the intensely potent experience of being so close 

to the hair. 

 
This tension between a Holocaust museum’s need to create compelling, informative 

exhibits that also respect the experiences of the victims and the survivors also surfaces 

strongly in the debate over how to use boxcars—the railway cars used during 

deportations to transport Jews to the camps—in the museums’ exhibitions.  Many 

Holocaust museums have a boxcar in their permanent exhibitions.  Yad Vashem, the 

Illinois Holocaust Museum, the Holocaust Memorial Museum, the Holocaust Museum 
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Houston, the Virginia Holocaust Museum, the Florida Holocaust Museum, and the 

Holocaust Memorial Center all have authentic Nazi-era boxcars on display.  The Los 

Angeles museum and the Virginia Holocaust Museum have replicas of boxcars in their 

permanent exhibitions.  Symbols of both the industrialized killing that characterized the 

Nazi era and of the deportations that brought so many to their deaths, the boxcars are 

remnants of “the low-tech but high-efficiency means on which the ‘Final Solution’ 

depended.”54   

 

Today the boxcars are an expected component of Holocaust museums.  Religious studies 

scholar Oren Stier argues that the consistent use of the boxcars in museums and visitors’ 

ensuing expectation of them results in their being iconized and idolized, thereby reducing 

their sacredness and their sanctity.55  The problem, explains Stier, is that “for a boxcar to 

function effectively in a memorial context, it must both encompass and resist 

identification with the victims who once (may have) occupied its inner space;” the visitor 

must be able to understand the boxcar historically while not equating his life experiences 

with those of the victims.56  The use of boxcars presents this problem because in many 

museums, one can actually enter the boxcar, not just look at it from a distance, as at Yad 

Vashem.  When the Holocaust Memorial Museum was being planned, the reason for 

using a boxcar in its permanent exhibition was, according to exhibition designer Ralph 

Appelbaum, to give visitors a chance to “experience” the Holocaust.57  At the Holocaust 

Memorial Museum, one can actually enter the boxcar and walk through it or experience 

being in it.  Over time, however, this notion that the visitor could “experience” the 
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Holocaust has fallen out of favor.  The common understanding is that any pretense of 

shared “experience” is not only artificial but also morally objectionable. 

 

The art historian Andrea Liss describes her experience of walking into the boxcar at the 

Holocaust Memorial Museum in moral terms, as a moment of trespassing, of violating 

the privacy of those who were subject to traveling or even dying in the boxcar.  Liss 

writes: 

The railcar marks this perhaps necessary point of trespass...[and] it is the 
staging of the trampling on the others’ privacies that tears at me—my own 
little trespass and the risk that it conflates in some small way with the 
original act of violence, the perpetrator’s steps.  The complex status of the 
artifact itself calls forth these doubled crossings.58 

 
 
Here Liss finds disturbing and unsettling the idea of herself as in some small, remote way 

engaging with the boxcar as the perpetrator and in so doing violating the memory and the 

experience of those who suffered deportation therein.   She also explains that the boxcar 

“demonstrates the tense and difficult role that artifacts are asked to perform in bearing 

witness to the Shoah: to be objects of empathy and historical proof” and uses the terms 

“traumatic remnant” and museum planners’ notion of the “object survivor” to indicate the 

magnitude of the boxcar’s effect.59  The inanimate artifact here—the boxcar—performs 

the work of both empathy evocation and historical documentation in the museum, so it 

must at once be displayed sensitively yet starkly enough to communicate the truth of its 

role in the Holocaust.  What Liss draws into question here is whether it is ultimately too 

much of a violation to invite visitors into the boxcar, a dilemma that the museum address 

by not requiring visitors to enter it.  It provides a path into the boxcar as well as a way to 
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walk around it, leaving the choice to the visitor and in so doing giving each visitor a 

difficult decision to make. 

 
IV.  How Museums Today Use Survivor Testimony 

Since the Holocaust, Holocaust memory has taken up residence in multiple locations: in 

Holocaust museums and monuments, in literature, in film, and in artifacts.  The most 

authentic and proximate form of Holocaust memory, however, can be found in the 

eyewitnesses: in the survivors who give testimony, in the recordings made of those 

testimonies, and in the hearts and minds of those who hear the testimonies.  The creation 

of Holocaust memory in any of its forms, however, relies upon “the ever-changing 

perspectives in the cycles of life of the survivors, and their personal memories” as its 

primary source.60  As William Robert explains in his essay “Witnessing the Archive: In 

Mourning,”61 Holocaust survivors are witnesses whose testimonies are addressed to an 

other, “an other to whom [they] are bound by the bond of an infinite ethical 

responsibility.”62  This ethical responsibility includes the responsibility of the witness to 

respond to the initial call to testify—modeling herself, as Robert explains, after 

Abraham’s response (“Here I am”) to God’s call in Genesis 22:1—to speak, and to speak 

truthfully.  Giving testimony also implies the ethical responsibility that all survivors who 

give testimony share: the responsibility to speak on behalf of the dead.  It is an act of 

mourning that is on the one hand impossible and on the other hand the only possible way 

to represent those who can no longer represent themselves. 

 

Holocaust museums have thus always functioned as a second home for survivors and as 

places where they can bear witness, giving testimony to groups of visitors to the museum 
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and to individuals too.  The museums have also traditionally served as conduits through 

which schools and other organizations can arrange to have a survivor speaker visit their 

institution and give testimony to their particular audience.  Over time, however, as 

survivors have aged and passed on, there are fewer living survivors in general and even 

fewer who are able to give testimony.  The museum community has long been sensitive 

to the issue of the imminent demise of the survivor population, committing time, energy, 

and resources to ensuring that survivors’ voices are heard in multiple ways in and through 

Holocaust museums.  As Anita Kassof, the Deputy Director of the Museum of Jewish 

Heritage: A Living Memorial to the Holocaust in New York City, said, “[the museum and 

other Holocaust museums] will suffer when the survivors” are gone, especially given that 

live survivor testimony remains the superlative method of “conveying memory 

authentically.”63  Without the survivors, the only available methodologies include that 

which one already finds in museums: recorded testimony, photographs, films, and 

artifacts.  The shift from live survivor testimonies to only recorded testimonies will also 

be both a literal shift from in-person testimonies to recorded testimonies and a 

philosophical shift from immediate contact with survivors to what Berel Lang today calls 

the “possibility of immediate contact”64 and will eventually perhaps call the 

“impossibility of immediate contact.” 

 

With this shift from the use of live testimony to the use only of recorded testimony comes 

a specific system of ethics that responds to the inherent tension between the recorded 

testimony and the viewer of that testimony.  Communications scholar Amit Pinchevski 

writes that the recorded testimonies “capture the uniqueness and authenticity of the 
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storyteller…and at the same time allow for public participation and intergenerational 

communication.”65  The recorded testimonies are therefore crucial elements of a 

museum’s pursuit of authentic, meaningful, intimate engagement with the Holocaust for 

the visitor.  In her essay, “Regarding the Recording: The Viewer of Video Testimony, the 

Complexity of Copresence and the Possibility of Tertiary Witnessing,”66 Caroline Wake 

takes the notion of participation and communication with the survivor one step further; 

she argues that “viewing video testimony is in fact a form of tertiary witnessing,” not a 

primary or secondary form of witnessing.67  In tertiary witnessing, she explains, the 

viewer experiences the testimony as though it were live even though it is a recording; 

Wake calls this the “liveness effect” of tertiary witnessing.68  The sense of immediacy 

described here is illusory, however emotionally intimate the viewer may feel with the 

testifier.  Wake argues that there is a “double missing” at work here, for the viewer 

misses the testifier once, for the testifier is already in the past, and again, when the 

testifier discusses the past within the context of the recorded past.69  An “ethics of the 

visible” is at work here for the “videos bestow a visibility upon the primary witness, 

which neither erases them nor reproduces them as a spectacle,” just as there is also an 

“ethics of separation” operating.70  In this ethic of separation, the testifier becomes 

separated from his or her testimony, for the testimony survives beyond the survivor and 

in so doing bestows the ethical importance of the testimony on the recording more so 

than on either the testifier or the viewer.  The recording then in turn has three ethical 

functions, Wake argues.  The first ethical function is that the recording relieves the 

survivor of the burden of retelling his or her story repeatedly.  The second function is that 

the absence of a live speaker gives the viewer space in which to have inappropriate or 
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unethical responses to the testimony without harming the testifier, and third, the 

recording frees the testifier from the viewer’s need to repeat answers.  There is no 

repeated injury done to the testifier in a recording.  In all, the recordings seem to serve a 

positive ethical function.  One exception to this rule, however, has to do with what Wake 

describes as a debate about the “ethics of circulation,” the dilemma created when it is 

possible for testimonies to be over-produced or too widely and easily circulated thanks to 

the world wide web and the immediate, mass information distribution characteristic of 

today’s technologies.  Museums maintain significantly more control over their recorded 

testimonial content than does a website, but they do not have control over the degree to 

which their visitors are familiar with recorded testimonies.  Given that the reliance on 

recorded testimonies will only increase as more survivors die, museums do well to 

consider their testimonies more as “human remains”71 than as mere “recordings.” 

 

Two institutions that are not Holocaust museums have also been integral components of 

this effort to record and preserve Holocaust survivor testimonies: the University of 

Southern California’s Shoah Foundation: The Institute for Visual History & Education, 

which has an archive of nearly 52,000 survivor testimonies,72 and the Yale Fortunoff 

Video Archive for Survivor Testimonies, which contains over 4,400 testimonies.  There 

is a difference, however, between the important archival work done to preserve 

testimonies and live testimonies.  In the museum setting, school tours often include a live 

survivor testimony, and it is this experience that students often cite as the most deeply 

affecting of all the components of their museum visits.  In her book Prosthetic Memory: 

The Transformation of American Remembrance in the Age of Mass Culture, Alison 
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Landsberg writes about creating a permanent sense of memory73 in people who did not 

experience a given event firsthand.  Survivor testimonies can be powerful enough to 

create, in Landsberg’s terms, prosthetic memory, or the attachment of a memory to a 

person who has little or no relation to the event, the people whom the event affected, or 

the place in which the event occurred.  This permanence, prosthetic though it may be, can 

create an internalization of Holocaust memory even in those for whom the Holocaust 

initially has no relevance.  The question for museums today is: when survivors are no 

longer able to give live testimony, will their recorded testimonies prove to have the same 

capacity for permanent alteration?  The next section of this chapter examines the ways in 

which museums are anticipating this question and what efforts are being made to ensure 

that survivors’ voices are still heard in Holocaust museums. 

 

A) The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum—Survivor Testimony 

USHMM’s oral history collection contains more than 9,000 testimonies by survivors and 

by others involved in the Holocaust.  One can also visit the museum, meet Holocaust 

survivor volunteers, hear live survivor testimonies at least once if not twice per week, and 

hear recorded testimonies where they are integrated into the museum’s permanent 

exhibitions.  At USHMM, survivor testimonies are also incorporated into the museum’s 

permanent exhibitions in two especially compelling ways: in its exhibition “Voices from 

Auschwitz” and in its amphitheater at the end of the museum tour.  Voices from 

Auschwitz is an unconventional museum exhibit in that it is meant to be heard, not seen.  

The title of the exhibit is etched into glass walls that surround a rectangular space made 

of Jerusalem stone.  Visitors sit on benches built into the walls and listen to survivors’ 
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voices speaking about their experiences in Auschwitz.  There are no photographs or 

television screens in the exhibition.  One is merely meant to listen to the testimonies in 

what becomes a quiet, intimate setting very different from the more information- and 

object-driven mode of the rest of the museum.  There is the sense that one is being 

spoken to directly and very personally here. 

 

On the other hand, survivor testimony is presented quite differently later in the museum, 

for at the very end of the museum tour there is a large Jerusalem-stone amphitheater74 

with a floor-to-ceiling screen onto which is projected the testimony of Holocaust survivor 

Gerda Weissman Klein and her husband Kurt Klein, as described in Chapter Three.  The 

presentation of the testimony on such a large screen compels the visitor to watch for at 

least a moment, and many visitors do sit on the amphitheater’s benches, intending 

perhaps to watch the testimony in its entirety.  More interesting to observe, however, are 

the visitors who remain standing on the outskirts of the seating area.  Many seem stopped 

in their tracks, drawn into the testimony so deeply that they are unable to move—even to 

sit down.  Though the delivery format is different in this space in the museum and is 

decidedly more visual than in the more intimately designed Voices from Auschwitz, the 

effect is similar if not the same: the testimony functions as a one-on-one conversation 

between the survivor and the visitor to the most superlative degree possible for a 

recreation of the survivor-visitor interaction.  In both testimonial exhibitions cited in this 

section, the visitor is literally surrounded by the sound of the survivors’ voices; the visitor 

is enveloped in the survivors’ memories.  One important factor in each of these exhibits is 

the degree to which the museum has control over the testimonies that are used therein.  
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Unlike in a live survivor testimony, in recorded exhibition testimonies the museum 

chooses which survivors’ voices are used, which excerpts from their recorded testimonies 

would suit the museum’s needs best, and how to make them available to the visitor.  The 

use of testimony, then, is not contrived per se but controlled, and it is controlled in order 

to meet well the goals of having survivors’ voices heard and represented in the museum 

and of creating in the visitor a certain intimacy or sense of kinship with the survivor.  In 

Landsberg’s terms, the powerful recorded testimonies serve as catalysts for the grafting 

on of Holocaust memory to the visitor, with the hope being in this context that a 

permanent memory will be created in the visitor.   

