RICHARD RORTY AND THE RIGHTEOUS
AMONG THE NATIONS

Norman Geras

In the early hours o 2nd February 1945, severa hundred Russian pris-
onersescapedfrom Mauthausen. A part fromthekillingcentresin Poland,
Mauthausen, not far from Linz in Upper Austria, was the most brutal of

campsin the Nazi concentrationary system, thoseforced to labour in its
stonequarry having alifeexpectancy o onetothreemonths. Theescapees
werefrom the remnant (by then amere570) d some4,700 Soviet officers
sent to Mauthausen lessthan ayear before, whowere beingsubjectedtoa
regimeeven harsher than the norm thereand aimed specificdly at destroy-
ingthem all. They weredying at arated between twenty and thirty every
day. Somedf thesemen, oncethey had got beyond theouter wall, weretoo
wesk togofurther, and morethan hdf o themwerecaught and summarily
killed during the same day. In the end only a dozen are known to have
made good their escape and survived.

Inanticipation of theadvanced the Red Army, these Russianprisoners
had placed their hopesin finding succour among the civilian population,
but in vain. Their recapture was widdy witnessed, in fright and sympa
thetic horror or with ghoulish curiosity, and the SSand local Nazi party
encouraged citizen participation in the manhunt. It wasforthcoming: the
fugitives, many o them begging for their lives, were smply slaughtered.

In genera, residentsd the area who were approached by the fleeing
men to shelter them, declinedunder publicthreat o lethal reprisals. Maria
and Johann Langthaler, however — with four o their children living with
them - did not. Takingin one man who cameto their door, she persuaded
her husband, at first dlarmed at the awful risk, that they should harbour
him. They then also took in asecond man. Both o these hid there at the
Langthalersfor three months until the end of the war. We have Maria
Langthaler'sexplanationd why sheacted asshedid. Shewasobligatedas
aChristian, shesaid, to helpwhensomeonewasin need: 'The Lord God is
for thewholeworld, not only for the Germans. It isacommunity and there
one must help. | did not ask them to which party they belong, | asked
nothing at all; that made no difference to me. Only because they were
human beings.™
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Only because they were human beings. Althoughthe menshetook into
her homewereinfact Russian prisonersaf war, | let thisstory symbolizea
continent-wide phenomenon o that era: against a background of the
persecution and massacre d the Jews of Europe, in which very many
Europeanswerecomplicit as partici pantswhilst very many morestood by
infearful or indifferent passivity, some—not nearlyasmany, but still, more
than just a handful — were yet willing to take risks, often terrible risks, in
their effortsto harbour and rescuethosein danger. | want to addresshere
thequestiondf how common amongst these rescuerswasthesort of reason
voiced by MariaLangthaler.

|

| start from the contrary hypothesis: that it was not very common. Thisis
theview o Richard Rorty, which | shall report first at somelength. Rorty
begins hisessay, 'Solidarity’, asfollows
If youwereaJew in the period when the trainswererunningto Auschwitz, your chancesof
being hidden by your gentileneighboursweregreater if youlived in Denmark or Italy than

if youlivedin Belgium. A commonway of describingthisdifferenceisby saying that many
Danes and Italians showed a sense o human solidarity which many Belgians lacked.

Asserting that the basic explanatory notion in thisconnection isthat of
being'one o us, Rorty goeson to arguethat thisnotion carrieslessforce
whenitssenseis'one d ushuman beings than it does when referringto
somenarrower grouping, such as'a comradein the movement' or a'fellow
Catholic'. Typicaly, he claims, 'it contrasts with a "'they" which is aso
made up of human beings- the wrong sort of human beings.'

Consider. . . thoseDanesandthoseltalians. Did they say, about their Jewishneighbours,
that thev deservedto besaved becausethevwerefellowhuman beings?Perhaps sometimes
they did, but surely they would usudly, & queried, have used more parochial terms to
explainwhy they weretakingrisksto protect agivenJew-for example, that thisparticular
Jew wasafellow Milanese, or afdlow Jutlander, or afellow member of the sameunion or
profession,or afellow bocce player, or afelow parent of smallchildren. . . .[Or] Consider
. . . the attitude of contemporary American liberals to the unending hopel essnessand
misery of the young blacksin Americancities. Dowesay that these people must be hel ped
because they are our felow human beings? We may, but it is much more persuasive,
morally aswell as politically, to describethem as our fellow Americans-toinsistthat itis
outrageous that an American should live without hope.

Our sense dof solidarity, Rorty then saysagain, isstrongest with collec-
tivities 'smaller and more local than the human race and ‘imaginative
identification' easier; whereas'"'because sheisahuman being'” isaweak,
unconvincingexplanationof a generousaction.”

| address mysdf elsewhereto some general philosophical issuesraised
by Rorty's argument. My concern hereisonly with the hypothesisabout
therescuers explanationsdf their actions.” | shall takeit ashe presentsit. |
shall focus, that isto say, on the question of their motives. But | need to
guard, then, against one possible misunderstanding, as| now briefly do.
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L et usextend Rorty's comparisonto cover the Netherlands. Whereonly
56 per cent of the Jews in Belgium survived the 'Final Solution', as
compared with 99 per cent and 83 per cent, respectively, of the Jews of
Denmark and Italy, the greatest catastrophe outside eastern Europe was
actually that visited on the Dutch Jews. More than 70 per cent o them
perished. Thiscomparison now secretesafact d someapparent relevance
to the question to be pursued. No morethan 10 per cent o the Jewsliving
in Belgium at the start of the war were Belgian citizens. The rest were
recent immigrants or refugees. In the Netherlands, on the other hand,
these proportions were almost exactly reversed, only 10 per cent o the
Jewsthere beingrefugees. A considerablysmaller proportiond the Dutch
than o the Belgian Jewswas saved, in other words, notwithstanding any
advantage the former might be thought to have had on account of longer
established citizenship and social integration.

Thisfact however, though certainly relevant to Rorty's reflections,isnot
by itself decisve- and not only because of some further hypothesiswe
might ventureas to modesd 'imaginativeidentification' by Belgianswhich
reached acrossthedivided citizenship. Thepoint isthat such comparisons
smplify avery complex historical issue. Identificationwith, and effective
aid and support, tothe Jewson the part o any given national populationin
Europewasonly oned thefactorsgoverningtheir fate. Some otherswere
thetypeand degreg, if any, o German political and administrativecontrol
in each country; thetime at which the Nazismoved decisivelyto deport its
Jewstothedeath sitesand the military prospect then—how soonaGerman
defeat in the war might be anticipated; the response also o the Jews
themselvesin each country; theaccessibility or otherwised asecure haven
(asthe Daneshadin nearby Sweden); and till other thingsbeside. Thereis
by now alargeanalytical literatureon all this.* To focus on the reasonsdof
individual rescuers is to abstract only one feature from a much larger
picture. With that clarificationmade, | shall mysdf adopt the sasmefocus
nonetheless. If the rescuers solidarity and their motivesfor it constituted
only onefactor in the outcome, they were an important factor. And there
are reasons| shall come to presently for caring about what their motives
were.

The striking thing, however, is how abstract, even within that partial
focus, how obvioudy speculative, Rorty's thesis about the rescuersis.
'Perhaps, he suggests, they occasionally said something like this; but
'surely' they more often said somethinglikethat. Theserescuerswerered
peopleand thereisabody of writingabout them, thoughin-depthstudy is
mostly quite recent. An early pieceisworth mentioning. In 1955, Philip
Friedman, apioneer of what isnow called Hol ocaust research, publisheda
short essay in which, after referringto rescuerswhowereactivatedby love,
friendship, associationthrough work or politics, he went on to speak also
of the many whosemotiveswere'purely humanitarian' and who 'extended
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their help indiscriminately to al Jewsin danger.” Asa prime exampledf
thislatter kind of rescue, Friedman detailed some o the effortsmadein
different countriesto savethousandsof Jewish children.” Hewaswriting, it
istrue, at atimewhenit wasrarer thanitisnow for scholarsdf progressive
outlook to putin questiontheviability of a'universalisticattitude: andhis
talk of purely humanitarian motivescould be thought to be mereimputa-
tion, theconstructiond apre-"post-modern’ mind. But Friedman's exam-
pled therescued children may give one pauseon thisscore.

