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Zusammenfassung

Ophir Yarden untersucht die seit den 80er Jahren des 20. Jahrhunderts häufig durch​geführten Reisen mit jüdischen Oberschülern zu den Orten geschichtlicher jüdischer Vergangenheit in Polen und zu den dortigen KZ-Gedenkstätten unter der Fragestellung, welchen Einfluss sie auf die Bewusstseinsbildung unter jüdischen Jugendlichen haben. Die national-religiösen Elemente - festgemacht an Gedenktagen jüdischer Widerstands- und Unabhängigkeitsgeschichte, an dem „Marsch der Lebenden“ (mit israelischer Flagge) bei diesen Reisen sowie an den Zeugnissen von Holocaust-Überlebenden - können zu einer Abgrenzungsidentität führen und sind entsprechend kritisiert worden. Die Frage, ob als Resultat dieser Reisen das Bewusstsein gefördert wird: „So etwas (wie Auschwitz) darf nie wieder passieren“ oder „So etwas darf uns nie wieder passieren“, ist auch für die Verhaltensweisen im israelisch-palästinensischen Konflikt wesentlich: Wird Sensibilität gegen Unmenschlichkeit und Unrecht insgesamt geför​dert oder ein überstarkes Bewusstsein des Bedrohtwerdens, das Ausgleich, Kompro​miss und Versöhnungsbereitschaft behindert? Es wird herausgearbeitet, dass die Begegnung mit der Geschichte des eigenen Volkes wesentlich identitätsstiftend ist, dass es aber notwendig ist, als Lehren aus dem Holocaust eine Haltung zu fördern, die zur Stärkung der Demokratie, der Abwehr von Rassismus, der Verteidigung von Minderheiten und der Menschenrechte beiträgt.

Introduction to the Journeys

Voyages to Poland for Israeli Jewish High School students are a widespread pheno​menon that has aroused significant controversy. Together with similar programs for Diaspora Jewish youth, these journeys bring thousands of participants to visit the sites of Jewish life and death in Poland. The trips are “ritual[s] laden with emotion and symbols” and constitute what has been called a “pilgrimage to the Diaspora.”
 The impact of these trips is significant and has repercussions in the area of politics as well as education - indeed this is the background to the controversy. Here I shall describe these programs in the context of Israeli attitudes toward the Shoah, present the programs and examine the attendant controversy.

The purpose of these voyages is to enhance the Jewish and Israeli identity of the youth and to strengthen their commitment to the State of Israel and to the Jewish People.
 The idea that Israeli youth, the fruit of the Jewish homeland and reali​zation of the Zionist dream, might be taken abroad - to the Diaspora - to enhance their identity constitutes something of a Zionist irony. This situation may be understood by noting that the journey to Poland in intended to highlight the contrast between the Diaspora and the State of Israel - and the fates of the Jews in these two realities. 

It is also significant that these pilgrimages take place in the context of the Civil Religion of Israel
 which has it's own sacred calendar and rituals.
 Not those of Rosh HaShana and Yom Kippur, but Holocaust Remembrance Day
, Memorial Day and Yom HaAzmaut, Israel's Independence Day which have as their themes modern history and the State of Israel. It is the power of the (civil) religious ritual that is the driving force behind these pilgrimages to the Diaspora.

These journeys are a common phenomenon in the Israeli Jewish school systems, religious and secular alike. In fact, they are so widespread that they may almost be regarded as rites de passage, with the attendant expectations of life-changing expe​rience.
 The students bodily re-enact the national experience of moving from exile to redemption as they leave the scorched earth of European Jewry and re-ascend to Israel the axis mundi from Poland the anus mundi.