 

When a museum chooses a recorded testimony, however, it must also take into 

consideration the risk involved in choosing one survivor’s testimony over another’s and 

the risk of choosing one representative voice.  The literature scholar Jeremy Hawthorn 

writes in an essay on the ethics of Holocaust narrative that : 

 

Accounts of individuals risk transforming the exception (survival) into the 
representative example.  More disturbingly, any attempt to make the 
experience of a single survivor somehow representative of the fate of 
thousands—or millions—may unintentionally reduce victims to a 
uniformity that is worryingly reminiscent of the Nazi assertion that all 
racial Untermensch [sub-humans] are essentially the same…Imagine how 
we ourselves would feel were we to know that our own life and fate were 
to be preserved only through the memory of the life and fate of a friend or 
contemporary who would somehow “represent us.”75 
 

 
The tension here is how to avoid giving the impression that all survivors had similar 

experiences while still using survivor testimony in a meaningful way in the museum.  

Museum best practices include trying to include video testimony from a wide range of 
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survivors and not prioritizing any one survivor speaker over another.  As will be seen in 

the next section of this chapter, only the Los Angeles museum has made an unrivaled 

effort to represent the widest possible range of voices. 

 

B) Survivor Testimony in The Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust and the Illinois 

 Holocaust Museum and Education Center 

In the penultimate exhibition room of the Los Angeles museum, there are folding chairs 

set up for visitors who listen to one of the survivor speakers, who speak on Sundays 

through Thursdays.  All other survivor testimonies in the museum, however, are 

recorded, not live, and are accessible only through the audio guides, so one must stand in 

front of an exhibit, press the number on the audio guide that matches the exhibit, and 

proceed to stand in front of the exhibit to hear the testimony clip, watch the given film 

clip, or hear another bit of information that the device provides.  In April 2012, however, 

the museum unveiled a new, major exhibition of survivor testimonies: a seventy-screen 

video sculpture that displays over 52,000 survivor testimonies continuously throughout 

the year.  Each screen shows a different speaker, the audio to which is available on the 

individual audio guide given to each visitor upon entry to the museum.  The testimonies 

rotate through all 52,000-plus testimonies until the rotation of speakers begins over again.  

Even though the speakers are not faceless in this exhibition, they are nameless unless one 

finds the name on the iPod Touch.  Ultimately, though, despite the thousands of 

testimonies presented in this exhibit, there is still no way here to heed Jeffrey Hawthorn’s 

reminder, mentioned in the previous section of this chapter, that the voices of the dead 
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need to be heard too—through readings of surviving letters, poems, and recollections 

about them from survivors. 

 

In addition, like the Los Angeles museum and as described in Chapter Three, the Illinois 

museum makes extensive use of survivor testimony.  All high school students who take 

tours of the museum hear a live survivor testimony in the museum’s Goodman 

Auditorium, and recorded survivor testimonies are an intrinsic part of the permanent 

exhibition.  Survivors also volunteer in the museum and serve on museum committees, so 

their voices are heard in many aspects of the museum.  As Curator Arielle Weininger 

explained, the permanent exhibition at the Illinois museum “is about survivors, not about 

the massive destruction of European Jewry.”76  Weininger’s statement is entirely 

accurate.  The original impetus for the museum came from the post-war community of 

roughly 8,000 Skokie-area Holocaust survivors out of 35,000 Jews in the region, and it is 

their stories that are told in the museum.  One learns about the Holocaust through their 

eyes and through their voices, that is: through the voices of survivors who represent the 

victims and the survivors scattered around the world.  There thus exists what the 

philosopher Paul Ricoeur calls “an intermediate level of reference between the poles of 

individual memory and collective memory, where concrete exchanges operate between 

the living memory of individual persons and the public memory of the communities to 

which we belong.”77  In the case of a Jewish visitor, that visitor does serve as the 

exchange between the individual memory of the survivor and the collective memory of 

the Holocaust operative in the Jewish community.  In the case of a non-Jewish visitor, 

who may or may not have access to a collective memory of the Holocaust, the exchange 
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between the survivor and the visitor invites and causes the visitor to join the community 

of collective memory of the Holocaust, thereby further instantiating Holocaust memory 

into society, enabling it to reach corners of society that it had not before, and—in 

theory—thus assuaging slightly the fear of the loss of Holocaust memory. 

 

V.  How Museums Today Address Contemporary Anti-Semitism 
 
In the Holocaust museums studied in this dissertation, there is extensive information 

provided to the visitor regarding the rise of anti-Semitism78 in Europe before World War 

II, and there is also extensive information provided about how that anti-Semitism 

manifest itself against Jews during the war.  In the permanent exhibitions of all three 

museums, however, there is no acknowledgement that anti-Semitism continues to exist 

today, a fact that seems odd given the extensive attention to the subject of Nazi-era anti-

Semitism and to the history of anti-Semitism prior to World War Two and given the 

continued existence of anti-Semitism since the war.  Through exhibitions on modern 

genocide, all three museums acknowledge that violence and prejudice continue to thrive 

and even escalate into genocide, but there is no concomitant discussion of present-day 

anti-Semitism.  The following section of this chapter is designed to demonstrate the 

museums’ attitudes toward the subject of present-day, resurgent anti-Semitism and to 

elucidate the tensions that limit museums’ interest in the subject. 

 

 

A) The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
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At the Holocaust Memorial Museum, the only way to learn that anti-Semitism remains an 

ongoing problem in today’s world is to visit either or both of the Holocaust Memorial 

Museum’s semi-permanent exhibitions, A Dangerous Lie: The Protocols of the Elders of 

Zion or State of Deception: The Power of Nazi Propaganda, both of which are located on 

the basement level of the museum.  For the former exhibit, the museum specifically 

chooses not just to educate visitors about the actual text of the Protocols, its content, its 

history, and its uncovering as fraudulent but also to explain that the lies perpetrated 

therein are still disseminated around the world and even in the United States—through 

school textbooks, television programs, and of course the internet.  An introductory panel 

to the exhibit states, “Yet even in the aftermath of the Holocaust antisemitism remains a 

continuing threat.”  It goes on to connect the continuing influence of the Protocols of the 

Elders of Zion with the “resurgence of anti-Semitism today,” demonstrating near the end 

of the exhibit in a section called “Hate and the Internet” that the internet has “made it 

easy to use the Protocols to spread hatred of Jews.”  Museum Director Sara Bloomfield 

speaks about hate, technology, and anti-Semitism in an interview for the museum’s 

online series, “Voices on Anti-Semitism,” its podcast featuring different viewpoints on 

anti-Semitism today.  She says, 

 

Teaching people about the Holocaust explains that antisemitism is a very 
dangerous problem, and that not only can it be carried to ultimate 
consequences, but it was in recent history. Technological progress seems 
to be fairly inevitable, but that does not mean moral progress is. The Nazis 
were a very advanced, educated we could call them a progressive society. 
In fact, they would have almost defined their social engineering as a sign 
of their progress. And, I think one of the lessons that as we move into this 
very interconnected, globalized twenty-first century, that we are learning 
is the power of hate. I mean, hatred can spread as quickly, you know, as an 
Internet virus. So I do think that this psychological need for hatred is 
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something we better be facing up to about our species, and if we don't we 
will do so at our own peril.79 
 
 

Here Bloomfield makes several key points, including that technology and morality can be 

mutually exclusive and that Nazism arose in an advanced, educated society.  That said, 

her language on hatred—“the power of hate”—is an example of the universalizing to 

which Alvin Rosenfeld so strongly objects, as mentioned earlier.  While hate can 

certainly spread quickly, anti-Semitism yesterday or today cannot be reduced to 

reductionist notions of “hatred.”  There is a distinction to be made between hatred and, as 

the Nazis did, wanting to eradicate all Jews from the earth. 

 

Like Bloomfield, the museum’s exhibition State of Deception: The Power of Nazi 

Propaganda80 also tries to connect historical information to the present-day through a 

discussion of the relationship between technology, morality, and anti-Semitism.  In State 

of Deception, visitors learn about the many forms of Nazi propaganda against the Jews 

and about how that propaganda was disseminated.  They also learn about how hate 

speech and propaganda are used today, though the exhibit demonstrates this not only 

regarding anti-Semitism but also as they pertain to other minority groups and as they 

relate to the pursuit of democracy.  The exhibit raises questions about whether a 

democratic state can place limits on freedom of speech, whether hate speech can be said 

to incite genocide, whether there is a difference between hate speech and incitement to 

genocide, and whether hate speech can be considered a crime.  The exhibit focuses on 

themes such as “Making A Leader,” “Rallying the Nation,” “Indoctrinating Youth,” 

“Defining the Enemy,” and “Deceiving the Public,” and it includes artifacts such as toy 



	

248 
	

soldiers designed to look like Hitler and Nazi soldiers, a Hitler youth armband, and pages 

from anti-Semitic children’s schoolbooks likening Jews to poisonous mushrooms.  

Pictures of key Nazi figures abound, as does film footage from Nazi marches, Hitler’s 

speeches, and Nazi filmmaker Leni Riefenstahl’s propaganda films. 

 

It is only in the very last section of the rather extensive exhibit that one finds any 

information about anti-Semitism or anti-Semitic propaganda today.  Prior to this final 

moment of the exhibition, all of the information relates to the Nazis’ use of propaganda at 

the time of the Holocaust.  At the very end, though, one’s eye is drawn to a flat-screen 

television.  Against a white background, images of newspaper headlines flicker across the 

screen, with headlines such as “Can Journalism Kill?” from the October 27, 2000 issue of 

the New York Times.  There are other headlines about the use of radio broadcasting in the 

dissemination of hate speech in Rwanda and one that reads “Iran’s New President Says 

Israel ‘Must Be Wiped Off the Map.’”  Next to the television screen, there are two panels 

with text and photographs, one about four Rwandans—the publisher of a Hutu-owned 

tabloid, the two co-founders of a talk-radio station, and singer-songwriter Simon 

Bikindi—and one panel featuring Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the President of Iran.  The 

panel about Rwanda explains how the four men used newspapers, radio broadcasts, and 

even popular music to incite genocide against Rwandan Tutsis.  The panel about 

Ahmadinejad shows his picture and states that despite his calling for the destruction of 

Israel, “no judicial action has been taken against him.”  A final panel attempts, like the 

brochure, to connect the Nazi propaganda covered in the exhibit to today’s world, posing 

questions such as “What types of propaganda are most problematic?  What is the best 
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way for societies and individuals to expose and counter deceptive messages? What limits 

should there be on speech and when?  What is the cost [of placing limits on free 

speech]?”  The visitor is left with these powerful and thought-provoking questions, 

though not, of course, with their answers. 

 

Despite the presence of these two panels and the acknowledgement that anti-Semitism 

exists at least in the context of the President of Iran, it is only in a brochure found at the 

entrance to the exhibit that one finds more specific information stated in a forceful way.  

The brochure, entitled “Antisemitism: A Continuing Threat,” quickly explains the 

meaning of the word anti-Semitism and its use during the Nazi era, then states: 

 

Today, there are signs of increasing antisemitism across Europe and the 
Islamic world, including hate speech, violence targeting Jews and Jewish 
institutions, and denial of the Holocaust.  Militant Islamic groups with 
political power used language suggestive of genocide regarding the State 
of Israel.  The president of Iran declared the Holocaust a “myth” and 
called Israel a “disgraceful blot” that should be “wiped off the map.”  The 
Palestinian terrorist organization Hamas pledges in its founding covenant 
to “obliterate” Israel. 