Rescuedchildrendid not generally fall into such categoriesas'comrade
in the movement', ‘felow member d the same union or profession’ or
‘felow bocce player’. They may, o course, have been fellow Milanese,
Jutlanders, Belgiansand thelike, or even the children o fellow members
of one parochial category or another. But it seems a nice point whether
riskingyour lifetosaveachild- or, asit wasfrequently, children— requires
amoredifficult act of sympatheticidentificationthan doestakingthat risk
for afellow Milanese, bocce player or whatever. In a book he published
two yearslater, Their Brothers Keepers, Philip Friedman told the story of
another Maria, a Mother Maria. A Russian woman (born Elizabeth
Pilenko) who had settled in France and become a nun in the Russian
Orthodox church, during the Nazi occupation she was at the centred a
clandestineorgani zation rescuing Jews, amongst them many children. She
was eventually captured and interrogated by the Gestapo. Her interroga-
tor at onepoint put it to Mother Maria's mother, whowaswith her, that she
had educated her daughter stupidly; the daughter only helped Jews. This
isnot true,' the old woman issaid to have responded. 'She isa Christian
who helpsthosein need. Shewould even helpyou, if you werein trouble.'
Mother Mariadied at Ravensbruck.’

I have ho way of knowing, naturally, how well Mother Maria's mother
understood her daughter's heart. But the story as told may suggest a
counter-hypothesisto Rorty's. Childrenareonly young humans. They are
for a greater or lesser time dependent on adults, often vulnerable, a
repository of hopeand of much else. Can they not stand asatokenin this
context of the other routesto protectiveempathy there may bewithin the
shared experienced human beingsthan just belonging to some smaller,
exclusve community, whether concretized by locale and language, or
functionally, or by political or religious belief? If the route may go viaa
child's vulnerability or its hope, or via the hope on its behalf, then so,
surely, may it go via any person's anguish or desperate need; via any
qualities indeed that transcend particular communities by being just
common modes, so to say, o the human condition. But | may seem, now,
to speculatein my own turn.

In neither hisessay nor his book did Friedman give much in the way of
direct quotation from rescuersthemsevesastowhy they acted asthey did.
But his judgements were clearly based on a wide familiarity with actual
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cases throughout Europe and the sources of this familiarity were docu-
mented by him. On the other hand, what Rorty sayson the subject gives
every appearanced beingonly acasud example. Therearereasonsdl the
same, of both ageneral and a historicallymorespecifickind, why histhesis
may be seen by many as a plausibleone. Generally, the theme d limited
human altruismhasalong pedigreealready and thereisenough evidence,
goodnessknows, o theredlitieswhich haveinspiredit. It hasnot just been
confected out of thin air. Then, too, the taking of risks and making of
sacrifices on behalf of other people plainly is often based on bonds o
emotional or socia contiguity. More specific to the cultural context in
which we presently move is the fact that universalist viewpoints now
sometimes get rather short shrift. Rorty demurs at having his ideas
identified | ock, stock and barrel with post-modernist thought:  but thereis
no doubt that what he has to say on this matter chimes in with anti-
universalist philosophical attitudeswhich post-modernismhaslately made
fashionable. These seem to meto be good enough groundsfor looking at
his hypothesisin a seriousway, mere casual exampleor not.

There is another reason for doing so. It concerns just what it was the
rescuersdid, what they arean exampleof. Althoughthey tendintheir own
explanationsto makelittledf what they did, treatingit asthe most obvious
or natural thing, asimpleduty and so on, thefact isthat all around them
otherswere acting otherwise. The rescuers present an exampledf uncom-
mon generosity and moral courage in a murderous time, and it is not
surprisingif they assumefor many writersthefiguredf heroes, asourcecf
some redeeming optimismin a context yielding not very much o that.

Something should be said, as well, about the specific quaity o their
heroism, given the word's close association with military and, asit were,
dragon-daying exploits. While the stories of Jewish rescue do certainly
include much that was extraordinary and dramatic, they also attest to a
more mundane, resilient kind o heroism: drawnout and trying, burdened
with the minutiaeand costsof domesticlife, acaring-for heroism, though
not any lessdangerousfor that. It involved, over long periods, the getting
and preparing of additional food, coping with extra laundry, having to
carry away wadte buckets from the hiding places to which those being
sheltered were sometimes confined. And it involved just being, daily, at
closequarterswiththem, attemptingto maintain harmony under pressure.
While strong affective ties between rescuers and rescued were often
nurtured through the experiencesthey shared, people hidden could, like
anybody el se, turn out to bedifficultor worse than difficult. Inthewordsdf
one rescuer, 'Just becauseyou haverisked your lifefor somebody doesn't
mean that that person is decent.” For well-known reasons, and as male
rescuersthemselvesemphasi ze, these burdenstended tofall more heavily
onwomen, with men away from the houseat work or otherwiseout in the
public domain, sometimes engaged in rescue and resistance activity
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elsewhere. They were burdenscarried by individuasand familieswithin
an existence, as one Dutch scholar has put it, 'that wasthreatened every
day, every hour, every minute.”™ The penalties for sheltering Jews were
extreme, oftenfina. In Poland even the childrend peoplecaught doingso
might not be spared.”

It seemsat least incautiousto draw advantagefrom thissort of moral
exampleon the basisdf no morethana'surdy’. Co-optingit willy-nillyto
the side of on€s argument is the lessimportant aspect of thething. The
more important aspect is what that argument might then suggest about
thosewho endured such riskson behdf of others. | don't want to get too
heavy about this, but directly preceding Rorty's thesison therescuersand
their reasons, adistinctionisexplicated by him (between'us and'them’) in
termsdf anotionof ‘the wrongsort of humanbeings. Thereare, of course,
contextswherenotionslikethat—‘another classdf peopl€’, 'not my kind of
folk’ and so on - can be uttered more or less harmlesdy or in a humanly
understandableway. But Rorty's immediate context hasto do with what
reasonsrescuersmight have hadfor feglingthat peopl ein danger'deserved
to besaved. If it isindeed true that most rescuerswere moved by anti-
universalist impul ses, then thisis somethingwe need properly to register.
The real sourcesd their behaviour are certainly worth trying to under-
stand, unobstructedby myth or mere phrases. On theother hand, unlessit
is true that they were moved by such impulses, Rorty's suggestion may
unintentionally dishonour them.

II

Yad Vashem in Jerusalem, the Holocaust Martyrs and Heroes Re-
membrance Authority, has sought for more than three decadesnow, by a
law d 19530 thelsradli parliament,toidentify and giveduerecognitionto
these people- under the honorific, 'Righteous Amongthe Nations. This
titleis awarded on the basisd survivor testimony and other documenta-
tion, and each of those so recognized may plant atree bearing hisor her
nameon an avenuecommemoratingthemall at Yad Vashem. Thecriteria
which haveevolvedto cover theaward arethat itisfor the carryingout of,

or extending of aid in, an act o rescue; which was at persona risk; and
without monetary reward.* To date more than nine thousand peoplehave
been recognized as'Righteous Amongthe Nations, that figure not includ-
ing the honour bestowed, exceptionaly, on the Danish nation asa whole
for its collective rescue o the Jews o Denmark." Scholarly and more
general interest in the recipientsand in otherslike them (somed whom
have declined to be honoured, disavowing any special virtue) has been
dower toemerge. But thereisnow somethingadf aliteratureon thesubject.

Onsevera issuesthisliterature-or suchdf it asl amfamiliar with, anyway
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—isinconclusiveor not very illuminating. It can bereviewed, neverthel ess,
for what it doesreveal.

Therehasbeen aninterestin how far, if at all, rescuer behaviourcan be
related to differences of socia position, gender, religious and political
affiliation, family background, personal character and moral belief. To
start with alocal point, of the even hundred or so Jawswho survivedthe
war in hidingin Berlin, most, accordingto Y ehudaBauer, found refugein
theworking classsectionsd thecity. MosheBejski, who wasamember of
the Commission for the Designation o the Righteous, formed the more
general impressionfrom hisyearsd work on it that, though rescuerscame
from all sectorsof the population, the majority of them were from 'the
lower classes’.* But there area sostudies, on theother hand, includingthe
two most thorough of recent works on this subject, that indicate afairly
evenspread intermsaf classand professional status. From her researchon
Polish rescuers, reported in her book When Light Pierced the Darkness,
thesociologist NechamaTec concludedthat classwas'a weak predictor of
Jewish rescue. Shefound the numbersaf both middle class and working
class rescuers to be approximately par for the proportions o these two
categoriesin the overal population; whilst, relative to their numbers,
intellectual sweresomewhat more, and peasantssomewhat less, apt togive
Jews shelter. Similarly, in The Altruistic Personality, a study of rescuers
from several European countries, S. P. and P. M. Oliner report a quite
even distribution in terms of occupationa status. They suggest in this
connectionthat ‘economic resources. . . werenot acritical factor influenc-
ing the decision to rescue.”