The Shoah and Israeli Society

The ideological centrality of the civil religion and the Shoah's centrality in it may be demonstrated by noting that Israel's law code provides for one year's imprisonment for "gross violation of religious sentiment," whereas for denying the holocaust the manda​tory punishment is five years. So sacred is this collective memory which I shall discuss further. There may be no stronger expression of the Shoah's role in Israeli Jewish collective memory and identity formation than the words of the former Israeli Presi​dent Ezer Weizman when, as the first foreign leader to address the joint plenum of the Bundestag and Bundesrat in 1996, he said:

I was a slave in Egypt, I received the Torah at Mt. Sinai … I fought the Romans, was expelled from Spain, was burned at the stake in Mainz … I was burned in Treblinka, I revolted in Auschwitz and I ascended to the Land of Israel - my land from which I was exiled and in which I was born. From it I have come and to it I shall return.

Before addressing the educational issues involved and public controversy surrounding students' school-visits to Poland I must briefly survey the evolution of relevant Israeli attitudes toward the Shoah from the 1940s through the 1990s.
 Four periods can be discerned in these attitudes:

Until the late 1950s. 

This period has been characterized as one of “stunned silence” during which the Shoah was given a low profile. The Shoah was perceived as a continuation of the Diaspora reality of Jewish disgrace and cowardice that Zionism was to have changed, and hence it was seen as a source of shame.
 The only positive element discerned in the Shoah was the role model of g'vurah (heroism) in which the resistance movements and ghetto fighters were seen as heroes who lived up to Zionist expectations of behavior worthy for the modern Jew.

From the early 1960's until the late 1970s

The second period is essentially a continuation of the first but with a much higher profile for the Shoah. With the trial of Adolf Eichmann in 1961, general awareness of the Shoah increased markedly in Israel. The greater public awareness led to the Shoah's recognition as the "central trauma affecting Israeli society."

The 1980s

The third period is marked by a more nuanced attitude. No longer was armed resistance the only role model of g'vurah; at this point spiritual resistance, in which victims strived to maintain their Jewish identity and elements of dignity, was acknowledged as heroic as well.
 

Since the late 1980s

In the most recent period (during which the journeys to Poland became possible and commenced) new factors have affected Israelis' perspectives on the Shoah. The Pales​tinian Intifada (1987-1993) and the Gulf War (1991) brought a sense of vulnerability to Israelis that had not been common before.
 It may be suggested that this lessened the gap between the Holocaust, sometimes presented as the natural culmination of the Diaspora, and the reality in the State of Israel. Such perspectives brought about new thinking regarding the Shoah and its lessons and paved the way for the controversy associated with these journeys.

Program of the Journeys

There are two major common theme-elements
 that constitute the building blocks of most of the journeys: Pre-war Jewish life and the lack thereof today and murder sites and memorials. The journeys demonstrate the extent of the destruction of European Jewry by contrasting the status quo ante-bellum with the reality of today.

1a.
Pre-War Jewish life

Sites of former Jewish life are visited to demonstrate the extent of Jewish life before the destruction in the Shoah. Both the quantitative (large and widespread Jewish populations) and qualitative (in terms of traditional Jewish scholarship and creativity) are presented in an array of site visits. These sites include synagogues and yeshivot (Talmudic academies), shtetls (Jewish villages), urban neighborhoods and cemeteries.

1b.
Jewish Emptiness today

The very same sites used to portray pre-war Jewish life - but now dispossessed of their Jewish content - are clear indications of the results of the Nazi genocide. Synagogues that barely operate (or do so only as museums), former Jewish institutions now serving other functions, sites of ghettos and non- or poorly-maintained Jewish cemeteries are clear echoes of the elimination of 90% of Poland's Jews. 

2a.
Memorials 

Each day monuments and memorials are visited. In addition to pre-war Jewish life, these sites commemorate the murder of Europe's Jews as well as their attempts at self-defense. The disproportional emphasis on the latter is derived from the armed-resistance-centered Zionist perspective on the Shoah. A prime example of such a memorial is the statues by Nathan Rapaport, which stand at the location of the former Warsaw ghetto. These statues contrast Mordecai Anielewicz and the fighters of the Warsaw ghetto uprising with the Jews' forced "Last March" toward the Nazi death camps. The fact that copies of these two statues stand in the central square of Yad VaShem highlights the Israel-centered perspective on the Shoah.