 
 
The information presented here is strikingly more direct and concise than any of the 

information found at the end of the exhibit.  Valuable as this knowledge may be toward 

educating visitors that virulent anti-Semitism still exists today, it is located on the back of 

a brochure—a brochure that is one of many presented at the entrance to the exhibit and 

that a visitor may or may not even notice, let alone take the time to read.  It is safe to say 

that most visitors to the museum do not learn in the museum that anti-Semitism continues 

to threaten Jews today. 
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B) The Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust and the Illinois Holocaust Museum 

 and Education Center 

At the Los Angeles museum, there is no mention of ongoing anti-Semitism whatsoever, 

though as described above in the section on modern genocide, the museum does indicate 

that other genocides have occurred since the Holocaust.  The museum certainly addresses 

the subject of anti-Semitism as it pertains to the Holocaust era, as does the Illinois 

museum, but the only indication that anti-Semitism continues to exist today either in the 

United States or abroad is a map of neo-Nazi groups in the United States at the Illinois 

museum.  E. Randol Schoenberg,81 the museum’s current President and Acting Executive 

Director, wrote in an e-mail that “our [the museum’s] primary responsibility is educating 

people about the Holocaust and commemorating the victims.  Providing the tools to 

combat present-day anti-Semitism is an obvious byproduct and benefit of the work that 

we do, but it cannot be our sole focus.  There are many other organizations that try to 

fight anti-Semitism, such as the Anti-Defamation League or the Museum of 

Tolerance.  However, in some sense, I subscribe to my grandfather Arnold Schoenberg's 

view that it is impossible to fight anti-Semitism, and that our resources should not be 

wasted in that often futile effort.”82  He later clarified his position here, writing in another 

e-mail: 

 

an anti-Semite coming through our museum is likely to remain an anti-
Semite.  What our museum can do is teach the people who are not anti-
Semitic, to help them grow and learn to be better citizens with a greater 
understanding of history and how the world works.  The museum is 
designed to help make good people better.  It probably cannot do much to 
help turn around the others.  To use my grandfather's terms, I see the 
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Museum as fighting FOR something, not AGAINST.  We provide 
education for those who are open to learning the truth about the worst 
crime in the history of humankind.  They will be the leaders and the 
decision-makers of tomorrow.  In the end, strengthening the 
understanding, empathy and resolve of the people who are open and 
receptive may be the best bulwark against those who, for whatever reason, 
find the need to attack Jews.83 

 

Schoenberg, an ADL Regional Board Member, is hardly alone, however, in thinking that 

it is not the job of a Holocaust museum to concern itself with present-day anti-Semitism, 

though the Los Angeles museum does partner with the ADL for programs and cohosts 

ADL events in the museum.  In an interview, Rick Hirschhaut of the Illinois museum, 

who worked for the ADL for twenty years before coming to the museum ten years ago, 

stated that “the work [of the museum] is unfinished” and that “we haven’t overcome the 

evils of hate,” but he also said that “there is more for [the museum] to do in other areas,” 

that “anti-Semitism is a human problem,” not one specific to this museum, and that 

addressing the problem anywhere in the museum is “not for [him].”84  Michael 

Grunberger, Director of Collections at the Holocaust Memorial Museum, stated, “that’s 

the ADL’s job,” meaning that it is not the responsibility of the museum but the 

responsibility of the Anti-Defamation League to confront resurgent anti-Semitism.85 

VI.  Conclusion 

As demonstrated earlier in the discussion of the Holocaust Memorial Museum’s debates 

about whether to include other genocides in the museum, some of the concerns about this 

inclusion are that doing so detracts from the original intention of the museum, dilutes the 

integrity of the Holocaust, and opens the door for any group that has suffered to argue for 

its place in the museum.  Alvin Rosenfeld expresses another layer of concern for the 



	

252 
	

Holocaust Memorial Museum, asking, “As the museum grows and matures, however, 

will its conceptual base broaden, in familiar American fashion, to embrace a wider sense 

of its mission?”86  Here Rosenfeld wonders whether the pioneering spirit that has long 

characterized America will pervade the walls of a Holocaust museum, causing the 

museum’s mission to expand over the years rather than remaining focused on its original 

goals—an eventuality commonly referred to as “mission creep.” 

The Holocaust Memorial Museum’s project director during its planning stages, Michael 

Berenbaum, challenged these claims of Americanization and mission-expansion by 

arguing that the museum’s decision to be inclusive—especially by creating the 

Committee on Conscience—is being hyperanalyzed.  Berenbaum argued that “the 

‘Holocaust is only “Americanized” insofar as it is explained to Americans and related to 

their history with ramifications for future policy.  The study of the Holocaust can provide 

insights that have universal import for the destiny of all humanity.  A national council 

funded at taxpayers’ expense to design a national memorial does not have the liberty to 

create an exclusively Jewish one in the restricted sense of the term, and most specifically 

with regard to audience.’”87  Berenbaum clearly sees the museum as being built for 

Americans, not just for Jews and not just according to Jewish concerns and appetites.  In 

a sense, all Holocaust museums have since confronted the same issue of audience even 

though none of them are also located in Washington, D.C.  They need to appeal somehow 

to an audience other than Jews, for if they do not, they will not survive financially.  In a 

way, museums’ use of the language of tolerance and their habit of inclusiveness stems 

from this concern.  That said, the issue of drawing in visitors is different from the issue of 

how visitors are encouraged to connect to the history of the Holocaust once they are 



	

253 
	

inside the museum and so that the Holocaust makes an indelible mark on the visitor.  In 

other words, a museum can create superlative exhibitions, programming, and rhetoric 

designed to have universal appeal and to draw visitors from every corner of a given city, 

and it can be successful in these efforts, but once the visitors tour the Holocaust 

exhibitions of the museum, does the history of the time period and the stories of the 

people affected during it remain a radical other, or is the information presented in such a 

way that it lodges itself permanently in the mind and body of the visitor?   

This question is extremely difficult to answer, as one challenge that Holocaust museums 

confront is how to gather qualitative information from visitors about their experiences at 

the museum.  In one instance, Yad Vashem did ask visitors to complete a survey 

designed for this purpose that asked them to choose one or more concepts from a list of 

emotions if the words applied to how they felt by the end of their visit.  The terms 

included: sadness, thoughtfulness, anger, melancholy, and revenge.  The museologist 

Paul Williams explains that even though it was possible to quantify the qualitative data—

the results indicated that 56% of respondents experienced sadness, 50% thoughtfulness, 

and 43% anger—there is no way to know “whether these feelings were already formed or 

changed as a result of the museum visit.”88  There is also no way to know whether the 

feelings at the time of the visit change in any way over time or are brought to bear upon 

the future unless the same visitors are followed for decades after the visit, a task that 

proves nearly impossible.  As Williams asks, “What then should we make of the link 

between visitor response and social action that forms the often-stated raison d’être for 

memorial museums,”89 especially if it so difficult to know whether or how short-term 

responses transform into long-term commitments to social justice? 
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CHAPTER SIX: TWENTIETH-CENTURY GENOCIDE AND UNITED STATES 
HOLOCAUST MUSEUMS  

 
 

There are three essential reasons why Holocaust museums today continue to address the 

subject of modern genocide in their permanent exhibitions: genocides and mass violence 

took place before the Holocaust, were taking place while the Holocaust Memorial 

Museum was being planned, and have continued to occur since.   When the United States 

Holocaust Memorial Museum opened on April 22, 1993—with what Elie Wiesel saw as 

its mission, “confronting hate, preventing genocide and promoting human dignity”1—it 

was directly confronted with the problem that ethnic cleansing, rape, torture, 

concentration, and mass killings were taking place in Bosnia-Herzogovinia to a degree 

not seen since the Holocaust.  At the ceremony marking the museum’s opening, Wiesel 

turned and said to then-President Bill Clinton, “We cannot tolerate the excruciating sights 

of this old new war…Mr. President, this bloodshed must be stopped.”2  Clinton did not 

respond directly to Wiesel’s request, but he did say, “we learn again and again that the 

world has yet to run its course of animosity and violence…ethnic cleansing in the former 

Yugoslavia is but the most brutal and blatant and ever-present manifestation of what we 

also see” in other instances of violence and oppression around the world.3  The 

juxtaposition between Wiesel’s heartfelt plea to Clinton, Clinton’s evasion of the request, 

and the sight of 68-year-old Holocaust survivor Marcia Krause wandering through the 

rain “amid the 8,000 guests with a sign hanging from her neck bearing her maiden name 

and hometown in Poland in a futile search for family members” served as a stark, chilling 

reminder of the inadequacy of the post-Holocaust mantra, “Never Again,” to prevent 

future genocides and of the enormity of the human loss inherent in a genocide.4   
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This sentiment of concomitance with other genocides renders the subject inescapable for 

Holocaust museums small or large.  Philosophically, the fact of seemingly unremitting 

genocide collides with (1) the conviction that it is immoral to differentiate the Holocaust 

as “unique” over and above all other genocides and (2) the grief and fear that accompany 

the imminent loss of Holocaust memory as survivors die.  This collision yields the 

inescapable compulsion to document other genocides and a feeling of moral obligation to 

do so.  In other words, if it is morally unacceptable to argue publicly that the Holocaust is 

unique, and if there is both fear and sadness about a world without the memorializing 

witness of Holocaust survivors, then there will be varying degrees of acknowledgement 

of other genocides in Holocaust museums and an attempt to instantiate Holocaust 

memory through subjects that are perceived to be relevant today.  Arguments against 

including modern genocide suggest that introducing the subject of modern genocide into 

a Holocaust museum’s permanent exhibition space or programming “space” is 

problematic because doing so can be seen as representing an intrusion upon the sanctity 

of the very event that is meant to have prominence in the museum.  In this way, 

documentation of other genocides can be seen as eroding or dissolving the integrity of the 

Holocaust exhibitions, as can mission statements that employ a broad language of 

tolerance and “inclusiveness” instead of focusing solely on Holocaust commemoration 

and education.  At the same time, for museums concerned about how to remain relevant 

in a world that is increasingly fast-paced, digital, and removed in time from the 

Holocaust, exhibitions on recent and current genocides and on human rights violations 

could be crucial to preserving relevance and to drawing younger visitors.  This chapter 

documents the tensions related to the inclusion of the subject of modern genocide in 
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Holocaust museums, the ways in which Holocaust museums today present modern 

genocide, and the implications of the museums’ decisions in this arena. 

I.  The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum: From Memory to Action 

When the Holocaust Memorial Museum was in its planning stages, the staff faced an 

ethical dilemma over whether to include other genocides in the museum’s exhibitions that 

was problematic, inflammatory, and tense.  The crux of the debate had to do with the 

Armenian genocide, which began in Turkey in 1915 when the Young Turks, the political 

party leading the Ottoman Empire, killed over 1.5 million Armenians.  As Linenthal 

explains, the “argument that recognition and representation of the Armenian genocide 

was part of the commission’s responsibility surfaced in their first meeting in February 

1979, when Raul Hilberg declared that ‘it would not be a fulfillment of the overall task’ 

to ignore Armenians or other victims.’”5  The conversation about whether to include the 

Armenian genocide in the museum grew from here, and the voices arguing for and 

against the inclusion were loud and distinct. 

 

The Armenian community argued that “somewhere, somehow, the Armenian genocide, at 

least as backdrop, has a role in [the Holocaust Memorial Museum’s] work” and that if the 

museum’s planning committee determined that it did not, then it was “indeed in 

trouble…[for] who will listen if not [a Holocaust museum]?”6  The pressure was 

immediately put onto the planning committee to take responsibility for the history of 

other genocides, and that pressure continued over time.  In 1980, museum council 

member Set Momjian told the council of “his hope that ‘all peoples who have been the 

victims of genocide can look forward to a completed museum and an educational 



	

264 
	

program that will tell the complete story of man’s inhumanity to man,’” and he then 

promptly pledged one million dollars to the museum on behalf of the Armenian 

community in the United States.7  Again, tremendous pressure was brought to bear on the 

museum to be “inclusive” and “representative” of other groups against whom genocides 

had been perpetrated. 

 

There were also arguments against including the Armenian genocide in the museum.  

Yaffa Eliach said that “she was willing to include the millions of non-Jewish victims of 

the Nazis [such as Jehovah’s Witness, homosexuals, and Roma-Sinti], but not events that 

took place in 1915.  She worried about the slippery slope of inclusion on non-Holocaust-

related genocides.”8  By using the term “slippery slope” she means to question how the 

museum could represent only one non-Holocaust genocide without then being equally 

obligated to mention others, especially current or ongoing genocides.  Miles Lerman 

expressed the same fear and “spoke for the concerns of many when he worried about 

extending Holocaust memory too far backward.   [He said that] ‘if you are introducing 

the Armenian tragedy to the Holocaust, why not the tragedy…of the Cambodians?  Why 

not the tragedy of the American Indians?’”9  Eliach and Lerman are justified in pointing 

out that it would indeed be a tall order for one museum to do justice to the history of so 

many different peoples, and they are justified in questioning whether, on a practical level, 

it is ever wise to take on such an enormous task.  In addition to these philosophical 

problems, the council also felt pressure from the Turkish government, which denied and 

still denies to this day that any genocide against the Armenians ever occurred and which 

was vehemently opposed to the inclusion of the Armenian genocide in the museum.  
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“Monroe Freedman, the council’s first acting executive director, recalled, ‘As much as 

anyone wanted to be represented in the museum, that’s how much the Turkish 

government wanted the Armenians out.  There was pressure on us, and pressure on the 

White House Staff working with us….’”10  As Freedman demonstrates, the museum was 

caught between the two sides of a deeply contentious political debate.  