In the essay | have already cited, Philip Friedman says that women,
more easily moved emotionally than men, played an important role in
rescueactivity; and another author tellsusthat ‘[i]t wasoften womenwho
werefaced with theinitial all-important decisons asto whether or not to
take astranger into their kitchensand into their homes. . .> Thestory of
MariaLangthaler may come back to mind here. However, there are also
studiesd aid to German Jewsfromwhichit seemsthat fewer women than
men may have been involvedin it. In genera there appears not to have
been, as yet, enough detailed investigationof the gender aspects o this
issueto enable any firm conclusonsto be drawn.*

So it continues. According to Y ehuda Bauer again, left-wing groups
were on the whole inclined to help Jewish victims of Nazism. Thisis
confirmed in some sort by Tec for the case df Polish rescuers: amongst
thosewho were politically involved, most of therescuersin her study were
communistsandsocidists. Ontheother hand, the politicaly involvedwere
themselves a minority relative to rescuersd no political affiliation — a
pattern reported also by the Oliners from their wider study. And Tec
records non-leftists as well, albeit a minority, amongst her politicaly
afiliated rescuers. The Oliners categorizationisdifferent herebut implies
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asmaller proportion (amongst the 'political’ rescuers) specificaly of the
left: of theminority of rescuersintheir study whowerepoliticaly affiliated
(21 per cent), the majority belonged to democratic parties, not dis-
tinguished as betweenleft and other, but only aminority of themto parties
describedasdf the 'economic left'."

Asfor religion, the research all pointstowardsthe same broad picture.
Many rescuers were religious, and many rescuers were not. They were
devout Christians of al denominations, people o a more general, less
attached kind o faith, humanists, atheists. Because of long-standing
traditions of anti-semitism within it, Christianity could dispose its ad-
herents against helping Jews - though a few anti-semites did help, their
prejudicesnotwithstanding — and, through its ethical teachings, it could
aso disposethem towardshel ping Jews. Thereissome consensus, in fact,
amongstresearchersthat it wasthemoral content d religiousteachingthat
wasprimarywith most o therescuerswhodo citetheir religionasacentra
motivating impulse."

An interim observation may perhaps be made before we proceed
further. The findings so far summarized confirm an impression gained
from more general, popular accounts df rescue activity In one sense,
obvioudy, there were too few rescuers. They made up a very small
proportion of the European populations to which they belonged. How-
ever, there were enough o them in each o the categories we have been
considering — enough women and men, enough workers, peasants,
middle-classpeopleand intellectual s, enough believersand non-believers,
enough communistsand liberals— and therewere, afortiori, enough non-
rescuers as well within the same categories, for the question under
discussion here to be pertinent across al the categories. What were the
reasonsaf those (men, women, intellectual s, Christians, etc.) who risked
their lives?*

The exigting research has also concerned itself with other, broadly
characterological, kinds of indicator. It has sought to discover if there
might be clues to the rescuers conduct in the temperaments, types of
personality or childhood influences discernible amongst them. An early
study, not completed owing to lack o funds, has been influentia in
directing subsequent researchers towards certain questions. In an essay
publishedin 1970, Perry L ondon reported threeimpressionsderived from
his unfinished study: a significant sense amongst the rescuersinterviewed
d being socidly marginal, of standing at odds with or apart from the
surrounding community in some way; then, aspirit of adventurousness,
evidentfromthe livesof many of them even prior to their rescue activity;
findly, an intenseidentificationwith aparental model & moral conduct -
with no apparent pattern, here, relating to gender.™ Later work, by
Douglas Huneke, and by Samuel Oliner (as relayed by him in articles
preceding the Altruistic Persondlity study aforementioned), supported
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London on thefinding of social marginality; asdid NechamaTec’s book,
though under the description she preferred of 'separateness or 'individu-
ality', in which she merged London's categoriesdf social marginality and
adventurousness.” Others too (Huneke, Samuel Oliner, Coopersmith)
havefallen in with London's impressionson adventurousness— or at any
rate 'confidence’ — asthey have on the strong parental moral influenceas
well."

However, there are contrary indicationsonce again, most strongly with
regardtosocial marginality. Inastudy of Dutchrescuers,LawrenceBaron
did not find a high proportion of socidly marginal individuas; and this
result is repeated across several countries by the latest and most com-
prehensive Oliner study, which thereby contradictshisown earlier sugges-
tions on the point. The finding of The Altruistic Persondlity is that 'the
overwhelmingmajority of rescuers (80 percent) had a senseof belonging
totheir community’, aproportionwhichwasalmostidentical to that found
in the comparativesample of non-rescuers."’

Asto London's other two tentativeimpressions, although thereis no
preciseor detailed datato set against them sofar asl am aware, thereare
certainly counter-impressions- and fromwritersaswell placed in termsof
their knowledge of actual cases. Tec, whose other findings, as we have
seen, agreewith London's, demursover just how general among rescuers
wastheidentificationwith parental values. Thefamily could, but also need
not, be the reference point. Rescuers vaues sometimes originated inde-
pendently, from religious or political sources. And Mordecai Paldid at
Y ad Vashem, whoissceptical of thesecorrelationsintheir entirety, putsin
question both the generalization about parental identification and that
about adventurousnessand the like. For each generalization, asfor most
such, he argues, there are counter-examplesapl enty to go with the many
examples.? With respect to thesetwo generalizations, in any case, it seems
appropriate to ask what we would have discovered even were they to be
confirmed. It could hardly be surprisingif peoplewho took great riskson
behaf of othersdid scorehigher on'adventurousness or ‘confidence’ than
people at large. (It should be registered though, at the same time, that
most rescuers do not present themsalves asfearless or inordinately bold.
Fromwheat they say, they had just thesort of feelingsyouand | canimagine
havingin asituationd graverisk.) Equally, snceoneimportant sourcecf
moral educationclearly isparental influence, it should not betoo startling
if afairtogood proportion d the Righteousdo professsomethinglikethe
identification reported by Perry London. Thesame, | think, goesfor the
finding of Douglas Huneke that rescuersin his study came out well on
'hospitality’ .@

How common wasit for rescuersto be acquainted— asfriends, lovers,
neighbours, colleagues— with the Jews they helped?| have not found a
precise answer to this question and it is unlikely anybody knows it.
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Because people do often go out of their way for those they like or love,

cherish, and so on, one would expect there to have been such casesin
sgnificant number, and there were. They are emphasizedin some d this
literature. In hisearlier articles, Samud Oliner focuseson them, bothin
summarizingCoopersmith's uncompl etedwork and on hisown behalf. He
estimates that perhaps as many as 75 per cent of those rescued were
previoudy knowntotheir rescuersor bel ongedto the samesocial network
asthey did. Reportingthisestimate Lawrence Baron, too, encouragesthe
inferencethat prior relationship may have been the moretypical case. But
Baron himsdf citesastudy (by Wolfson) accordingtowhich, inagroup of

Germans who helped Jews between 1938 and 1945. only afew had been
friends with those they saved.® And in genera the notion that prior
relationship was the most frequent case seems to have been formed
impressionigticaly. Where there are specific data — and from studies
involving hundredsof both rescuersand rescued - the picture comesout
different.

In NechamaTec's Polish study, aminority o the Jewsrescued reported
having been helped by friends. More than hdf were protected by
strangers: 51 per cent, ascompared with 19 and 30 per cent, respectively,
by friendsand acquaintances. Similarly, aminority o her rescuershel ped
only friends; an 'overwhelming majority’ helped total strangersor mere
acquaintances, the distribution strongly tilted towards the former. The
Oliners Altruistic Personality project reveasthe same thing: ‘More than
hdf had no pre-war acquai ntancewith any o the JJewsthey helped. Almost
90 per cent helped at least one Jewish stranger.”* Even in termsdf more
general familiarity and contact, thesetwostudi esindicatel argenumbersof
rescuerswithout previoustieswith Jews. According to the Oliners, more
than 40 per cent o their rescuershad no Jewish friends, and morethan 65
per cent no Jewish co-workers. OF Tec's rescuers20 per cent had notiesof
any kind withJews.” It is not perhapssurprisingin thelight of dl thisthat
Tec should say about the attitude prevailing amongst them, '‘Anyone in
need qualifiedfor help.™