2b.
Murder sites 

The climaxes of the journeys take place at the sites of the Nazi extermination camps. Here the evidence of the well-known Nazi program for implementing the "final solu​tion" is viewed in its full horror. These visits raise one of the potentially confusing aspects of the journey - that while the journeys are to Poland their purpose is to learn about the German's atrocities and crimes.

The pinnacle of the journeys is the march of thousands of Jews from Auschwitz to Birkenau. This march, contrasted with the aforementioned "Last (death) March" is the element that gives the program its name: the March of the Living. At this point in the journeys most of the groups join into one mass Jewish delegation (together with parti​cipants from the Jewish Diaspora) and march proudly under Israeli flags. The dual message is clear: the Nazis ultimately failed and the Jews' future is in Israel.
 This message is highlighted in a message for the teachers and guides written by head the Education ministry's division supervising informal education:

As we stand beside the death furnaces in the extermination camps, our hearts fill with resentment and tears come to our eyes for the horrible destruction of European Jewry, and Polish Jewry within it. Yet while we weep and suffer pain and sorrow over the destruction, our hearts fill with pride and contentment at the great privilege we have of being citizens of an independent Israel. At the sight of the flag of Israel flying high above the death pits and furnaces, we stand straight and proud and murmur, "The people of Israel live! The eternal one of Israel will not fail us!" We swear before our millions of murdered brothers, "If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand lose its cunning." And it is as if we hear their souls crying out to us, "In our deaths we have commanded you to live. Preserve and defend the State of Israel as your most precious possession." Then we answer, with a full heart, "May the State of Israel live forever!"

Methodology

The methodology of the journeys' programs has two hallmarks: ceremonies and the presence of holocaust survivors.

1. 
Ceremonies and Rituals

The march is the most elaborate of many ceremonies and rituals that take place fre​quently during the journeys. At many of the sites visited memorial rites are observed. These services involve the reading of texts, the lighting of memorial candles and the recitation of the Kaddish, a prayer bearing traditional Jewish association with mourning the dead. The texts of these rituals use a special jargon that makes use of the familiar yet foreign language of the victims: Yiddish. Yiddish is to these ceremonies what Aramaic is to traditional Jewish Hebrew prayer or Latin was to the Catholic Church.

2.
Survivors 

Holocaust survivors accompany each group. These individuals who return to Europe with the students strengthen the experience by providing a glimpse into the world that was and to the horrors of Jewish suffering during the Shoah. These survivors are seen as giving testimony during the journey and are referred to as "witnesses." 

Controversy concerning the Journeys 

We must bear in mind that the fourth period of changing Israeli attitudes toward the Shoah was that during which the journeys to Poland commenced. During this period a seminal newspaper article by Yehuda Elkana accelerated the debate on attitudes to​ward the Shoah and its educational implications. Entitled The Need to Forget
, this article challenged many of the sacred cows of Holocaust commemoration and the buil​ding blocks of Israeli Jewish identity. The title clearly established Elkana's position in opposition to the traditional Jewish emphasis on memory and commemoration.
 

Elkana wrote:

What are children to do with such memories? The somber injunction, “Remember!” may easily be interpreted as a call for blind hatred. It is possible that the world at large must remember…. But for ourselves, I see no greater educational task than to stand up for life, to build our future in this land without wallowing day in and day out in ghastly symbols, harrowing ceremonies, and somber lessons of the holocaust…. The deepest political and social factor that motivates much of Israeli society in its relation with the Palestinians is a profound existential "Angst" fed by a particular interpretation of the lessons of the Holocaust and the readiness to believe that the whole world is against us, that we are the eternal victim.

In this ancient belief, shared by many today, I see the tragic and paradoxical victory of Hitler. Two (Jewish) nations metaphorically speaking, emerged from the ashes of Auschwitz: a minority who assert "this must never happen again" and a frightened and haunted majority who assert "this must never happen to us." If these are the only possible lessons, I for one have always held with the former. I have seen the latter as catastrophic. History and collective memory are an inseparable part of any culture; but the past is not and must not be allowed to become the dominant element deter​mining the future of society and the destiny of a people.