 

It was also caught between contentious internal debates, complicating matters further.  In 

response to the arguments cited above that resisted including the Armenian genocide in 

the museum, there were more voices on the council in favor of including the Armenians.  

Holocaust scholar Yehuda Bauer pointed out that “the ‘denial of other people’s genocides 

would expose [the museum] to a tremendous wave of criticism, and would be morally 

absolutely contemptible.’”11  Here Bauer brings two important concerns to light: the 

concern about how the museum, which had yet to be even built, would be perceived by 

the public both in its planning stages and after it opened, and the concern about the moral 

integrity of a decision to omit the Armenian genocide.  Michael Berenbaum, the 

Holocaust scholar who was then Project Director at the museum, also advocated for 

inclusion, arguing that “exclusionary policies” would be  

 
 

‘a historical mistake which undermines the integrity of this…exhibition, 
and a pedagogical mistake which diminishes our ability to reach out and to 
include groups who naturally can see in the Holocaust a sensitive 
metaphor to their own experience.  These groups include Native 
Americans and Blacks and their exclusion because of the Armenian 
question is idiocy.  It is also short sighted for our visitors and our critics 
will ask again and again as they have in the past what about Native 
Americans?  The Cambodians?  Furthermore, it undermines our 
professional standing among those who have studied the Holocaust and 
genocide and it evinces the politicization of our mission.12 
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Berenbaum’s fear here has to do in part with alienating a museum audience already 

experiencing the alien.  If the average visitor is not Jewish and knows little about the 

Holocaust, then the history and the people presented in the museum are radically different 

to what the visitor has ever known.  If the visitor has never been to a museum before, 

then the experience of being in the building and the experience of what would be a 

radically different, “raw” structure are also deeply alien to the visitor’s previous 

experiences and potentially in contrast to her expectations. As Ochsner writes, “the 

difficulty of achieving any kind of identification in the Holocaust Museum—that is, 

overcoming the otherness of those involved in the Holocaust—returns to the difficulty of 

overcoming the distance between our own lives and the experience of life in central and 

eastern Europe before World War II.”13  Bridging this gap between the self and the other 

represents one of the greatest challenges of any Holocaust museum pedagogically 

speaking, but in the context of the debate about whether to include other genocides, the 

challenge takes on moral overtones too.  The question becomes, “just how does the 

museum’s pedagogical address open up access to the moral imperative that visitors apply 

their experience of the museum to their contemporary lives, without specifying what the 

visitors should do?”14  The museum should be instructive but not overly didactic, and in 

this way should give rise to thoughtful reflection and to the sensitivity of which 

Berenbaum spoke, for if the visitor finds nothing of herself in the museum, then the 

opportunity for her to inhabit a “sensitive metaphor” dissolves, and the museum remains 

irrelevant to her.  These pedagogical “mistakes” pale in comparison, though, to 

Berenbaum’s concerns about the museum’s becoming yet another example of how 

marginalized non-white, non-American cultures and their histories can be in the United 



	

267 
	

States.  In addition, Berenbaum wanted the museum to be professional, to respond to the 

needs of collective memory, and not to be a mere function of politics. 

 

In some ways, the Committee ultimately agreed with him on one level, as the 

development and existence of the Holocaust Memorial Museum’s Committee on 

Conscience attests.  The museum describes the Committee’s history as follows: 

 

When the President’s Commission on the Holocaust recommended in 
1979 the creation of a living memorial to the victims of the Holocaust, it 
observed that no issue “was as perplexing or as urgent as the need to 
insure that such a totally inhuman assault as the Holocaust – or any partial 
version thereof – never recurs.” To address that need, the President’s 
Commission recommended creation of a Committee on Conscience, a 
committee of the Museum’s Council. 

The Museum opened in 1993, and shortly thereafter, Leo Melamed, whose 
family fled Nazism, formally proposed the establishment of the 
Committee on Conscience as a standing committee to his fellow members 
of the United States Holocaust Memorial Council. His proposal received 
unanimous approval in 1995…The Committee on Conscience mandate is 
to alert the national conscience, influence policy makers, and stimulate 
worldwide action to confront and work to halt acts of genocide or related 
crimes against humanity….15 

 

The unanimous acceptance of the proposal, however, should not be taken to mean that the 

path to the official establishment of the proposed committee was at all smooth.  When the 

idea for the Committee was first explored in the 1980s, museum council members 

Terence Des Pres, the Holocaust scholar, and Ingeborg G. Mauksch, the nurse and 

humanitarian who escaped pre-war Austria by immigrating to the United States,16 raised 

concern about the role of on-site surveys in documenting potential or existing genocides.  
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First, Des Pres argued that such surveys were incredibly difficult though they were 

crucial to establishing credibility, and Maukusch said that “an effort to evaluate genocidal 

situations must include on-site surveys whenever possible.”17  Their prioritization of 

establishing credibility for the museum and making accurate assessments of genocidal 

“hot-spots” set a high ethical, professional, and academic standard for the future 

Committee on Conscience from the outset, also demanding by implication significant 

time, money, and energy for the endeavor. 

At a meeting in New York City on July 23, 1980, the subcommittee appointed to 

articulate the function of the Committee debated a wide range of ideas.  Des Pres said 

that it should pass the Genocide Convention; Arthur Davis, Mario Cuomo, Willard 

Fletcher, Eli Zborowski, and Mauksch argued that it should not be affiliated with the 

government at all; Fletcher added that it should be modeled after Amnesty International; 

Harry Cargas countered that it should be modeled after the Nobel Foundation and that it 

should give an annual award “for those who help to or actually expose incidents of 

genocide;” and Davis and Bayard Rustin argued that the Committee should be affiliated 

with the government in order to attract the right caliber of person to serve on it.18  As the 

diversity of ideas that emerged from this meetings demonstrates, the subcommittee 

members faced a difficult task here: determining what a Committee on Conscience 

should do, what it should look like, and whether it should it be affiliated with the 

government, the very government it might need to criticize if a genocide were to take 

place and the Committee were to be dissatisfied with the government’s response. 
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After almost a decade of debate, research, exploration, and the eventual opening of the 

Holocaust Memorial Museum, the museum formed what it called the Ad Hoc 

Exploratory Group, a subcommittee of board members asked to make final decisions 

regarding the Committee on Conscience.  The group met at the museum on December 6, 

1993, but by the time of its next meeting, on May 24, 1994, the Rwandan genocide had 

taken place.  The subcommittee grappled with how to react.  Committee member Hyman 

Bookbinder, the Washington lobbyist who served as the Washington representative for 

the American Jewish Committee for nineteen years,19 was passionate.  He said, 

 

We are survivors, or colleagues of survivors, who every chance we get, we 
make speeches about why Roosevelt didn’t do things, why people weren’t 
be alerted [sic], why, in the face of information, nothing was done.  Well, 
how the hell can we make those kinds of speeches and seem to be rather 
calm about what kind of vehicle we need, whether it should be with the 
structure, or not within the structure.  Those are so unimportant compared 
to the determination of judgment to be made consistent with what we said 
12 years ago.20 

 

Here Bookbinder referred to the original subcommittee’s discussions in the early 1980s 

that the Committee will “research genocidal and potential genocidal situations and 

present to members… wherever it is possible, make fact finding or on-site surveys to 

determine credibility… [and] will issue statements to the President of the United States, 

the American Congress, members of the press, religious and civic leaders in order to 

motivate both government and private institutions to take such action as necessary.”21  

Bookbinder wanted the committee to act on the promises it had made to alert the 

government and the public in the event of a genocidal situation, but more importantly, he 
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was urging the committee not to be hypocritical.  If the museum was critical of Roosevelt 

and of wartime bystanders, then the only moral option was now to cry out—and act—in 

support of Rwanda.   

As it evolved, the Committee on Conscience has acknowledged other genocides through 

hosting speakers, supporting fact-finding missions, commissioning studies, and providing 

extensive content on its website: recorded eyewitness testimonies, maps, photographs, 

podcasts, and learning resources.  It was ultimately not until decades later, in May of 

2009, that the Committee on Conscience opened an exhibition on modern genocide 

entitled “From Memory to Action” that was, according to Jackie Scutari, the Program 

Coordinator for the museum’s Center for the Prevention of Genocide, originally intended 

only for a five-year run, but as of May 2013 there were no plans to remove the exhibit.22  

While various departments in the museum use the exhibit for their educational and 

training programs and to prompt discussion about “concepts such as moral 

responsibility,”23 the typical visitor only sees the exhibition after exiting the museum’s 

permanent exhibition, if at all, and without a guide or facilitator.  After arriving on a 

landing, one can see to the right the main lobby of the museum, the Hall of Witness, and 

to one’s left, a small gift shop next to the entrance to From Memory to Action.  The 

museum’s website describes the exhibition as follows:  

 
[From Memory to Action is] an interactive installation that uses cutting 
edge technology and compelling eyewitness stories to invite visitors to 
join a growing community of people taking action against genocide. 
Located in the Museum's Wexner Center, the installation introduces 
visitors to the concept and law of genocide, to three contemporary cases of 
genocide — Rwanda, Srebrenica in Bosnia-Herzegovina, and the Darfur 
region of Sudan — and to eyewitness testimonies from activists, survivors, 



	

271 
	

rescuers, journalists, humanitarian aid workers, and more. It also poses the 
question to each visitor: ‘What will you do to meet the challenge of 
genocide?’24 

 

 

From Memory to Action25 is constructed in a room about the size of a typical living 

room.  When one enters, one sees to the left a series of three text ribbons—one each for 

Rwanda, Bosnia, and Darfur.  Taken together, they reveal a comparative method of 

presenting the subject.26  At the top, there are thematic titles such as “Scapegoating,” 

“Armed Conflict,” and “Preparation.”  If one stands in front of the titles and reads 

downward, one learns about how each of the three regions experienced this particular 

element.  The ribbons stretch about halfway around the room, stopping just before an exit 

doorway.  Here one has two choices: to circumnavigate the exhibit three times in order to 

read about each individual genocide horizontally and linearly, or to read vertically and 

thematically, thus reading about three genocides at once under each theme.  On the wall 

on the other side of the exit, one finds giant digital panels on a wall referred to as the 

“Pledge Wall” and a long desk-like area with chairs in front of it.  One is meant to sit at 

the desk and fill out a card that reads “TAKE ACTION: What will you do to meet the 

challenge of genocide today,” write an answer on the card, and put it into a slot in the 

desk.  As the website explains, visitors are supposed to “make a personal pledge to take 

action, share ideas about possible actions, and witness the growing community of people 

who care about preventing and responding to genocide.”27  (One can also make a pledge 

through the Committee on Conscience’s website and view other pledges there, so the 

notion here is to create a virtual, global pledge community.)  The pledges, of which the 

museum had collected over 160,000 as of May 2013,28 are then processed digitally so that 
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they appear on the large screen on the wall behind the desk, though the museum has no 

way of knowing whether individuals follow through on their pledges.  On the Pledge 

Wall’s section of the Committee’s website29, there is a repeating loop that displays 

sample pledge cards, ostensibly filled out by visitors.  A few examples of pledge card 

statements include: “Never Again should mean Never Again,” “I will remember what I 

have seen today,” “I pledge to always treat others with the respect they deserve and do 

my best to be a better person,” and “I promise to treat others fairly.”  Other pledges 

mention taking actions such as writing letters to government officials, blogging about 

genocide, and teaching  (high-school age) students about genocide.  One reads, “I will 

use my law degree to protect women’s rights and gender equality.”  These pledges 

provide an interesting glimpse into visitors’ understanding of what it means to try to 

“prevent” or, as the exhibit asks, “meet the challenge of genocide today.”  The law 

student responds to the relationship between genocide and violence against women.  

Others react to the important and problematic relationship between memorialization and 

genocide prevention.  Some want to take on greater personal moral responsibility in their 

lives as a result of what they have learned about modern genocide from this exhibit and 

from the rest of the museum, through which they have typically already been.  