Orisit surprising?For weare brought back by thisto the hypothesiswith
which we began. Richard Rorty, we saw, reckons on the likelihood of
parochial identificationsand commitmentshaving been moretypical than
universalist onesamongst peoplewho risked their liveson behaf o Jews.
Others may wel reckon otherwise. They may reckon that universalist
commitments are exactly what you would expect to find amongst them.
However thismay be, herefinally we do come upon something on which
there is near unanimitv in the literature under review. In an area of
research where, as| have tried to show, the findings are very various, at
odds with one another, inconclusve; or else are just indicative o a
diversity of rescuer belief, as on religion - in this area the commentators
speak with respect to one point in practically onevoice. It isauniversalist
voice.
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Moshe Bejski believes'the humanitarian motivation which dictatesa
charitable attitude toward ones felow man' to have been dominant
amongst the numerous considerations that moved rescuers. André Stein
concludes his book about Dutch rescuers, 'what [they] seem to havein
commonisadirect link with their fdlow humans, regardlessof who those
humans are. They see the suffering, and . . . they take action." From a
study of French Catholicswho aided Jews, EvaFleischner couldisolateno
singlecommon motiveother than 'the conviction, shared by all, that Jews
must be hel ped because they were victims-—fellow human beingsin need'.
Kristen Monroe and her co-authors found amongst the rescuers they
interviewed a 'perception of themselvesas onewith al humankind', 'part
of a shared humanity'. In connection with parental models of moral
conduct, DouglasHuneke referstothe religiousteachingsand ‘humanistic
perspectives imparted to the rescuers he interviewed. They had been
taught,’ he says, 'to value other human beings." Or they knew, ashe also
says, how to contain their prejudices, and he givesa sort of limit case of
this, of a rescuer who beieved that the Jews may have brought their
suffering upon themselves: by declining to forsake Judaism for Chris-
tianity; becausethey had crucified the Christ; and soforth. Shocked by the
suggestionthat her viewsmight beseen asa justificationfor Nazi aims, this
woman went on to say, 'But the Jews are human beings. No one hasthe
right to kill people becausedf what they believe.™

Samuel Oliner, even in the earlier articleshighlighting cases of people
withaprior socia link to thosethey hel ped, doesnot neglectto pick out as
oned severa key motivesamongst rescuers, 'their loved humanity'. He
speaksd them, aso, as having been rearedin an environment emphasi z-
ing 'a universal sensed justice’. Subsequently, heand Pearl Oliner report
the finding of their Altruistic Personality study, that alarge majority of
rescuers emphasized the ethical meaningfor them of the help they gave:
somed thesein termsdf the valuedf equity or fairness; mored themin
terms o the value o care; but in any case with a sense of responsibility
common amongst them that was'broadly inclusivein character, extending
todl human beings' Infact, the Oliners’ figuresgive hdf of al rescuersas
owning to 'a universaligtic view o their ethical obligations - this as
compared with 15 per cent moved by a desireto asss friends. Nechama
Tec, for her part, givesas many as95 per cent of rescuersfrom her study as
ascribing their decisionto help to simple'compassion for Jewishsuffering'
(against 36 per cent to bonds of friendship and 27 per cent to religious
convictions). They displayed, she says, a'universalistic perception of the
needy'. And Mordecai Paldid postul atesan innatehuman altruismwhich,
weakened by societal influencesd one kind and another, can be suddenly
activated 'in order to uphold the principledf the sanctity o life.”

I now proposetwo more- although competing— hypotheses. | shall call
them the'naive’ hypothesisand the 'sceptica’ hypothesis. Each responds
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differently to the question of what oneisto make of the broad consensus
just documented. The naive hypothesis, whichismine, isthis. If so many
who arefamiliar with actual rescuersconcur on thisone point regardingthe
motivesprevalent amongst them, it islikely to be becausea'universalistic
attitude’ wasindeed general, contrary to Rorty's speculation. The com-
mentators' judgements, so to say, mirror the explanationsdf the people
about whom those judgementsare made. Thesceptical hypothesis,onthe
other hand, | construct merely by anticipation,andit isasfollows. Well, of
course, thisis just what the commentatorswould say — in an intellectual
culturesaturated by universalist grand narratives, essentialist concepts of
‘human nature’ and thelike."

We need perhaps, then, to give some attention to the voice of the
rescuersthemselves. That iswhat | next undertake.

111

| havenot, it should at oncebesaid, interviewedany o the peopleabout to
makean appearance here. | haveonly read d them. Nevertheless, if from
theliterature | have managed to consult one leavesasideacertain volume
of quotation not attributed to specificindividuals, a sample of severd
dozen rescuerscan be assembled, dl of them identified by name, who tell
something o their storiesand something o their reasons.” Obvioudy, this
assembly is not governed by any scientific sampling method. | tread,
possibly, onthinice. But | venturetosay all thesamethat, unlessby afreak
chance an altogether odd collection of rescuers has been thrown before
me, the naive hypothesislooks pretty good. | will go further. It isnot very
easy tofind people—-from someeighty of them —who say thesort of thing,
or at any rate just the sort o thing, that Rorty surmisesrescuers usualy
sad.

Here are Arnold Douwes and Seine Otten, two close friends inter-
viewed together. They were part o a network of people in the town of
Nieuwlandein the Netherlands, who providedshelter to hundredsdf Jews.
Otten recallshiswifés saying, ‘we should try tosaveasmany aswecan.' In
fact, she and he hid fifty Jews in dl during the period o the Nazi
occupation. Douwes, though not himsalf Jewish, wasarrested early onfor
wearing the yelow star. His role in rescue activity came to include
attending to the many needs of Jewsin hiding - for food, money, fase
papersand so on — and searching the countrysideto find peoplewilling to
takethemin.'lIt wasn't aquestion’, hesays, 'of why weacted. Thequestion
is why things weren't done by others. You could do nothing elsg; it's as
smple as that. It was obvious. When you see injustice done you do
somethingagainst it. WWhen you see peoplebeing persecuted, and | didn't
care whether they were Jaws or Eskimos or Catholicsor whatever, they
were persecuted people and you had to help them.™
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HereisJohn Weidner. A Dutch businessmanworking in Franceduring
the war, he helped escort hundreds of Jews to safety in Switzerland,
travelling on skis across the mountains. Involved in the same rescue
organization, his sister was caught and killed by the Nazis. Weidner
himself wastortured, sufferingapermanent impairment of hisspeech. On
one occasion, at the station in Lyon, he witnessed an SS officer crushing
the head of a Jewish infant under his boot. Weidner says that what the
Nazisdid went against everything he was taught to believe; they 'had no
respect for [the] human dignity' of the Jews. A Seventh-Day Adventist, he
speaksdf 'his concept of loveand compassion’, of theneed 'to haveaheart
opento thesuffering of others." Hesays: 'l hope God will know | did the
best I could to help people.'™

Suchsentimentsarenot unusual in my quasi-sampledf rescuers, they are
typical. EvaAnielska, aPolishwoman, asociaist and member of Zegota-
theunderground Council of Aid to Jewsthat wasactivein Polandfrom late
1942 on - hel ped save many people, most of them strangers. 'One saw the
Jew,' shesays, 'not asaJew, but asa persecuted human being, desperately
strugglingfor lifeandin need of help . . . apersecuted, humiliated human
being . . ." Jorgen Kieler was a member of the Danish Resistance Move-
ment. Ascribingto the Danish people 'a traditional humanisticattitude to
life', he says: 'Nationa independence and demaocracy were our common
goals, but the persecution of the Jews added a new and overwhelming
dimension to the fight against Hitler: human rights. Our responsibility
toward and our respectfor theindividua human beingbecamethe primary
goals of the struggle." Kieler mentions also the German officia, Georg
Duckwitz. Duckwitz was at the time shipping attache at the German
legation in Copenhagen. Hewarned his Danish contacts when the depor-
tation of the Jewswasabout to begin, so makingadecisivecontribution to
the collectiverescue that followed. When the risk he had taken was |l ater
pointed out to him, he responded, 'Everyone should see himsdf in the
situation in which he, too, like hisfellow man, might find himself.*

Bill and Margaret Bouwmasheltered on their farm in turn awoman, a
teenage girl who was murdered by Dutch Naziswhen she wasout one day
on her own, and then another girl. Induced by aquestion from thewoman
to ponder just why he was doing what he was, Bill Bouwma answered:
because he was brought up awayst o hel p theweak; because he knew what
itfeltliketobetheunderdog; becausehisfaith taught himtoopen hisdoor
to the homeless, the refugee — and, more simply, because a voice inside
him said he had to do it, otherwise he would no longer be himsdlf.
Margaret Bouwmatold one of thegirls, 'It's not that wearefriendsdf the
Jewsor their enemies. | tisour human duty to openour home. . . and our
heartsto anyonewho suffers." Another Dutch couple, Rudy and Betty de
Vries, hid afamily of three not previously known to them and then others
aswdlinthehomeabovetheir butcher shop; and Rudy wasinvolved more
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generally in underground and rescue activity. Betty felt at times over-
whelmed by the extrawork, but convinced herself 'that it wasavery small
priceto pay for saving threelives. Rudy reportsasympathetic encounter
witha Germansoldier in theshop. Hesaysthat many 'failed toseetheman
in their enemy’, but 'Jews or Germans — it made no differenceto me, as
long as | could see them as human beings." When first approached to
shelter people, he hesitated only amoment; he had been taught asachild
to distinguish between justice and injustice. 'My faith', he says, '‘com-
mands. . . metolove my fellow man, without exclusions.™