Elkana's most consequential points (from this passage and others) are:

1. Much contemporary use of the Shoah excessively feeds the Jews' deep existential fear that "whole world is against us." This attitude, which is based on the traditional statement "In every generation there are those who rise up to annihilate us"
 is mis​sing the Hagaddah's continuation: "but the Holy One saves us from their hands." The Shoah is, therefore, not only the ultimate evil perpetrated upon the Jewish people but, possibly, the initiator of an era in which the Jewish people must spare no means to defend itself at any cost, for there is no relying on God or humanity.

2. The imperative to remember, Zakhor, must have its limits. Memory should not be allowed to dictate the future of a society or people. Subjugation to an idée fixe regar​ding the past that constrains and dictates future behavior is political idolatry. It may be noted that the Nazis deliberately used political myths (those of the historical Holy Roman Empire) right here in Nuremberg in their own perverse way.

3. The Shoah seems to support two opposing conclusions: (i) that such evil must never happen again (to anyone); or (ii) that such evil must never happen again to us. Elevation of the Shoah to the level of a central axiom of Israeli-Jewish identity and a moral com​pass for behavior is counter-productive as it suggests that the only options are either loosing life or forfeiting humanism by legitimizing acknowledged evil actions. Further, these actions foster hate for those who make us do distasteful things and create a vicious circle locking together demonization of the enemy and dehumanization of the self.
Professor Elkana's article, while extreme, was seriously considered, as he was director of the Institute of the History of Science and Ideas at Tel Aviv University, and had himself survived Auschwitz as a child. While it was received sympathetically by some, others criticized it as "a moral, educational, and psychological atrocity."
 

The ensuing debate developed along the lines of Israel's political left versus right and exposed some of the most deeply ingrained feelings and fears. The previously cited speech of President Weizman also summarizes the persistent link between the remem​berance of the Shoah and contemporary political questions, specifically the peace process and relations with Israel's adversaries:

We long for this peace, dream about it and pray for it. It appears in every chapter of Jewish thought … [B]ut specifically because of this never-ending desire, and specifi​cally because we well remember the previous episodes of our history - particularly the awful pages of our history which were written in this country - we must be careful and practical.

This debate was played out on the field of the then-emerging youth trips to Poland (1985) and is periodically re-ignited.

The Educational Controversy

These educational programs would, at first, seem to be a good idea, but after Elkana's provocative article, they came under severe criticism.

The general tendency is to see the journeys positively, as experiences that contribute to the development of Jewish consciousness by the youth participants. In this respect, the memory of the Shoah has been depicted as constituting a pillar of Jewish identity, along with: (i) Jewish tradition; (ii) Jewish peoplehood; and (iii) the Land of Israel.
 The intense exposure to the Shoah has been described as an inoculation, presumably against yerida, emigration to the Diaspora.
 The contrast between Israel and the Dia​spora is a common theme. One characterization of the journeys sees them as intended "to shake off the Sabra the dust of the exile which Poland represents."
 A student whose reactions pleased the organizers wrote the following:

Today - one year after the trip to Poland - a year of memories, images and thoughts, I sit and reflect on all those nagging questions in the dark of night…. I will treasure the memories and images deep in my heart. "Hatikva" is no mere national anthem - I am a Jew, an Israeli - I'm Jewish!

It has been suggested that the journey to Poland truly is a necessary rite de passage and that "just as one is required to serve in the army, one should be required to go to Auschwitz."
 Former (President and) Education Minister Yitzhak Navon's intro​duction to a booklet prepared for teachers accompanying the journeys testifies to the expectations which the educational establishment attached to this program:

After the visit you will understand the meaning of the existence of the State of Israel and the importance of strengthening and reinforcing it. You will also understand the importance of maintaining solidarity with all of the People of Israel throughout the Diaspora. You should contribute, volunteer, give to the state and to the people and not to yourselves.

The Israeli educator, Knesset Member Abraham Herschson (an organizer of the first Diaspora March of the Living) believes no one who has taken part in the march comes out the same: "The experience is too overwhelming not to leave a mark on a young person."