 

On the other side of the room in front of the text ribbons, there is a large, shiny table with 

multiple television screens dangling overhead.  The “table” is actually a giant touch-

screen computer; it looks like an oversized iPhone but without the “app” icons.  Visitors 

are allowed to touch the screen, and when they do, links to testimonies from genocide 

survivors, military personnel who were “on the ground” in countries in crisis, and so on 
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appear.  (These testimonies also play on the overhead monitors mentioned above.)  Each 

testimony has a bar code that one can scan onto the paper card that one is given upon 

entering the exhibit.  The paper card stores the information from the table, and at home 

one can go to the exhibit’s website, type in the code from the paper card, and retrieve the 

digital data that one “stored.”  Finally, in addition to From Memory to Action, the 

Holocaust Memorial Museum has one more exhibit on Darfur, which it calls “Genocide 

Emergency: Darfur, Sudan.”  One finds this exhibit if one leaves From Memory to Action 

and walks through a small exhibition on the Nuremberg trials.  Genocide Emergency 

implores visitors to be aware of genocide, and in a statement stenciled on the wall, it 

argues that all countries and the entire “civilized world” should be concerned about 

genocide.  The exhibit includes factual information about Darfur and labeled photographs 

from a museum staffer’s visit to the region. 

 

The curator of From Memory to Action was Bridget Conley-Zilkic, who writes about its 

creation in her essay “What Do You Want?  On Witnessing Genocide Today.”30  Here 

Conley explains that the goal of the exhibition was to encourage visitors to stay in the 

museum just a little bit longer to learn about contemporary genocide.  The challenge was 

then one of what Conley calls “proximity,” or how to understand “where one is in 

relation to a threat of genocide” given that for any visitor in the museum at that moment, 

there is not a real threat of genocide, knowledge of the subject is limited, and the 

authority to prevent genocide is nil.31  Conley explains the dilemma another way, writing 

that “Balancing the call to action with respect for the alterity of such violence is the 

struggle of proximity.”32  The problem that Conley identifies here, that the museum must 
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find a way to connect the visitor to the material presented and to a desire to act despite 

the chasm of alterity, or the sense of otherness inherent in the visitor’s gaze.  Only 

perhaps a genocide survivor or survivor of other violence would not feel distant from the 

time periods and types of violence represented in the museum, both in the permanent 

exhibition on the Holocaust and in From Memory to Action.  In From Memory to Action, 

the use of testimony and the use of the pledge wall are intended to create the sense of 

proximity for which Conley strives.  

 

Besides creating exhibitions, the Committee on Conscience and the museum sponsor 

publications and hosts events on the subject of modern genocide, always with high-

profile speakers and other participants.  Along with the American Academy of 

Diplomacy and the Endowment of the United States Institute of Peace, in 2008 the 

museum sponsored former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright and former Secretary of 

Defense William S. Cohen—co-chairs of the Genocide Prevention Task Force—in their 

writing of Preventing Genocide: A Blueprint for U.S. Policymakers.33  Written on the 

occasion of the sixtieth anniversary of the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment 

of the Crime of Genocide and on the twentieth anniversary of the United States’ 

ratification of the treaty, the blueprint intends to equip the United States and its 

international partners with the information required to “take preventive action [and]…to 

forestall the specter of future cases of genocide and mass atrocities.”34  In more than one 

hundred pages, Albright and Cohen cover topics ranging from developing early warning 

systems to reversing escalation to creating an international network for sharing 

information that could lead to the prevention and cessation of genocide.  In addition to 
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these more pragmatic governmental and military endeavors, the blueprint also 

recommends a “revolution in conscience” and reminds policymakers that religious 

institutions and religious leaders can “provide timely warning about threats in remote 

areas…and can act as catalysts for preventive action in their communities.”35  There is no 

mention of museums or of Holocaust museums in the blueprint, but as will be 

demonstrated later in this chapter, Holocaust museums today—especially the Holocaust 

Memorial Museum—are clearly participating in what could be called the attempt to 

create a “revolution in conscience.”  

 

To this end, on October 5, 2011 the Holocaust Memorial Museum published a report, 

Developing A Public Early Warning System for Genocide and Mass Killing, that 

summarizes the findings of the museum’s Sudikoff Annual Interdisciplinary Seminar on 

Genocide Prevention.36  Seminar participants included Michael Abramowitz of the 

Holocaust Memorial Museum’s Committee on Conscience, Roberta Cohen of the 

Brookings Institution, John McLaughlin of Johns Hopkins University and the Former 

Deputy Director and Former Acting Director of Central Intelligence, and genocide 

scholar Benjamin Valentino of Dartmouth College.  The official report indicates that 

“participants discussed the need for [an early warning system], investigated how the 

system might be structured, and identified the key costs and challenges of creating and 

maintaining the system.”37  The need for such an early warning system remains because, 

as the scholar of peace and conflict studies Alex Bellamy explains, even though there is 

international, legal consensus that it is wrong to kill innocent, non-combatant civilians 

and that genocide is wrong and should be prevented, “mass killing remain[s] a recurrent 
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feature of world politics, sometimes perpetrators avoid punishment…civilian immunity 

sometimes fails to inhibit behavior and…perpetrators are able to secure sufficient 

legitimacy.”38  Despite efforts to the contrary, genocide persists and its perpetrators often 

escape punishment, often because the perpetrators are seen as legitimate authorities who 

challenge social norms or deny that they are being violated.39  Israel Charny, the renown 

genocide scholar and Director of the Institute on the Holocaust and Genocide, Jerusalem, 

writes poignantly about the persistence of genocide.  He states,  

 

since life makes no sense to me unless it is for serving life, beginning with 
my own safety and health and also the safety and health of others, I am 
happy and devotedly committed to advancing efforts (my own as well as 
those of others) to work toward genocide prevention.  Even though we are 
not going to make it [prevent genocide] in our time, or perhaps ever, this is 
the only way I want to live and die.40 
 

 
His view here is startling: a preeminent scholar in the field writing that he does not think 

that a way to prevent genocide could ever be found in his lifetime—or even at all—

though it is still worth trying.  Charny does explain in his article that he thinks that 

genocide can be “stopped to a significant extent” if there were to be an “International 

Peace Army (IPA) sponsored by a world government that operates rationally, based on 

verified news reports and scientific assessments of risks to human lives…[that would] 

respond to reports of the beginning of mass murders or gathering threats of imminent 

mass murder and would move rapidly and promptly to the scene,” but he does not think 

that the world is ready to commit to the creation of such an army; it is still too immoral 

and too power-hungry.41  Charny is not alone in feeling both cynical about the possibility 

of stopping genocide and certain about ways to stop it.  Dr. Denis Mukwege, the Medical 
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Director at the Panzi Hospital in the Congo where he and his staff treat women who are 

victims of sexual violence wrote in a letter published on Nicolas Kristof’s New York 

Times blog on November 2, 2013: “We do not need more proof of what is happening, we 

need action to stop it, action to arrest those responsible for these crimes against humanity 

and to bring them to justice.  We need unanimous condemnation of the rebel groups who 

are responsible for these acts, and we need concrete action with regard to member states 

of the United Nations who support these barbarities from near or afar.”42  Mukwege and 

Charny both underscore the need for a unified, action-based approach to genocide 

prevention that can address genocidal action or the threat of such action in situ, not from 

afar.  Holocaust museums can provide genocide education, but they are not equipped as 

genocide prevention organizations that can provide in situ military or humanitarian aid.  

What they can do is serve as a catalyst for action. 

 

On April 23, 2012 the Holocaust Memorial Museum hosted United States President 

Barack Obama when he chose the museum as the location for his speech on preventing 

mass atrocities that announced the creation of a new Atrocities Prevention Board.  In his 

speech, the President spoke not only about his administration’s work toward the goal of 

genocide prevention but also about Israel and anti-Semitism.  He said, “…anti-Semitism 

has no place in a civilized world…so when efforts are made to equate Zionism to racism, 

we reject them.  When international fora single out Israel with unfair resolutions, we vote 

against them.  When attempts are made to delegitimize the state of Israel, we oppose 

them.  When faced with a regime that threatens global security and denies the Holocaust 

and threatens to destroy Israel, the United States will do everything in our power to 
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prevent Iran from getting a nuclear weapon.”43  Given the Holocaust Memorial 

Museum’s commitment not only to the Holocaust but also to providing information about 

other genocides, the decision to deliver this speech at the museum is a logical one, though 

as will be discussed later in this chapter, the museum does not offer much comment on 

anti-Semitism today except at the very end of the two non-permanent exhibitions on its 

basement level, as mentioned earlier.  Obama also acknowledges that the rallying cry of 

the post-Holocaust era, “Never Again,” has not prevented the deaths of thousands of 

innocent people.   

 

In addition to the blueprint and Obama’s speech, in July of 2012 the museum hosted a 

conference, Imagine the Unimaginable: Ending Genocide in the 21st Century, at which 

the hallmark events were Madeleine Albright and Ambassador Richard S. Williamson’s 

talk, “The United States at R2P: From Words to Action;”44 the release of poll results on 

“US Attitudes and Awareness of Genocide;” and former Secretary of State Hillary 

Rodham Clinton’s keynote address.  Albright and Williamson, a diplomat, lawyer, and 

senior fellow at the Chicago Council of Global Affairs, spoke about how R2P has been 

applied and how its norms could function better in the international community.  On the 

following day, the market research and consulting firm Penn Shoen Berland presented the 

results of it poll, with its CEO Mark Penn leading the discussion.  The poll’s driving 

question had been “What inspires people to take action against genocide and under what 

circumstances should the US engage to prevent it?”  Conducted between June 30th and 

July 10th, 2012 from telephone interviews with 1000 Americans selected at random from 

the general population, the poll’s results included information such as: nearly one in two 
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Americans are able to define the term genocide correctly, the majority of those polled are 

concerned about genocide because of moral principles and sympathy for the victims, and 

the majority are familiar with seven of eight twentieth-century genocides—the exception 

being the Armenian genocide.45  Its key findings reveal that Americans think that 

genocide is preventable, that the US plays a serious role in stopping it but that 

international bodies bear an even greater responsibility, and that the US should be 

involved in Syria along with a coalition.  They also feel that military intervention, 

tolerance education, and arrests are the most effective ways to prevent or stop genocide.  

In her keynote speech at the event, Secretary Clinton notes what she says the museum 

does “so well…it brings us face to face with a terrible chapter in human history and it 

invites us to reflect on what that history tells us and how that history should guide our 

path forward,”46 and she thanks the museum’s Committee on Conscience for “bringing 

attention to contemporary cases of extreme violence against civilians.”  Despite 

complimenting the museum here, Clinton also states that “despite all we have learned and 

accomplished in the last 70 years, ‘never again’ remains an unmet, urgent goal” and 

categorizes the need to confront the problem of ongoing genocide in terms of moral 

obligation. 

 

II. The Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust: Conflict Over Armenia 

Another Holocaust Museum in the United States that speaks to the subject of the place of 

modern genocide in Holocaust museums is the Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust.  

As described earlier, the Los Angeles Museum does include a brief exhibit on modern 

genocide at the end of its permanent exhibition space.  The exhibit consists of four 
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pictures, one each of the genocides in Armenia, Rwanda, Cambodia, and Darfur and a 

panel printed with Lemkin’s definition of genocide.  The museum’s audio guide offers a 

bit more information about each genocide, and it repeats Lemkin’s definition, but there is 

no mention of genocides other than the Holocaust elsewhere in the museum, and the 

subject was not addressed at either of the museum’s previous locations.  Former museum 

Executive Director Mark Rothman explained that the museum “was always dedicated to 

the history of the Holocaust, its precursors, and its aftermath” and that it had never 

included information on modern genocide because “it shares urban space with the 

Museum of Tolerance and [because not mentioning] modern genocide fits organically 

with its mission.”  Rothman also identified what he called “a little bit of a shift” in 

thinking that contributed to the museum’s decision to include information about modern 

genocide in its new location.  He said that this “shift in inclusiveness” is “based on the 

intellectual principle that the Holocaust defined the subject or idea of modern genocide.”  

Rothman added that “Lemkin’s definition of genocide was based on the Armenian 

genocide, and his publication came out at the height of the Holocaust.47  He [Lemkin] 

was Jewish, and he was informed by the Holocaust.  You wouldn’t have a concept of 

modern genocide without the Holocaust.”  Shoenberg explained that he did not want an 

exhibit on modern genocide to be located at the end of the museum, where it would be 

the final note upon with the visitor experience would rest, but he did want to provide a 

moment in the museum for “compare and contrast” so that visitors could contextualize 

the Holocaust in world history.48 
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When asked whether the LAMH had seen any reaction or backlash from the Armenian 

community about the way in which the subject is presented, Rothman said no, but he did 

add that there had been a significant reaction from the Turkish government.  Rothman 

explained that when the museum created a Garden of the Righteous, it invited the 

relevant countries each to sponsor the planting of a tree in the garden to honor its 

righteousness during the Holocaust.  Turkey sponsored a tree, and as Rothman explained, 

“it was a positive relationship until they heard the audioguide [description of the 

Armenian genocide] and got very unhappy.”  In response to the Turkish government’s 

consternation over the museum’s use of the term “genocide,” the museum agreed to 

rewrite the audio guide’s text on the subject to place the genocide “in a larger context.”  