Onerepeatedly comesacrossinstances, infact, of Perry London's sort of
rescuer: peoplewho cite astrong parental influencein speaking about the
help they gave. A German engineer, Hermann Graebe — known also for
some terrible, heart-breaking testimony concerning an episode he wit-
nessed during the massshooting of the Jewsof Dubno - saved thelivesof
dozens of Jews working under his management in eastern Poland. 'l
believethat my mother's influenceon mewhen | wasa child hasalot to do
with it. . . . She told me. . . that | should not take advantage of other
people's vulnerability. . . . Shesaid, " Take people asthey come- not by
profession, not by religion, but by what they are as persons.”' Mihael
Mihaelov, a Bulgarian, tellsthat both his parentswere of very generous
disposition. Mihaelov hid property for many Jews and brought food to
them in the labour camps. He had seen Germans beating Jews and
breakingtheir bones. 'l don't know exactly why | helped. It's just thekind
o person | am. When | seesomeone who needs help | help them, and my
wholefamilyislikethat." Inthetown of Topusko ontheBaosnianborderin
Yugoslavia, Ivan Vranetic helped and hid many Jews fleeing from the
Nazis. The first of them was a man who approached him in desperate
dtraits: '"He had no shoes, nothing, and when hestartedtotell mehisstory |
had to help him. I think it must bein my upbringing. . . . Vranetic says
that hisfather 'liked people no matter what religion they were' and his
mother was a good woman; ‘we were brought up to love humankind,™

| interject now afirst sceptical question on behalf of anyonewhoiswary
vis-avismy naive hypothesis. The question might go likethis; aswhat is
here documented sofar aretheexplanationsput forward by rescuersmany
yearsafter theeventsto which their explanationsrel ate, how good aguide
can these be to their motivesat the time? How indicativeiswhat they say
now of what they felt, what really moved them, then? There area number
o things one can offer in response to this question. First, since what |
report these rescuersassayingiswhat rescuersseemtosay, not just hereor
there, but quite generally and consistently, is it not likely to tell us
something about what they actually felt at the time? Or must we rather
suppose on the part of all these people a systematic — a common —
misconstrual of their own reasons? Second, what they now say quite
generally and consistently seems likely on the face of it to be asgood a
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guidetotheir reasonsasanythingimputedto themon thebasismerdy of a
current philosophical commitment. Third, one can try also to discover
what wassaid by such peoplethen. Theevidencel have beenableto gather
about thissuggestsit might not have been dl that different fromwhat they
say now.

A young French Catholic, Germaine Ribiere, in the period before
anyone in the Church hierarchy in France had spoken out against the
persecution of the Jews there, committed her feelings about this to the
diary she kept. 'l achefor them in my whole being, | achefor my Jewish
brothers and sisters,’ she writes when seven thousand Polish Jews are
rounded upin Paris; and then, after she hasvisited twointernment camps,
Total contempt for the human being." She speaksto a rabbi, saying she
will helpin any way shecan. Another entry by her reads, 'Humanity isthe
body of Christ. One part of that humanity is being tortured. . . . and we
look oninsilenceasthe crimeisbeing perpetrated.’ (Today, incidentally,
Ribieretellsher interviewer also, My mother raised usto haverespect for
life) Whenfinally asmall number o bishopsdo break their silence, what
do they say? They speak the samesort of language as Germaine Ribiére.
The Archbishop of Toulouse, Jules Gérard Saliege, writesin aletter of
August 1942, it has been destinedfor usto witnessthe dreadful spectacle
of children, women and old men being treated like vile beasts. . . . The
Jewsareour brethren. They belongtomankind.' A few dayslater inal etter
to be read within his diocese, the Bishop o Montauban, Pierre-Marie
Théas, smilarly proclaims, 'dl men . . . are brothers, because they are
created by the same God . . . al, whatever their race or religion, are
entitledtorespect. . . . Thecurrent anti-semitic measuresarein contempt
d human dignity.""

That was then. When therefore, now, another woman, Marie-Rose
Gineste, who spent four dayson her bicycleddliveringMonsignor Théas’s
letter and then took charge at his request o the hiding o the Jews of
Montauban, says, 'lIt was al about human justice. . .’, how plausible
actuallyisit tosupposeshewould haveexpressed herself very differently at
the time?* Or we may take the example d Pieter Miedema. He was a
minister in the Dutch Reformed Church in Friesland; as he has been
incapacitated by a stroke, his wife, Joyce, now speaks for him. The
Miedemas hid Jewsin their own home, and he, theminister, wasa soactive
infinding hiding placesfor them elsewhereinthearea. Hehad togoon the
run at one point in order to avoid arrest or worse. Pieter Miedema has
declinedto behonouredby Y ad Vashem, havingdoneonly ‘what everyone
should have don€e'. Joyce Miedema now construeshisthinking so: if you
opt against openingyour homeand heart to aninnocent fugitive, you have
no placein the community o the just’; you choose'the worst solitudea
man candiscover: hisown exclusonfromthefamily of man.'! Onemight be
tempted to take thisfor a merely second-hand sentiment — except that it
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waspart of asermongiven by Miedema at thetime, which hiswifesayswill
stay in her mind always, ‘word for word."

Or, again, thereisthe example of Zofia Kossak-Szczucka. A Catholic
author and right-wingnationalist, shewrotealesflet protesting againstthe
murder of the Jawsdf Poland and helped to found Zegota, the organiza-
tion for aiding them. She was caught and sent to Auschwitz where she
spent nearly a year. On her release, she became active in the rescue of
Jewish children. Szczuckas writingsd the period giveexpressionboth to
some anti-semitic convictionsand to an energetic appeal on behaf of the
Polish Jews. In one piece, shewritesthat after the war they will be told,
'Go and settle somewhereelse.’ But now they 'are the victimsof unjust
murderous persecutions and 'Christ stands behind every human
being. . . . HestretchesHis hand to us through a runaway Jew from the
ghetto the same way as He does through our brothers.' In the protest
leaflet, Jews are described by her asthe 'enemies of Poland’; but also as
‘condemned people’ and ‘defenceless peopl€e, ‘'insane from grief and
horror'. Their present plight Szczuckacalls'your fellow man's calamity'."

That also was then. Today, another Polish Catholic writer and anti-
semite, Marek Dunski, explainshimsdf as follows. His motivation arose
from hisreligiousconvictions.'One could not smply dlowapersontodie.’
Inwartime, hesays, evidently generalizingfrom hisown case, peoplerecur
to more basicthings: 'They tend to see aperson asahuman being. Thisis
what happened with the Jews. They were not seen as Jews but as human
beings.' Or theindividual Jew wasseen smply as'a hurt, sufferingbeing'.
Dunski speaks as well, in connection with the aid he brought to a
threatened Russian soldier, of not having 'any special fondnessfor Rus-
sans, yet of fedling 'that a human being ought to be saved at any price.’
Marek Dunski had apart in the rescued several hundred Jewishchildren.
Hisreasonsasgiven do not strike measany lessto bereied onfor having
been articulated later than Szczuckas similar ones.™

Some readers may be starting to wonder, secondly, why the material |
havecited doesnot reflect (what weknow to bethe casefromthereview o
literaturein the previoussection) that therewererescuerswho helpedtheir
friends. It does not reflect it yet. Only becausel havenot got there yet. |
was coming to them. Hereisone category of such rescuers.

Bert Bochove and hisfirst wife Annie (now deceased) hid afriend of
Annie's when she came and asked for help. They then aso hid thirty-six
other people. Bochovesays, 'it waseasy to do becauseit wasyour duty’, 'l
got such satisfaction. . . from keeping peoplesafe’ and 'You help people
because you are human and you see that thereisa need."" Tina Stroboss
family, Social Democrats and atheists, hid Tinas best friend who was
Jewish. The family had a tradition o helping others - refugees, miners
children. During the war they hid about a hundred people, though never
morethanfiveat atime: 'Some we knew, somewedidn't." Strobossaysshe
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bdievesin 'the sacrednessd life'; today she givestalksto schoolchildren
andtellsthem ‘we haveto becareful not to hurt otherswhodon't belongto
our little group.””

