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Preface by Robert McAfee Brown; forward by François Mauriac

Wiesel’s biography

p. 111.   

Mauriac: “The child who tells us his story here was one of God’s elect….” (viii-ix).

Wiesel took the vow of silence for 10 years after liberation (v) and published the book in 1958 in French, 13 years after his liberation.

He has survived the hell.  The book ends with Wiesel’s liberation.  But this is no comedy, a story with a good ending.  Nor does it end like a tragedy.  There is no redemption, no catharsis.  This memoir is in a genre of its own.  Brown: 

At the end of Night, the immediate devastation has ended: the war is over, the camps are liberated, the author is alive.  But he ongoing devastation has only begun, the devastation that will never end: the devastation imposed by memory that makes the line between life and death a thin line indeed.  The descriptive term imaging the author at the book’s end is that of a corpse (vi).  

Wiesel was hospitalized for two weeks after liberation, hanging on a balance between life and death.  He says at the end of the book: 

From the depths of the mirror, a corpse gazed back at me (109).

Why should we read this book?  

1. It is the truth, a difficult one to admit and to believe.  

2. To remember and to believe that it happened.  People refused to believe, even the Jews at Sighet at first, 4.  Upon seeing the crematories: “I pinched myself.  Was I still alive?  Was I awake?…” (30).

2. 
Against revisionism.  David Irving vs. Deborah Lipstadt.  Irving: “There were never any gas chambers at Auschwitz.”  6 million or 5.1 million?  (The Atlantic Monthly, Feb. 2000).

      3. 
It could happen again and it did happen again… in Cambodia, Uganda, in former Yugoslavia, and possibly in other places without us knowing.  

5. It is possible that we can all be either the Nazi, the persecutor, or the Jews, the persecuted.  The holocaust, the must inhuman possibility, is a human possibility.  

6. A moral obligation to know and to listen to the stories of the survivors.  A certain kind of an obligation to the dead.  The posterity must ask: ‘What happen to them?’  The death and suffering should not be useless.

a. Abraham Lincoln: “It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us, that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion; that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain” (Gettysburg Address)

7. 
At minimum the holocaust teaches us about humanity and its degeneration, about ethics, and about faith and God in the age of catastrophe and unspeakable evil.

On the term ‘holocaust’ or ‘shoah’  

In Greek, holos=whole, kauston=burnt.  

In Hebrew, shoah means “destruction”  - Some prefers this term.

Why is shoah different from any other “destructions” in the history of mankind?


The Jewish revolt against the Romans lead to a horrendous destruction, too.


How about the destruction of Dresden, Germany, in WWII (David Irving)

George Steiner: “We now know that a man can read Goethe or Rilke in the evening, that he can play Bach and Schubert, and go to his day’s work in Auschwitz in the morning.”

Mauriac in Forward: “The dream which Western man conceived in the eighteenth century… (vii-viii)

Emmanuel Levinas: “It was not just the numbers, which were many.  But….” (Interview w , Ethics and Infinity)

The Horror, the Evil.

     1.  The Title, “Night”

This is the night before the deportation.  People were already expelled from their home to the ghetto.  Now, they were awaiting the deportation to take place the next day, without knowing where or why.  Wiesel writes: 

Night.  No one prayed, so that the night would pass quickly.  The stars were only sparks of the fire which devoured us.  Should that fire die out one day, there would be nothing left in the sky but dead stars, dead eyes (18).  

Night symbolizes evil itself, the foreboding and impending evil, not knowing why and where they would be taken, not knowing what to do (better to escape or not, etc.; where one cannot choose).  Though uprooted from homes, there still were stars that evening, which Wiesel says were the “sparks of the fire which devoured us.”  In a few days, all stars would be extinguished, only the “dead stars, dead eyes” shall remain.

2. The uprooting and the march to the ghetto. 14, 15top, 19

3. The deportation. 20-21

a. Why deportation?  

“’This is my place in the sun.’  This is how the usurpation of the whole world began” (Pascal).  

4. The Prophetic Lady’s cry (Mdm Schächter) in the cargo train toward the unknown destiny, Auschwitz: “Fire, fire” 22-23.

5. The separation from his mother and sister by the simple 8 German words, 27

6. The crematorium, 26, 30-32 (“Never”). 

7. The loss of humanity, 34t&b, 36-37, 93 (“no more reason to struggle”), 94-95 (“We were no than frozen bodies”), 95 (“Wild beasts of prey, with animal hatred in their eyes”), 96 (the struggle of the father against the son for bread), 

8. The execution of the child, (59-60) 61-62 (“God is hanging here on this gallows”). 

9. The selection, 68-69 

10. The physical torture, 82 (the marathon), 

11. The cries of distress, 97-98 (“Wailing, groaning, cries of distress hurled into the wind and the snow”… “the death rattle of a whole convoy”), 

12. The persecutors, 17, 35-36.

13. The on lookers, 92 (the SS laughing), 95, 

What is the proper response to the holocaust?

Moshe the Beadle: “’Jews, listen to me.  It’s all I ask of you.  I don’t want money or pity.  Only listen to me,’ he would cry between prayers at dusk and the evening prayers” (5).

Mauriac’s response to Wiesel: “I could only embrace him, weeping” (x-xi).  

The question of forgiveness:  “Please God, do not forgive them” cried Elie Wiesel at the 50th anniversary of holocaust.  

Is the crime forgivable?   Is the suffering forgettable?

Forgive: resolution and moving on (Christianity).

LESSONS OF THE HOLOCAUST

I. What is Humanity?

1. The things – 13, 15  usability, context dependent, for humans.

2. Animality or inhumanity – 21, 50, 52, 65b, 73 (“we forgot to say the Kaddish”), 87 (betrayal of Rabbi Eliahou’s son), 87 (“Sons abandoned their fathers’ remains without a tear”), 101 (“If only I could get rid of this dead weight…”), 105 (“Here, every man has to fight for himself and not think of anyone else”), 109 (“We thought only of that.  Not of revenge, not of our families.  Nothing but bread.”), 

3. Humanity – 41 (“Personally, I am not hungry”), 65m (the kiss on his father’s hand), 85-86 (father’s smile), 90-91 (Juliek the violine player), 101 (“an animal gratitude” --humanity?).

4. The dead eyes: Akiba Drumer: “Suddenly his eyes would become blank, nothing but two open wounds, tow pits of terror” (72).

II. The Question of God

1. The protest, 31, 42, 62, 63, 64t (on the eve of Rosh Hashanah), 64b, 65 (“I stood amid that praying congregation, observing it like a stranger”), 66, 73 (“It’s the end.  God is no longer with us”) .

2. The affirmation, 31.

3. The silence of God, 37.

4. The necessity of faith, 73 (“as soon as he felt the first cracks forming in his faith, he had lost his reason for struggling and had begun to die”).

III. The Question of Ethics

1. Existence for the other, 82 (“I was his only support”).

2. “A summon, to which I did not respond” (106): the ethics of response, of responsibility.

3. Is freedom the ultimate value?  “free at last!” (106).
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