The museum’s current Acting Executive Director E. Randol Schoeberg explained, “We 

met with the Turkish consul and made some very minor edits to the audio guide in 

response to his concerns.  But the text essentially remained the same.”49   The museum’s 

audio guide has since described the events of 1915 in the Ottoman Empire without using 

the word “genocide.”  The text reads in part:  

 

the overall result of the conflict was a catastrophe for the Armenians.  The 
total number of Armenians killed is widely disputed. Armenians believe 
that upwards of 1.5 million were killed while The Republic of Turkey 
estimates the total to be 300,000. Several senior Ottoman officials were 
put on trial in Turkey in 1919-20 in connection with atrocities during the 
Armenian conflict.50 

 

In the same exhibition’s introductory audio text, however, the narrator states: “Only two 

decades before the Nazis began their extermination of the Jews, as many as 1.5 million 

Armenians died in an internal conflict in the Ottoman Empire that many people consider 
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a genocide.”51  It is surprising that the Armenian community has not objected more 

strongly to the museum’s description and lack of use of the term genocide given that 

there is such strong opposition amongst Armenians to Turkish denial.  For example, in 

his July 19, 2013 New York Times Op-Ed “Turkey’s Human Rights Hypocrisy,” 

Armenian Genocide scholar Taner Akçam52 wrote about the hypocrisy of Turkey’s 

calling the civilian massacres in Syria “attempted genocide.”  He writes, “Turkey’s desire 

to champion human rights in [the Middle East] is a welcome development, but…as long 

as Turkey continues to deny crimes committed against non-Turks in the early 1900s…its 

calls for freedom, justice and humanitarian values will ring false.”53  Even one hundred 

years after the genocide, its denial still raises the ire of scholars, Armenians, and human 

rights activists; to this day the Turkish government denies that a genocide took place 

against the Armenians and dismisses all evidence to the contrary.  Despite this 

knowledge, the Los Angeles museum only hints at the idea that “some” consider the 

“atrocity” a genocide, and after the rewriting of the audioguide text, Turkey did not 

withdraw its sponsorship of the tree or respond to the museum negatively in any other 

way. 

 

In addition to the small exhibit on modern genocide, the Los Angeles Museum’s 

Education Director Ilaria Benzoni-Clark explained that during the 2011-2012 school year 

the museum is experimenting with talking about modern genocide on its high school 

tours.  She wrote via email, “We have also just introduced a genocide piece to our high 

school tour, where students reflect upon the definition of genocide and what motivated its 

inception. They also discuss contemporary genocide and steps they could take to get 
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involved. This new piece has not yet been implemented but new docents have been 

trained to incorporate it in their tours. We will evaluate it this year and see how it fits in 

our current tours.”54  Since that time, no major changes to the school tours have taken 

place.   

 

One other way that the museum addresses the subject of modern genocide is through its 

monthly lecture series entitled “Let’s Talk About It: New Conversations on the 

Holocaust.”  On January 6, 2012, the museum hosted Dr. Beth Meyerowitz, Professor of 

Psychology and Preventive Medicine at the University of Southern California, who 

studies Rwandan genocide survivors.  Including Dr. Myerowitz in the lecture series 

represents an attempt to explore contemporary genocide within the context of the 

museum; that said, one lecture does not represent what could be called a major 

commitment to the subject or a concerted effort to attract an audience interested in 

genocides other than the Holocaust.  This incorporation of the subject of modern 

genocide into the docent-led tours, the inclusion of the subject in a lecture series that is in 

name about the Holocaust, and the presence of a small exhibit in the permanent 

exhibition simply represents a cautious, limited effort to acknowledge that there have 

been genocides before and since the Holocaust.  These efforts, even combined, do not 

affect the general mission of the museum, to provide education about and 

memorialization of the Holocaust. 

 

Unlike the other museums discussed in this section, The Los Angeles Museum of the 

Holocaust does not employ the broad language of tolerance and understanding that so 
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many of its peers do.  Its mission statement calls for Holocaust commemoration and 

education—nothing more.  While it does acknowledge other genocides in a small 

exhibition, as described in Chapter One, the Los Angeles museum cannot be accused of 

relativizing or Americanizing the Holocaust based on this one nod to modern genocide.  

In fact, the museum’s architectural motifs, exhibitions, and mission are all distinctly in 

keeping with the traditional, respectful aesthetic and philosophical tropes of the 

Holocaust as a genre despite its innovations.  The museum’s website even claims that the 

Holocaust is “the most tragic event in human history,”55 though that statement is neither 

made explicitly in the museum itself nor made easily accessible on the website. 

In the end, there are a number of reasons why the Los Angeles has chosen not to employ 

a broader terminology or focus more than it does on other genocides.  First, the museum 

is located but a few miles from its theoretical competitor, the Museum of Tolerance, 

which is highly focused on notions of tolerance and understanding and addresses 

extensively the subject of other atrocities in world history.  Second, the museum’s current 

iteration reflects the focus and mission that it has had since its inception, so it is even now 

staying true to its roots, so to speak.  Third, it seems to want to evoke the Jewish nature of 

the Holocaust with special care and attention.  The museum’s decision to place a 

mezuzah on every doorpost demonstrates that it wants to be understood as a Jewish place 

from the moment one crosses its threshold, as demonstrated in its exhibition space 

entitled “The World That Was,” which is devoted to the task of depicting Jewish life 

before the Holocaust.  (Certain Holocaust museums, such as the Museum of Tolerance 

and the Virginia Holocaust Museum, have no such exhibition whatsoever.)  Finally, the 

Los Angeles museum is located on a small plot of land, and its interior space is much 
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smaller than the Holocaust museums found in other major and even minor cities.  These 

space constraints place a physical limit on the museum’s narrative and force museum 

leaders to limit the scope of materials to include in its permanent exhibitions.  What 

remains to be seen is how this museum, whose mission speaks only to the Holocaust and 

which argues that the Holocaust is the most tragic event in world history will evolve, 

especially as its museological brethren around the country make very different decisions. 

III. The Illinois Holocaust Museum & Education Center: Remaining Relevant 

When the Illinois Holocaust Museum & Education Center was still very much in its 

planning stages, museum staff members met with community leaders in and around 

Chicago and museum professionals across the country to ask them what they thought a 

twenty-first century Holocaust museum should be.  The Illinois museum staff knew that 

they wanted the Holocaust to be the core of the museum, but they also felt that they had 

to address the subjects of modern genocide and human rights in order to remain 

relevant—a feeling that the leaders with whom they met consistently corroborated.  As 

Richard Hirschhaut, the museum’s executive director, explained, the staff and the 

survivors involved in the planning process wanted to “create contemporary relevance 

through other genocides [without becoming] a genocide museum,”56 a museum that 

focused more on the subject of genocide than on the Holocaust.  Hirschhaut said that 

while this subject “could have been an area of concern,” it was not, because “the 

survivors were aligned with the idea of the Holocaust and connecting it with genocides 

that have followed and preceded.”57  In addition, in 2005 the Illinois state mandate on 

Holocaust education underwent an amendment to include the study of genocide as well, 

so the new mandate influenced how the museum proceeded in regard to genocide 
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education.  Museum staff report that in recent years, teachers at the high school level 

have increased demand for genocide education, explaining that when they teach about the 

Holocaust, their students ask them questions about Darfur and Rwanda that they find 

difficult to answer.  Like the Los Angeles Museum, though, the Illinois Museum 

prioritizes Holocaust commemoration and remembrance, but it also identifies broader 

goals that involve translating Holocaust history into “universal lessons” that work against 

“hatred, prejudice, and indifference.”  It also strives to provide programming that will 

“foster the promotion of human rights and the elimination of genocide.”  These are 

indeed lofty goals, so how will the museum accomplish them, and by what means? 

 

Kelley Szany, the museum’s Associate Director of Education & Genocide Initiatives, 

explains that while the museum does not make policy—it raises awareness and provides 

education—it does have the responsibility to educate the public on the history of 

genocide, early warning system strategies, and the definition of genocide in the interest of 

creating a “durable,” educated community.  The museum wants to accomplish more than 

just reacting to other genocides during genocide awareness month or worse—once a 

genocide has begun and the killing has already begun to take place.  It wants to take 

proactive steps.  Szany acknowledged that as a Holocaust museum, there is a struggle to 

balance the museum’s identity while making such a serious commitment to modern 

genocide education, especially in light of recent scholarly concerns about diluting or 

universalizing the Holocaust.  In its genocide education programs, the museum does not, 

however, make comparisons between the Holocaust and other genocides; it teaches about 

behaviors, history, facts, and patterns.  As Szany said, the key for the museum is to 
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communicate to its audience that it is always vigilant in regard to genocide and that it 

continues to be a proactive not reactive institution.  To this end, the museum prides itself 

on having good relationships with Chicago-area Armenian, Sudanese, and Cambodian 

communities to name a few, and it has the full support of the superintendent of the 

Chicago archdiocese in regard to Holocaust education for Catholic students and teachers 

alike.  The museum strives to continue to foster these relationships and to continue to 

partner with other cultural museums and centers in the area.  Szany’s hope for the 

museum’s future is that it will become more of a national voice or leader and that it 

becomes seen as an institution that is maintaining well the balance between education 

about the Holocaust and education about other genocides.  The Board and leadership of 

the museum share these goals for the most part, but one stumbling block to the museum’s 

achieving the balance described above is that public programming on modern genocide is 

not as robust it could be.   Given how few traveling exhibitions exist on the subject of 

modern genocide, how difficult it can be to attract to them a wide audience, and how 

resistant the Board can be to exhibitions about violence to women, a common event in 

modern genocide and thus a common topic especially of photographic exhibitions on 

modern genocide, a museum cannot rely solely on external sources if it is seriously 

committed to modern genocide education.   The Board of the museum rejected, for 

example, the proposal to bring to the museum a photo exhibition about Rwandan children 

born of rape.  It has supported, though, the museum’s partnering with Chicago’s National 

Museum of Mexican Art for a film screening of Granito: How to Nail a Dictator, a film 

about the genocide of almost 200,000 Mayans in Guatemala in the 1980s. 
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In the past, the museum worked to accomplish its goals by focusing on education reform 

in the state of Illinois.  It takes pride in its passage of the Holocaust Education Mandate, 

in 1990, when Illinois became the first state to require Holocaust Education in public 

schools, and in its 2005 expansion of this mandate to create the Holocaust and Genocide 

Education Mandate, which requires Illinois schools to teach about all genocides.58  The 

museum also holds a yearly student essay contest in which high school students highlight 

an individual whose actions were a positive contribution during a genocide, describe a 

situation in which the student took a stand against bullying, or explain how the student 

acted as an upstander.  In addition, the museum hosts yearly Student Leadership Days in 

which nominated, accepted high school students participate.  The program is designed “to 

increase awareness and knowledge of the Holocaust and genocide and to challenge 

participants to think about lessons that can be learned from the past,” with the goal being 

that “students will learn strategies for raising awareness of genocide, engaging in 

activities that promote global understanding [and]… learn to use their voices to take a 

stand against prejudice and indifference.”  The intention is that the students’ participation 

will underscore the idea that citizens of any age can play a role in combating prejudice 

and indifference.59   In that interest, the program—and one like it designed for slightly 

younger students—features Holocaust education, Holocaust survivor speakers, and 

keynote speakers such as Carl Hobert, Founder and Executive Director of the Axis of 

Hope Center for International Conflict Prevention in Boston, MA, Emmanuel Habimana, 

a child survivor of the Rwandan genocide who is active in Rwanda assisting other 

survivors, and Dr. Mukesh Kapila, the former head of the United Nations in Sudan.  For 

teachers, the museum offers summer institutes on teaching the Holocaust and on teaching 
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“Genocide & Human Rights,” but they must have completed the museum’s Holocaust 

education institute in order to participate in the Genocide & Human Rights Institute.  