ZofiaBanieckafor her part would likechildrento know that there were
peoplein PolandlikeTinaStrobos. Benieckahersalf and her mother hid or
found hiding places for Jews escaping from the Warsaw ghetto. One of
these was a school friend - 'so of course | didn't turn her avay.' But, as
Banieckaaso says, 'We hid at least fifty Jews during the war - friends,
strangers, acquai ntances,or someonewho heard about mefrom someone
else. Anyone was taken in.' Baniecka says she ‘believe[s] in human
heings'.* And then Jan Elewski. A Polishofficer and leftist who protected
his best friend from anti-semitic persecution beforethewar, he also saved
seven strangers during the war by moving them to a more secure hiding
placeand supplyingthemwithfood there. He speaksadf a'feding of duty'
by contrast with the self-centrednessd otherswho did not help; and of the
thought that hisfamily would have disowned him for 'not helping people
whowerebeingdestroyed.” And Roman Sadowski also. Hewasa member
o Zegota. He tried desperately to contact Jewish friendsin the Warsaw
ghetto when the deportations to the death camps began, but hefailed and
they perished. He then gave aid mostly to strangers: ‘whoever turned to
me, and whomever | couldfind." Why? Their being Jewishdid not play a
part at all. Regardlessaf who they were, needing hel pwasthecriteria[sic]
.+ . Human lifewas a stake."

And Jean Kowayk Berger. And AdaCelka. In the Ukrainianvillagein
which the former lived, the Germans set up alabour camp and she saw
there 'the cruelty . . . day after day.' She and her family agreed to hidea
Jewish doctor who had earlier helped her. He arrived one night at their
door, begging to be taken in. 'Then more people came during that
night. .. . If you could have seen my house. . . . Everything was so
difficult.” She describes how difficult. When she is asked why she helped,
shesays, 'When | saw peoplebeing mol ested, my religiousheart whispered
tome, "Don't kill. Loveothersasyou loveyoursdlf."* Ada Celka, deeply
religiousaswell, livingin poverty in aone-room apartment with her sister
and disabledfather, took in thedaughter of aJewishfriend. Hersdf aPole,
she also sheltered Russian partisans. 'What | did was everybody's duty.
Savingtheonewhoselifeisin jeopardyisasmplehuman duty. Onehasto
helpanother regardlessd who thishuman beingisaslong asheisin need,
that isall that counts.™

It seems not uncommon amongst the Righteous. people who help
friends or acquaintances and who help people other than friends or
acquaintances, help people who are strangers to them; and who give
universalizing reasonsfor doing what they do. About people like them it
would seem safe to conclude that those reasons are not then merely
rhetorical superstructureson or rationalizingderivationsfromfriendship-
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as the putative red’ cause (or essence) of rescuer behaviour. What,

however, o rescuerswhose help was just for friends? Or just for friends
and the relationsadf friends? Or whose help was primarily such? Here at
least, it might seem clear, we would have come upon the Rorty sort o

rescuer. | suggest, on the contrary, that that isnot so clear. L et usconsider
firgt in this connection the story of Irene Opdyke.

Opdykewas a student nurse a thetime d theinvasion o Poland. She
speaksd her mother asastronginfluence-"she never turned avay anyone
from her doorstep', 'dways knew how to help' — and speaksdf her own
vocation to be a nurse likewisein terms o helping people. Opdyke was
beaten and raped by Russian soldiersand later impressedinto labour by
the Nazis. Running an errand one day in the nearby ghetto she witnhessed
scenesdf great brutality. 'Mogt o all, | remember the children’, she says.
Opdyke decided that if the opportunity arrived | would help these
people.’ She subsequently befriended twelve Jews employed in the laun-
dry at her placed work. Assheputsit, 'l didn't haveafamily. They were
persecuted. It was a human bond." When she then learned o a move
impending to liquidate the ghetto, she managed to hide and finally save
thesefriends, at a not insgnificant personal cost to herself. Shesays'that
we belong al together. That no matter what a person's colour,race,
religion, or language, we are created by one God'; and that 'all human
beingsbelongtoone. . . family."™

Did Irene Opdykesave her friendsonly becausethey were her friends?
Or did she savethem becausedf the moral commitmentsshetriedto live
by, d thekind o personshewas?Or: what wasthe balance between her
feelingsdf friendshipand her more general valuesor mora impulses, in
moving her to act on behaf o peoplethreatened?Thisquestion, actually,
doesnot seem dl that interestingin relationto Opdykeherself. Sheplainly
had enough reasons, and good ones, to act asshedid; and sinceshe hersdlf
laysemphasisupon reasonsd both kinds, who el se could presumeto say
exactly what the balance was between them? But the question of the
balance, o the interrelationship between different sorts o reason, does
not closaly depend, asit happens, on thechronology or detailsof Opdyke's
particularstory. Itisdf much broader gpplicability. Forit would seemtobe
the casewith those rescuerswho cameto thead o friends, acquaintances
and other such connected folk, that they aso will generaly explain
themselvesin theway we have begun to befamiliar with, givingexpression
to universalistcommitments. They —a so- say thekind of thingthat Rorty
suggests rescuerswould not usually have said.

Hela Horska, a doctor's wife, who hid the young son o one o her
husband'spatientsand eventually thirteen other membersd hisfamily as
well, says 'All my lifel workedfor social causes. . . . Itdid not matter who
it was if someone needed help | had to giveiit. . . . | helped because a
human beingought to helpanother." Albert and WilmaDijkstrasheltered
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people Albert knew from his hometown. The Dijkstrasspeak in termsd
hiding'Jewish friends. . . in danger' — and also of their bdief ‘that lifeis
sacred', of their ‘concern [having] dwaysbeen with humanlifeand not to
whom it belongs, d not 'distinguishing [in thisregard] between Christian
and Jew, German and Dutch'. Gitta Bauer, who hid afamilyfriend, saysit
was hot a big decision: 'She wasafriend and she needed help.’ Bauer a'so
saysthat her father had taught her, ‘Jews are peoplelike you and meonly
with a different religion. And that's it." She has dways been 'concerned
about racism of any kind'. Libuse Fries brought aid to a workmate (her
husband-to-be)in The Wresienstadt, and she hel ped hissister alsoand was
imprisonedfor doingso. Frieswasbrought up, shetells,'to lovenatureand
dl human beings; she'thought it wasinhuman to take young peoplefrom
their families for no reason.’ Germaine Belline and Liliane Gaffney, a
mother and daughter, helped many Jewish friends. two brothers, their
sister, her children, aniece, ‘cousins o cousins. They say: it felt 'natural’
because these werefriends; and “[tJhe onething | could never stand asa
childisinjustice’; and if you didn't livefor others. . . it wasnt worth
living. To be human we need each other.™

And one ‘Stanislaus’ who had Jewish friends in the Warsaw ghetto
nearby, and who together with his mother gave out much help, to friends
and others- soup, shelter, finding hideouts. Hisreasons. 'Human compas-
son." And LouiseSteenstrawholost her husband, killed in their home by
German soldiersfor hidingaJewishfriend. Sheand her husband could not
be 'insengitive, she remembers, to the fate looming over the various
friendsthey helped: ‘we felt sosorry for thoseJewish peoplewiththeir kids
screamingwhen the Naziscamein the night to pick them up’; ‘fw]hen you
are the mother of one child, you are mother to them all.” And Gustav
Mikula who, ‘see[ing] poverty and injusticedl around [him]', became a
Social Democrat in hisyouth, and who al hislifehas'had three passions:
music, womenand Jews —oned whomhemarried. Hehid hiswifeandin-
laws, and indeed together with afriend 'dl the Jewswe could’. He was
'sort of drunk with [his] rebellionagainstthe horribleinjustice' tothem. 'It
was a terrible time for humanity." And Orest Zahgjkewycz and Helena
Melnyczuk, brother and sister, who hid friendsin their home and whose
father ‘was dwaystrying to help somebody’, and who havetried to teach
their own children 'to be human' and do the same. They also recall that
period, by contrast, intermsd its'horror —that one human beingcoulddo
thisto another.®

And then, to finish with thisgroupingin my quasi-sampled rescuers,
thereisStefaniaPodgorska Burzminski. Shegaverefugein her apartment
totheson d aJewish woman sheworkedfor, and later to his brother and
hissister-in-law; in al, tothirteen peopleand ‘for two winters. Pivotal to
her story asshe tdlsit isthis:
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Beforethe war everyoneshopped and talked together and everythingvs fine. But then
therewasthe segregationand the mark of the Jewishstar, and that vas confusingfor me.
Oneday | sawaJewishboy on thestreet, about nineyear sold,and ancther boy cameupto
himand said,"You areaJew!" and hehit him. A man, just an ordinary worker,saw it and
said,"Why would youdothat? He saboy just likeyou. L ook at hishands, hisface. There's
no difference. We have enemiesnow from another country who say ther€sa difference,
but thereisn't.: So the boy who hit the Jewish boy looked sad and said,'Oh, all right, I'm
sorry.'| listened tohimand | camehomeand | looked at my handsand | said, 'No, thereis
no difference.” S0, you see, | listened and | lear ned.

Learned just about helping fellow denizensdf Poland perhaps? Today,
Podgorskavoices a concern with the need to ‘teach people humamity™.™

Now, it might be suggested that with rescuers whose aid was (or was
primarily)to people more or lessclosely connectedto them, the articula-
tion of universalist motives and humanist principles can be discounted.
They helped whom they knew, you see, and everything else would be at
best well-meaning sentiment. But for my own part | do not see how this
could possibly be asserted with any confidence, much less explanatory
authority. That someoneisafriendisinitsef, of course, aperfectly good
reason for helping them. On the other hand, the pertinent context hereis
oneinwhichaninestimably largenumber of people precisaly did not help
friends, neighboursand other acquaintances. They stood by, looked on or
turned away, whether in fear or shameor merely withindifference, asthe
Jews they knew were taken away or fled. In that sense, as a matter of
ethico-sociological generalization, friendshipor familiarity plainlyisnot a
sufficientconditiondf one person'scomingtotheaid o another in serious
jeopardy. If against thisbackgroundso many o therescuerswho gavehelp
to peoplecloseto them tell universalizing storiesabout what they did and
whothey are, aswdl asor sometimesrather than citing friendshipand the
like, on what basis can it be claimed that their universaizing stories
vouchsafe us nothing of what 'really’ impelled them?

It might now in turn besaid, though, that thisreasoningcan bereversed
against me. How many people also, it will be pointed out, professing
similar moral viewpointsto all these rescuers, did not bring aid to Jewsin
danger. Itis, again, an inestimably large number. The argument does not
discomiit me, however, nor isthe case so reversed genuinely symmetrical
with the one it supposedly reverses. For | do not seek to belittle or
minimizethe part which might have been played by friendshipand other
particularist loyaltiesin contributing to individuals motivesfor rescue. |
smply meet here the effort to belittle or minimize the part played by
universalist moral attachments, setting downwhat | havefound. Nor does
setting it down imply any claim that, as a matter of ethico-sociological
generalization, universal moral attachments might on their part be a
sufficient condition of rescue. The point is only that it is a complicated
question just what combination of reasons, motives and other factors—
temperamental, situational and so on — does, and just what combination
does not, move people to act under risk for other people; a questionto
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whichnoone, sofar asl know, hastheanswer, if indeedthereisan answer.
All I doisreport that a universalist moral outlook appearsto have had a
very sgnificant part in motivating Jewish rescue. Many rescuersgivevoice
to it and few do not. At the same time, no rescuer | have come across
overtly repudiatesit. To besure, thereweresuch peopleabout also, at that
time. They seem not to have been heavily involved in helping Jewsisal.
We know what some d them were.doing.

A third and last query on behalf o the sceptical: Arethere, then, no
rescuerswithin my sasmplewho are o that sort who say 'fdlow Milanese
. . . fellow Jutlander'? In fact, only one case | have been ableto discover
perhapsfitshere. ItisaDane, unnamedin thesourcein which 1 find him,
who says, 'The main reason | did it wasbecause| didn't want anybody to
hurt my friends, my neighbours, my fellow countrymen, without cause.’
Even he makes some additional remarks as well, of seemingly broader
scope, but ambiguoudy so. | mark him down as one for Richard Rorty
anyway. ThisDaneis (if heis) ararefigurein the present company.*

It is another case, rather, that captures what seems to be the more
general situation with rescuerswho refer to their communities. Aart and
Johtje Vos gave shelter in their home near Amsterdam to many who
neededit, at onetime hiding morethan thirty Jewsaswell asafew other
people. She, Johtje, says. 'We never talked about Jews[in Holland]. They
were al just Dutch, that's dl." And he, Aart, ssys 'Holland wes like a
family and part of that family wasin danger. In thiscase, the Jewish part.
The Germanswere threatening our family." Thisseemsclear enough. But
there is more. Aart Vos aso recounts how one day after a bombing he
found awounded Germansol dier and helped him back to hiscamp. Asked
by friendshow he could bring himsdf to 'save aGerman'’, hereplied, My
wifeand | werebrought upto haverespect for life.' JohtjeVVos, relatingthe
sameincident elsewhere, putsit that their friends reproached Aart with
helpingthe enemy and that hisresponsetothemwas, 'No, themomentthe
man was badly wounded, he was not an enemy any more but Ssmply a
human beingin need.’

And, this episode aside, Aart and Johtje Vos, looking beyond them-
salvesand their children, that is, beyond their ownfamily to awider Dutch
‘family', patently look further till. Johtjesaysthat bothsheand Aart were
brought up not to be prejudiced on grounds o 'race, colour, creed,
nationality, or whatever . . . so it came very naturally to us to consider
Jews judt like us. Wethought d them as human beings, just aswewere!
Y our responsein that situation, she also says, dependson 'the resultsdf
your upbringing, your character, on your general love for people. . . .’
Again: 'We helped people who were in need. Who they were was abso-
lutely immaterial to us. It wasnt that we were especialy fond of Jewish
people. Wefelt wewanted to hel p everybody whowasin trouble." During
the war, Aart says, he'thought it wasn't possiblethat on thislittle planet
peoplecould do [the sort of thingsthey did] to each other.™
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Just as friendship, as we have seen, need not be the only reason of
someonewho goestothead o afriend, soacommitmentto compatriots,
fellow citizens or other localy specific communities does not have to
exclude more general humanitarian concern. With the rescuersthe com-
mon pattern would seem to bethat it did not. And isthisso surprising?
Mutual loyalty or solidarity within such communitiescan, it istrue, be of
an exclusionarysort; or it may sometimessamply relateto mattersinwhich
a more extensive identification would not be - for those matters -
appropriate. It is aso the case, however, that a person who says 'Dutch,
just like us, 'fdlow Dane' and so forth, may be appealing to anotion of
civicequality and reciprocal obligationclosely tied, asamatter of historical
and cultural fact, to wider egalitarian, humanistic, universalist vaues.
Especialywhenwhat isat stakeisameatter o life, death or gravesuffering,
tothink, 'Dutch liketherest o us, may only beto think, 'Anotherperson
in the Dutch community'. 1t need not be very different from thinking,
'Felow human being.'

Such, at any rate, commonly was the case with the rescuers. Like Aart
and Johtje Vos, thosed themwho alludeto thespecificitiesdh community
invariably point beyond theseaswel. Marion Pritchard who had apartin
saving more than a hundred Jews says, 'In Holland, the Jews were
considered Dutch like everyone dse’ She learned tolerance from her
father, 'more accepting d dl peopleand their differencesthan my mother’,
and wasimbued early on 'with astrongconvictionthat weareour brothers
keepers. Decisve for Pritchard was the experience o happening to
witness Nazis loading, throwing - 'by an arm, a leg, the hair' — young
children, taken from a Jewish children's home, on to trucks. 'To watch
grovnmen treat small childrenthat way . . . | found mysdf literally crying
withrage." Pritchard's wordsdo not, to me, encouragetheinferencethat it
was the'Dutchness o thesevictimsthat wasfor her the key thing.™

In turn, a certain 'Johan’ explains himsdf so: 'The main reason was
becausel wasapatriot. | wasfor my country.' Hecontinues: 'The Germans
robbed peopledt their freedom. And when they started taking the Jewish
people, that redly lit myfire. . . . | redly becamefull o hate becausethey
took innocent people- especialy when they took littlekids. That wasthe
wordt.' Thissame'Johan' sayshelearned from his parentsthat 'Jews were
just peopl€e'. Hismother would never 'look down' on anyone. 'She would
dways appreciate what people were worth.! And then John and Bertha
Datema recall some d their wartime reactions. John: that ‘those people
are Dutch, Jewishor not, they are Dutch'; and that 'l had withessed more
humansufferingthan | could copewith." And Bertha: 'Every wastedlifeis
another nail in Christ's body. Whenachild isdestroyed, al o usbecome
orphans.” And Helene Jacobs, a German rescuer for whom'A community
which destroysa part of itself on purpose, out of hatred, givesitsaf up. It
degenerates. This happened in our country." Jacobs explains her own
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rescuework likethis: They werepeoplewho werein danger and | wanted
to helpthem. It wasassimpleasthat.” And likethis: 'l dwaysknew how
dangerousit was, but | did it for humanity, and becausel wasa patriot."