Teachers can also borrow “Teaching Trunks” from the museum, choosing between 

various topics as they are indicated to be appropriate for certain age groups.  All of the 

trunks offer Holocaust education materials, and there is a new trunk designed for 

secondary educators called “On Our Watch: Genocide and Human Rights.”60    

 

The museum’s permanent exhibition focuses exclusively on the Holocaust, with the 

exception that it mentions other genocides in the film that concludes one’s tour of the 

permanent exhibition.  Early in the film, narrator Barbra Streisand explains that while 

there were other genocides before the Holocaust—mentioning the Armenian genocide by 

name here—“mechanized murder” had not previously take place on the scale that it did 

during the Holocaust, and a Holocaust survivor states that “the Holocaust specifically is a 

Jewish story, but genocide, genocide is a world-wide story.”  Later in the film, the 

genocide in Bosnia is mentioned on two occasions as the narrator explains again that 

“genocide is a world-wide story.”  The Rwandan genocide receives the most extensive 

amount of coverage in the film, as interviews with Carl Wilkins61 and Clemantine 

Wamariya62 comprise several minutes of footage.  Wilkins, a middle-aged white man 

who was the only United States citizen to remain in Rwanda during the genocide, tells the 

audience, “Genocide stems from the kind of thinking [that says] ‘My world would be 

better without you in it.’”  Wamariya, an African-American woman in her mid-twenties, 

speaks softly and gently about her experiences during the Rwandan genocide and about 

her hopes for the future.  The film ends with the question, “How do we take this 
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knowledge [about genocide] and turn it into action?” and then the phrase “Now it’s up to 

you” appears in white across the now-dark screen.  The implication is clear: now that one 

has been through the museum, learned about the Holocaust, and come to understand that 

there are and have been other genocides, one must take action.  What kind of action or 

how to take action is not delineated, however.  The message is that every human being 

has personal responsibility for violence prevention and that single voices taken together 

can be quite powerful and quite capable of bringing about change. 

 

The subject of modern genocide is raised in only one other place in the museum: on the 

second floor in a gallery space called the “Legacy of Absence Gallery,” which is devoted 

exclusively to exhibiting contemporary artistic responses to genocides and other 

atrocities.  The museum’s Legacy of Absence gallery on its second floor exhibits 

contemporary artists’ responses to genocides and other atrocities, including Cambodia, 

Rwanda, Argentina, and the Soviet Gulag.  The hope here is that the exhibition will bring 

attention to other genocides and attract audiences interested in contemporary art.  

Museum staffers are proud that the Illinois museum is the only Holocaust museum in the 

United States to have a contemporary art gallery, and they feel that this gallery makes 

them unique.  Its curator is Clifford Chanin, who is currently the education director of the 

9/11 Memorial Museum but continues to assist the Illinois museum with curating Legacy 

of Absence.  In 2014, the exhibition will undergo some changes, maintaining the same 

themes but having a different outward appearance.  Chief Curator of Collections and 

Exhibitions Arielle Weininger would also like the museum to develop an exhibit on the 

Armenian genocide in time for the 100th anniversary of the atrocity in 2015, but she 
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explained that because no such exhibit exists at another institution, the museum would 

have to self-generate the exhibition.  Limitations of staff, time, and funding could 

therefore render this exhibition nearly impossible to create.  

 

In conclusion: all of the partnerships, exhibitions, and educational programming 

described here give evidence of the Illinois museum’s concerted effort to promote 

genocide awareness, and when examined in the aggregate, they do suggest a Holocaust 

museum that is stretching beyond the boundaries of Holocaust information and education 

and toward a multi-cultural, human rights-oriented place in the Chicago cultural arena.  

There is a distinction to be made here, however, between the impression that the 

secondary and tertiary offerings of the museum gives—traveling exhibitions being 

secondary, for example, and a partnership or leadership day being tertiary—and the 

impression that the museum’s primary offerings give.  The primary offerings of the 

museum are comprised of the permanent exhibition and, at least for now, live survivor 

testimonies.  Despite the existence of secondary and tertiary layers attentive to human 

rights and genocide education, the presence of the museum’s closing film on modern 

genocide, and the Legacy of Absence gallery, the museum’s overwhelming impression 

has only to do with the Holocaust.  The dark and foreboding entrance, the extensive use 

of haunting survivor testimony, the intimate and unusual artifacts, and the brutalist 

architecture: they leave the visitor unable to escape the history, the memories, and the 

shadows of yesteryear.  Given that the overwhelming majority of its visitors will never 

experience the secondary or tertiary offerings, it is in the layer of primary offerings that 
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the real identity of the museum lies, therefore there is no doubt: this is a museum of the 

Holocaust. 

 

IV.  Conclusion 

Given this discussion of how Holocaust museums address the subject of modern 

genocide, it bears noting that the idea of addressing the subject of international human 

rights in general is not particular only to Holocaust museums.63  International human 

rights law scholar Jennifer Orange and museologist Jennifer Carter write in their article 

for Curator that museums around the world are “responding to an evolving human rights 

culture through their missions, exhibitions, and programming initiatives” and that this 

“new museology” is designed “to [intervene] in order to reclaim or safeguard universal 

human rights.”64  Museums such as the District Six Museum in Cape Town, South 

Africa; the International Slavery Museum in Liverpool, England; the National 

Underground Railroad Freedom Center in Cincinnati, Ohio; and the Kigali Memorial 

Museum in Kigali, Rwanda are but a few of the museums that are participating in this 

museology of human rights.  These museums and others, including Holocaust museums, 

are trying to influence visitors’ knowledge base regarding human rights and human rights 

violations, and they are trying to move visitors from apathy or ignorance to action.  

According to Orange and Carter, however, museums on the whole have not yet perfected 

the art of measuring the effectiveness of their human rights-oriented exhibitions and 

programming, leaving a dearth of information even from museums that do implement a 

museology of human rights.  Orange and Carter encourage museums to partner with 

established human rights organizations in order to evaluate whether the new museologies 
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that they employ are producing the desired results and to use multiple means of engaging 

visitors. 

 

There are several reasons why Holocaust museums in the United States have not engaged 

in the more extensive exhibitions and programming and in the creation of partnerships, as 

Orange and Carter recommend.  First, because all Holocaust museums are limited 

financially to varying degrees, there is always the consideration to be made of how to 

allocate valuable resources.  Typically those resources not needed for overhead costs are 

given to Holocaust-specific exhibitions: reference here the Los Angeles Museum of the 

Holocaust’s small modern genocide exhibit buts its large, expensive Tree of Testimony 

and related partnership with the Shoah Foundation as one example.  Only a museum as 

well-funded as the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum with an entirely separate 

branch devoted specifically to the subject of modern genocide can create an exhibition as 

large as From Memory to Action and host conferences and speakers of the type and scope 

that the Holocaust Memorial Museum does. 

Despite these efforts, however, and the efforts of the museum in regard to Holocaust 

education, it still draws criticism today.  Almost exactly twenty years after its founding, 

on the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of the Holocaust Memorial Museum, the 

Editorial Board of the Washington Post published a piece that challenged the museum on 

the issue of genocide prevention and on the museum’s effectiveness in that regard.  The 

piece reads, “You could look at the Rwanda genocide of 1994, the terrible killings in 

Darfur, Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad’s ongoing slaughter of his own people—a 

slaughter that the United States is doing little to prevent—and conclude that the museum 
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has failed at its second mission.  A fairer reading would be: There’s still a lot of work to 

do.”65  While there is truth in this statement, that the museum has not prevented future 

genocides and that there is still much work to be done to prevent genocide,66 there is a 

better truth to be had from the Post’s observations.  That truth is: that not even a 265,000-

square-foot museum located in the capital city of the United States of America that 

required over 168 million dollars to be built, that has attracted over thirty million visitors 

since it opened, that has what is arguably the most powerful permanent Holocaust 

exhibition in the world, that has extensive resources and programming, and that has an 

entire separate branch devoted exclusively to addressing the subject of genocide can 

prevent genocide.  Given that this is true, then it is worth considering: if the Holocaust 

museum cannot prevent genocide, then what role will it have in the future aside from 

continued Holocaust memorialization? 
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CONCLUSIONS AND PERSPECTIVES  
 
 

The previous chapters of this dissertation have attempted to chronicle the development of 

post-Holocaust memorial culture in Europe and the United States with a special emphasis on 

the role of Holocaust museums in Jerusalem, Berlin, Washington, Chicago, and Los Angeles 

in instantiating Holocaust memory.  Important post-Holocaust debates over the uniqueness 

of the Holocaust, Holocaust memory, and museological ethics have also been traced here.  

An effort to delineate the museums’ approaches to three particular subject areas—the 

imminent loss of the survivor population, modern genocide, and resurgent anti-Semitism—

has also been made, and the final chapter concludes with the question of what role 

Holocaust museums will have in the future, aside from memorializing the Holocaust, as they 

try to achieve contemporary relevance.   

 

This dissertation strives to demonstrate that Holocaust museums are not just museological 

places but ethical ones and that every aspect of their existence—from the artifacts they 

include to their architecture to how they are situated in scholarly debates—is infused with 

ethical adjudication.  Given the thesis of this dissertation—that Holocaust museums have 

come to a crossroads as they face the day when there will no longer be living survivors, a 

world tense with genocidal activity, and a Jewish community in distress over continued, 

virulent anti-Semitism—it has been important to try to establish the history of post-

Holocaust memorial practices, an understanding of the development of Holocaust museums, 

and an awareness of the ethical practices of the museums.  The path that Holocaust 

museums will take in the future is grounded in the decisions and practices of earlier 
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generations and it grows out of the tremendous love and respect that museum staff, 

supporters, and visitors have always had for the victims and survivors of the Holocaust.  It 

was the survivors who were the impetus for all three United States museums examined in 

this dissertation, and it is in their name that the future of the museums must unfold.  The 

pages that follow here offer a concluding look at the three issues mentioned above and 

suggest, in the end, an ethical framework through which one might evaluate the 

museological trajectory of Holocaust remembrance. 

 

I.  A Day Without Survivors 

As mentioned in earlier chapters, the three Holocaust museums examined closely in this 

dissertation—the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, the Illinois Holocaust 

Museum & Education Center, and the Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust—all 

incorporate recorded survivor testimony and live survivor testimony into their exhibitions 

and programming.  As the survivor population ages, there will be fewer and fewer survivors 

available to speak in the museums, volunteer as docents, and serve as board members.  One 

day, there will be none.  While museums will find new docents and new board members, 

none of them will ever be authentic, first-hand witnesses to the Holocaust who can offer 

poignant live testimony, and more difficult, none of them will again be amongst us, living as 

they do not just in service of Holocaust museums but as parents, siblings, grandparents, 

spouses, and friends. 

 

Holocaust survivor Sylvia Richman of Tampa, Florida was born in Krakow, Poland in 1938.  

During the war she lived for a time in the Lemberg (Lvov) ghetto with her mother and father 
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until her father was sent to Janowska.  Richman and her mother escaped from the ghetto 

there together but became separated, and she (Richman) spent the next two years in a 

convent outside of Warsaw.    She was eventually reunited with her family, and they moved 

to the United States.  Richman feels strongly that after she and her fellow survivors are 

gone, children will learn about the Holocaust best from “a combination of museums and 

teachers.”1  She also wants survivor testimonies to be online so that they are easily 

accessible around the world.  Like many survivors, she believes that recording testimony is 

of paramount importance, especially in light of the steadily aging population.  Kurt Bronner, 

a survivor of Bergen-Belsen who now lives in Encino, California, gives testimony regularly 

in the Burbank, California school system and at the University of California Los Angeles.  

He wants Holocaust memory to be kept alive, “that it should never happen again,” but he is 

deeply concerned about anti-Semitism today, stating, “it’s still happening; it’s very hurtful 

for the survivors to see this going on.”2  Bronner witnesses contemporary incidents of anti-

Semitism with particular anger and pain.  The memories of his father dying in his arms in 

Bergen-Belsen are all too fresh, as are the memories of the day that he saw his mother for 

the last time, being beaten by Nazi soldiers. 

 

Survivors like Richman, Bronner, and thousands of others have recorded their testimonies to 

be preserved for posterity, but it is their live witness not only to the past but to the present 

that carries with it a deep ethical force.  Would that survivors’ reactions to contemporary 

anti-Semitism were being recorded too, for it is from their perspective that the anger, the 

hurt, the fear, and the sorrow of watching history repeat itself can be best expressed.  There 

is no way to prevent survivors from dying or to defeat the march of time, but the survivors’ 
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witness today can be recorded and used in Holocaust museums, and it is not.  A Holocaust 

museum that is struggling to remain relevant might find ways to include contemporary 

witness, for exposing visitors to survivor testimony that specifically addresses present-day 

problems makes relevant not only the survivors themselves but also the work of the museum 

without having to rely on the often-criticized, bland platitudes of tolerance and inhumanity 

to create that relevance. 