Who here, once again, can claim to know the exact balance of these
rescuers reasons: between community, country or patriotism on the one
hand; and humanity; children; peoplein danger or troubleor need, on the
other?

I have now given, in any event, someaccount of rather morethan haf of
the rescuers in my sample. Considerations both of space and for the
patiencedf the reader deter mefrom relating, even in the truncated and
reduced forms| have had to adopt for the stories | havetold, the other
storiesremaining. But thestoriesleft untoldtell just thesamestory asthe
storiestold. | let thesubjectsaf them, of the ones| cannot tell, passhere
finaly in brief, anonymous parade.

There are the rescuers who speak of parents. My mother was dways
concerned about everyoneelse.' 'l remember my mother being a person
who dwayswanted to givefrom her heart.' 'My mother dwaysreached out
to others and she taught al d usto do that, too. . . . | thinkit's in our
blood."* And there are the rescuerswho helped save children: one who
says, | believein peopl€e', and whofelt (at theage d forty-two), My lifeis
past, but the children. . . havetheir life before them'; one who did what
she did because 'All men are equal’ and for 'no other' reason; one who
‘cried when [he] went into the ghetto and . . . children clamoured after
[him] . . . for help’; onewho reflectsthat 'there are alot o people who
havenofaithin humankind. . . they're only afraid for their own kinand
not for yoursor hisor hers; one who 'understood what it meant to be a
Jaw' when asix-year old fugitivegirl said what her family name had been
and what it washow; and onewho remembers,similarly, theanguishof the
child ‘who does not know why she cannot use her real name' - and who
speaks as well of the preoccupation with justice and injustice that has
guided her, the rescuer, dl her life."

Then there are those who talk about persecution: like the woman who
givesasthereasonfor her actionsthat 'they [the Jews| werepersecutednot
because of what they did but because o the way they were born’; and the
womanwhosays, 'that hewasahunted manwasal | neededto know'; and
the man brought up in the belief 'that it was inadmissibleto persecute
people because o their race or religion’; and the man for whom the
Holocaust started 'in the hearts of people, for [as| soon asyougo and say
"ThatJew!" or whatever, that'swhereit starts. . . . Assoonasyou put one
race higher than another one...."™ This last man says aso, if the
moment's there and there's somebody in need, you go help, that's dl." He
touches a pervasive theme. The rescuersspeak like this. 'to give helpto
thosewho arein need’; and 'one hasto helpal that needit’; and’l just had
to help peoplewho needed help and that wasthat. | was awaysready to
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help the needy, dways.” And the rescuersspeak likethis: 'the worst off
were the Jews. So one had to give help where people were most help-
less.. . ."; and 'l had to help. After all, the Jews were the most helpless
people’; and 'anyone who needed help had to get it. Jews were in a
specialy dangeroussituation. . . they had to behelped themodst'; and'My
home is open to anyonein danger.™

Such arethethingsrescuerssay. They talk o their feding o justice; o
learningearly 'to fight for . . . justice’ and early about 'helping others; of
growing up without anyonemaking 'a distinction between peopled other
religions’. They say: 'There is no greater love than sacrificingyour own
soul foranother'ssoul’, and'l wasanold pacifist', and 'l would havehel ped
anyone.’* One man says, 'l cannot stand violence.' Hesays, 'As achild |
was taught an individual has human dignity. . . .> Another man says that
what hedid just had to bedone-"They suffered somuch." Onewomansays
her mother was such an unjust personthat she, the daughter, developed a
strong sense of justice by reaction. She says, 'l didn't help only Jews. |
helped everyone who was being oppressed because d their politics or
ideas. Shesays, 'dl my lifel've been for the peaceful coexistence d dll
people, of dl coloursand religioms.™

It could bethat theserescuersare, al d them, mistaken; that they are
really wrong about their reasons. Or it could be, on the other hand, that
Richard Rorty iswrong about the Righteous.

v

In setting out Rorty’s view at the beginning o thisessay, | reported the
clam hemakesthat it isa‘weak' explanationd a generousaction to say
'because sheisahuman being'. It turnsout that thisisitsaf only a weak
versond hisclaim. For hegoeson inthesame placeto suggest that, sofar
as identifying with humanity goes, in fact 'no one . . . can make that
identification'; tohimitseemsan'impossible’ ane.® ¥et, therescuershere,
to sy nothing d anyone else, appear to think they can make that
identification— vianotions o plain need and suffering; of human dignity
and vulnerability; of equality, or justice, or a bdief that we are dl the
childrend oneGod. One man, indeed, findsit possibleto explain himsdlf
intermsaof astill wider sort of identification. Thisis Stefan Raczynski (the
verylaststory to betold), whose'father loved hisfellow man' and whowith
thefather sheltered on their farm someforty Jews, peopleescapingfroma
killing site in the nearby Polish forest. Raczynski says ‘It was a natural
thingto do, likewhen you seeacat on the street, hungry, you giveit food.
When the Jaws started coming from theforestsand they were hungry, we
gavethemfood. . . .*™

Now, thereisacertainirony to be noted about all this. For not only is
sympathy for the need or sufferingadf another being— human or sometimes
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‘even’ animal —aperfectlywell-knownimpul seafter al, and alsomotiveor
reasonfor action. But Rorty himsdlf, asanyonefamiliar with hiswork will
be aware, rather makes something o the fact that human beingsshare a
common capacityfor suffering. Sharingthis, they are able, evidently many
of them, to reach beyond fellow townsfolk and fellow bocce players. So
how does it happen, then, that Rorty should deliver himsdf o the
speculation he does about the rescuers?L et it sufficeto say herethat two
voicescontend for the ear and soul of Richard Rorty. One of theseisthe
voiceof agood, old-fashionedliberalism, of which heisanimpressiveand
eloguent spokesman. It enjoins usto be sensitiveto the susceptibility of
others to pain and humiliation. It tells us, following Judith Shklar, that
crueltyisthewors thing we do. But thesethemespush Rorty, willy-nilly,
towardsa notion hewould shun, the notion, namely, o acommon human
nature. The second voice that callsto him cannot stand for that. It isthe
voice, thisone, of 'anti-essentialism’; and o 'anti-foundationalism'’; and
also, it would seem, of anti-universalism-from which, however, thefirst
voice, speaking of plain, never-ending human suffering, continues to
beckon him away. Thisisapervasivetensionin Rorty’s thought. | takeup
itsstory elsewhere.

Referring, in another essay from Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, to
thework o Michael Oakeshott, Rorty commendsto usthesuggestionthat
morality be thought of 'as thevoice o ourselvesas members o a com-
munity, speakersd acommon language.' If weseeit so, hesays, it will be
impossible then to think 'that there is something which stands to my
community asmy community standsto me, somelarger community called
"humanity which hasan intrinsicnature. ™ But | say: onthecontrary. Itis
atriumph of our species, one d its most luminousachievements, to have
found its way to thisthought and the universalist moral principleswhich
harmonizewithit; and thoselikethese Righteousamong the Nationswho
managedto live by such principlesunder terrifying pressurearetheglory
of humankind. While one should not make too much perhaps of the
influencedf high philosophical discussionon thewider socia and political
culture, one can only wonder nevertheless whether what anyone redlly
needs right now is the effort and the energy being poured out, by
philosophers, theorists of language and culture, would-beradicals, femi-
nists, breathlessmessengers o the end of nearly everything, to impugn
such ways of thought — as weak; impossible; or sometimes even just
malign, discoursedf domination and what have you.

v

I cannot forbear to tell here, finally, of acuriouscoincidence; or so at any
rateit wasfor me. At alatestagein thework for thisforegoingessay | came
upon areferenceto anold articleabout Father MarieBenoit: yet onemore
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rescuer, of somerenown, so-called A mbassadoraf theJews. Thisreference
interested menot only becaused thesubjectd thearticlebut also because
o its author: one James Rorty. | just had to pursueit, didnt 17 James
Rorty turns out to have been Richard Rorty’s father.

Thisiswhat hewroteabout the attitude of rescuers:'Men and women of

every class and creed, in all the occupied countries, conscioudly risked
death and torture smply becausethey were revolted by the ugly cruelty of
theNazis. . . . Ingtinctivelythey rejected what seemed and wasa betrayal
o our common humanity. . . ." That seemsto capturewell the authentic
voiced the people now called Righteous,®
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