 

II.  Holocaust Museums and Genocide Today 

The concern about relevance has long existed for Holocaust museums.  As mentioned, even 

before the Holocaust Memorial Museum opened, the planning committee wondered aloud 

whether anyone would actually want to visit a museum about the Holocaust, and it turned 

out that they did—by the hundreds of thousands per year.  Since the museums’ respective 

inceptions, the survivors’ presence gave the museums relevance, for they embodied the 

connection between the past and the present.  As museums like the Holocaust Memorial 

Museum added exhibitions on modern genocide and as museums like the Illinois museum 

and the Los Angeles museum made brief acknowledgements of the subject, modern 

genocide became the catalyst for relevance.  It was through exhibitions on contemporary 

atrocities that Holocaust museums could in theory make connections between the Holocaust 

and other, more recent genocides, attract a slightly younger and different audience, and 

establish relationships with other organizations and communities.  This only happened to a 

noticeable degree at the Holocaust Memorial Museum, not necessarily because of its 

exhibition From Memory to Action but because of its Committee on Conscience and that 

organization’s accessibility to high-profile speakers and relationship with the museum.  
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Indeed, at the Illinois museum and the Los Angeles museum, the subject of modern 

genocide is given cursory attention at best. 

 

In addition to the lack of effectiveness described here, this reliance on modern genocide to 

create relevance has angered scholars who object to these exhibits on the grounds that they 

universalize the Holocaust.  Alvin Rosenfeld argues against museums’ reliance upon a 

broad, “inclusive” language of human rights and social justice to create meaning and 

relevance.3  He writes that: 

Admirable in themselves, these goals originate in contemporary American 
social and political agendas that look to the Holocaust chiefly for 
pragmatic and didactic reasons, as a catalyst for moral education and 
social action.  The idea, a recognizably American one, is to use the Nazi 
genocide of the Jews for programs that will derive some good from all that 
bad.  The aim may be commendable, but in working to attain it, will the 
overwhelmingly destructive history of the Holocaust be accurately 
remembered and still at the center of concern?4 

 

The problem that Rosenfeld identifies here is, he suggests, that the Holocaust is reduced and 

palliated when subsumed under the broader category of human rights and social action for 

the sake of remaining relevant, palatable, and attractive to visitors.  Only the Los Angeles 

museum has emerged as a Holocaust museum that has made no such efforts at “tolerance 

education” and instead has focused completely on the Holocaust with no other pretense in 

mind.  As time passes, the Los Angeles museum will demonstrate whether the Holocaust can 

be “accurately remembered” and internalized in the visitor for its very “destructiveness” 

without being overtly related to other themes, peoples, or historical events in an effort to 

create meaning and instantiation for visitors and longevity for the museum. 
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III.  Resurgent Anti-Semitism 

For an institution like that of the Holocaust museum that seeks remembrance and 

contemporary relevance, one of the most ironic omissions is the lack of information 

presented about present-day anti-Semitism.  Almost all Holocaust museums educate the 

visitor about anti-Semitism before and during the Holocaust, but there is no mention of 

whether anti-Semitism simply vanishes after the war—and it does not.  Immediately after the 

war, as mentioned in chapter one, Jews returning from hiding and from the camps still 

encountered virulent anti-Semitism in the DP camps and when they tried to return to their 

homes.  Later the Six Day War in 1967 raised concern in the Jewish community as well, but 

as Michael Berenbaum writes in the introduction to his book, Not Your Father’s 

Antisemitism: Hatred of the Jews in the 21st Century: “in the 1990s, it seemed as if peace in 

Israel was but a matter of time and Jews could be ‘normal’ people, a nation whose survival 

was granted and who could thrive with opportunity and without being the target of hatred.  

Israel was productive and prosperous, secure and stable, and Jews everywhere were 

experiencing the joys of freedom.”5  This respite from chronic anxiety about Jewish survival 

and hatred of Jews did not last, however.  As Berenbaum explains, this period of promise 

soon dissolved: “the peace process collapsed; the hope of Oslo was replaced by the dismal 

reality of Intifada II, which now seems tame in comparison to the activities of militant Islam.  

Antisemitism has exploded within the Muslim world…Political anti-Zionism has fueled 

hatred within the Arab world, and religious anti-Judaism has propelled political opposition to 

Israel.”6  Given this stark and frightening portrayal of the vigorous resurgence of anti-

Semitism, it seems worth asking why Holocaust museums—museums that chronicle not only 

the rise of anti-Semitism in the early twentieth century but also its horrible, irreparable 
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culmination in the Holocaust—would not be scrambling to make clear to visitors that the 

problem remains today. 

As mentioned in Chapter Five, senior museum staff at the Holocaust Memorial Museum, the 

Los Angeles museum, and the Illinois museum all feel that the Anti-Defamation League 

should bear the responsibility of educating the public about anti-Semitism.  No matter how 

successful the ADL’s programming could be and no matter how extensive its online 

resources for teachers and community members, if the Holocaust Memorial Museum alone 

sees over one million visitors per year who do not receive information that anti-Semitism did 

not cease to exist in 1945, then a major opportunity is lost.  Visitors to Holocaust museums 

typically emerge from their experiences deeply affected and profoundly influenced; not 

educating them that the hatred to which they bore witness in the museum still exists today not 

only in the Arab world but in Europe means forgoing 1) the chance at contemporary 

relevance that museums so urgently require and 2) an opportunity to preserve the singularity 

of the Holocaust while creating relevance. 

Why then are Holocaust museums not taking a more aggressive approach to acknowledging 

the problem of resurgent anti-Semitism?  In discussing this issue with Michael Berenbaum in 

an interview on July 24, 2013, he suggested that one reason is that the human rights 

community is presently experiencing a crisis in regard to Israel, so the normal alliances 

between Jewish organizations and human rights organizations are not as strong now as in the 

past.  The Jewish community is also divided over Israel’s presence in and policies regarding 

the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, with some arguing that Israel is an apartheid state 

oppressing the Palestinians and others arguing that the Palestinians and factions within the 
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Arab world must recognize Israel’s right to exist within certain borders.  Berenbaum pointed 

out that in addition to this bifurcation amongst Jews, there is another problem within the 

Jewish community today: a lack of investment in the Holocaust as part of Jewish life.  He 

cites Birthright Israel, an organization that takes American Jewish college students on free 

trips to Israel, for not sufficiently investing in the Holocaust because students’ only exposure 

to the Holocaust is a quick morning’s visit to Yad Vashem on one day of the trip.  Unlike 

their parents and grandparents, then, young American Jews today are not growing up with the 

same investment in the Holocaust as their parents and grandparents. 

In an interview with Alvin Rosenfeld on May 14, 2013, he cites two more reasons for 

Holocaust museums’ lack of attention to the subject of resurgent anti-Semitism.  First 

Rosenfeld argues that in the United States, anti-Semitism is not a significant threat except on 

college campuses.  A report from the ADL released on July 22, 2013 states that there were 

a total of 927 anti-Semitic incidents across the U.S. in 2012 including assaults, 
vandalism and harassment, marking a 14 percent decline from the 1,080 incidents 
reported in 2011 [and that] the 2012 total included 17 physical assaults on Jewish 
individuals, 470 cases of harassment, threats and events, and 440 cases of 
vandalism.7 

 

A decline in anti-Semitic incidents is certainly good, but there is still reason to view college 

campuses in the United States as worthy of serious concern about anti-Semitism there.  

Rosenfeld also argues that there is a problem in contemporary intellectual discourse that 

conversations about anti-Semitism in the Arab world are limited—in an environment in 

which no subject should be off-limits—and that expressing concern on the subjects merits the 

label of “Islamaphobe.”  Thoughtful scholarly discourse on resurgent anti-Semitism is thus 
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lacking at the time when it is needed most, especially when the research that is being done 

demonstrates that, as Gunther Jikeli writes in his article “Antisemitism among Young 

European Muslims,”8 while there are different categories of anti-Jewish hostility such as the 

persistence of “classic anti-Semitic attitudes” or negative opinions of Jews in regard to Israel, 

there is one that stands out.  That category is one in which there are no specific arguments for 

why Jews are worthy of hostility, so “[the young people studied] reveal a normalization of 

negative views of Jews and show the true character of antisemitism: Jews are hated because 

they are Jews.”9  It is this kind of blind, irrational hatred, imposed unjustifiably upon Jews 

collectively that results in an anti-Semitism that does not, as Berenbaum writes, look like the 

anti-Semitism of earlier generations.  It is critical for Holocaust museums to teach visitors 

that the forms and faces of hatred are mutable, especially in a world in which the perpetrators 

are not just adults but often, and unexpectedly, children. 

IV. Conclusion 

Lest this chapter imply nothing but a grim future for Holocaust museums given the loss of 

the survivors, the seemingly irrepressible nature of genocidal activity, and the deep hatred of 

Jews looming over Europe and the Arab world, in conclusion I shall offer an ethical 

framework through which a favorable and productive future of Holocaust museums could be 

postulated: what might be called an ethic of attempt.  Charles Mathewes writes about this 

particularly Jewish form of ethics in his book Understanding Religious Ethics.  He writes 

that there is in Jewish ethics “the idea…that there is a tacit obligation to act lifnim mishurat 

hadin—beyond the line of the law, beyond the bare minimum.  That is to say, the rabbis 

recognize a ‘morality of aspiration.’”10  Holocaust museums participate in this task of 



	

309 
	

aspiring to accomplish more than the minimum of what is required, and in so doing they 

engender concrete, Jewish, human imperatives.  Just as the Holocaust memorial attempts to 

reach beyond architecture or beyond art, so do Holocaust museums strive to accomplish more 

than what traditional museology has required of museums.  When post-Holocaust memorial 

practices proved insufficient and when Washington supported the idea, a major Holocaust 

museum in the nation’s capital came into being—not a memorial or a book or a film or 

anything that had been done before.  This was a momentous occasion, but because there had 

only been one Holocaust museum built in the world before that—and a small one at that, Yad 

Vashem—museum planners found themselves in the proverbial uncharted territory.  Their 

strong ethic of attempt, of acting beyond what was required, led them to plan the new 

museum with assiduous attention to detail and to ethical nuance and with the goal of 

representing what many at the time argued was largely unrepresentable.  Their ethic of 

attempt also led them to establish the precedent that Holocaust museums in the United States 

would not just be memorial institutions that provide a history of the Holocaust; they would 

also revolutionalize museum architecture, advocate for social change, represent the 

unthinkable, create multi-variable narratives, and, eventually, address other atrocities as well.  

They would chronicle the past but also serve as a prophetic voice in society, a voice with a 

distinctive sense of moral obligation and a keen ability to foresee future challenges.  No other 

type of memorial—or other—museum had occupied such a place in the world before or 

chosen to look so far into the future to examine the issue of how the murder of innocent 

people could ever be stopped.  The ethic of attempt demonstrated here has and will continue 

to prompt Holocaust museums to explore this issue, for it is unethical for them to perform the 
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bare minimum, which in this case would constitute memorializing the Holocaust and only the 

Holocaust.   

In addition, the idea of a consistent, long-term practice of attempt in relation to Holocaust 

museums is significant because the effects of museological memorial practice cannot be 

measured immediately or even quantified.  The work of a Holocaust museum can take years 

or even decades to be manifested in a society.  The question is not simply whether the 

museum inspires visitors to work toward genocide prevention or speak out against injustice; 

the question is also how the museum functions in society, in culture, in specific communities, 

and in the cities in which they are located.  The ethic of attempt thus requires the need for 

patience and a willingness to pursue the cause of remembrance while holding temporarily at 

bay the desire for immediate answers and immediate outcomes.  Implicit here is then the idea 

that Holocaust museums have by implication and by necessity had to decide that the moral 

commitment to memorialization constitutes an attempt worth the risk inherent in needing to 

observe the effects of the museum over time. 

Finally, the ethic of attempt that informs all other aspects of the museums must also be 

permitted to perform its work in regard to resurgent anti-Semitism.  Anti-Semitism today has 

pushed beyond its early forms and into new ones, fearlessly transforming itself into a 

globalized, multi-variable organism.  As Daniel Jonah Goldhagen writes in his article “The 

Globalization of Anti-Semitism,” today the “demonology about Jews” flows quickly in and 

out of Europe and the Middle East and has been “institutionalized in the United Nations and 

other governmental and non-governmental international institutions.”11  This demonology 

has pushed far beyond its 1945 boundaries.  If Holocaust museums are to be true to the ethic 
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of attempt that has prompted them to go beyond the line of the law and that has enabled them 

to occupy a special place in American society as museological prophets, then the time has 

come to act on their moral obligation not only to the past but also to the future. 
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