But what is that "mark?"

Echoing Elkana's article, Education Minister Shulamit Aloni suspended youth journeys to Poland. She argued that the school system should not propagate the so-called "values of the Holocaust," for the Holocaust had no values. Furthermore she attacked the pro​grams for "the flag-waving that turns young people into right-wingers."
 Students who returned from these journeys described themselves as "better" Zionists for "they had become convinced that Israel must keep every square centimeter of Eretz Israel [and that] territorial compromise was impossible."

With the observation of these results it is not surprising that there were some that ac​cused the journeys of "undesirable emotional and nationalistic manipulation"
 or, in other words, indoctrination. Professor Danny Bartal has claimed that in addition to leading students to more extreme political opinions "some of the journeys to extermi​nation camps brought about greater ethnocentricity, isolationism and nationalism among the students."
 Humanistic and democratic messages are, for the most part, absent. The students are "not warned that the Holocaust requires them to strengthen democracy, fight racism, defend minorities and civil rights and refuse to obey mani​festly illegal orders."

Some students develop a bi-polar "us" versus "them" outlook in which all non-Jews are grouped together as one entity, hostile to Israel and to the Jewish people. Two examples will clarify this concept and develop its implications:

1.
Lack of distinguishing between Germans and Poles. 

According to Elkana's allegations, the students are "victims of the [Jewish] collective memory" which threatens to dictate the future of the Jewish people and Israeli society. While it is clear that the guilt for the holocaust rests with the Nazis, the journeys im​plicitly effect transference of guilt to the Poles on whose land the extermination took place. Two factors expedite this transference: (A) Israel's accommodation with Germany that has lead to a portrayal of Germany as non-enemy. As one student remarked "we have to hate someone and we've already made up with the Germans."
 (B) The insu​lation of the students from their surroundings and their protection by Israeli security personnel foster a perception of the Polish outside as dangerous and threatening.

2. Actualization and application of historically derived attitudes to current issues

An early education ministry booklet prepared for the journeys taught that anti-Semitism continues to exist in Poland. According to the booklet, an expression of this anti-Semitism (again not noting that the Germans, not the Poles, were responsible for the Shoah) is the fact that Poland "recognizes the Palestinian people’s right to self-determination which, in turn, is tantamount to support for Palestinian terrorist organizations."
 

The unfortunate lesson, which can be integrated from these two issues is that just as we have to hate a European enemy for the past, we must hate our enemies, the Arabs, in the present. A tragic anecdote which illustrates this is the story of a group of religious students who, on a Friday night (Shabbat) in Crackow, improvised words to a traditional tune, and sang: "Expel the Arabs, gather in the Jews."

Those who continue to support the journeys note that while anger is common, hate is not preached. Even when "survivor-witnesses" may exhibit this students do not ne​cessarily adopt it. There is no conclusive evidence that students who participate in these programs hold opinions that differ significantly from those of their peers. According to Dr. Nili Keren, advisor to the education ministry for the journeys, these programs arouse questions but do not give facile answers.
 Some do in fact return from Poland less aggressive. One report described "extreme right-wing kids who, after visiting Auschwitz, realize that we have to respect the humanity of the Arabs."

Conclusion

Recent research has shown that the journeys have powerful effects.
 Some of the participants report that their sense of Jewish identification was strengthened as a result of the journey. Often the participants felt a reinforced sense of "being connected" to the Jewish people and to the Land and State of Israel. The journey reinforces the Israeli component of their Jewish-Israeli identity, despite the strong emphasis placed on Jewish motifs throughout the process of the journey. 

Many emerge from the journey with an increased sense of insecurity regarding Jewish life in the Diaspora and a realization of the importance of Israel as a strong, sovereign state. Often they perceive the Holocaust to be the single, most important historical Jewish event.
Experience has shown that the outcome of participation in youth journeys to Poland varies. While some develop an outlook in which all non-Jews are grouped together as one entity, hostile to Israel and to the Jewish people, others return with positive les​sons. They become more patriotic and have greater commitment to their Judaism, to the Jewish people and to the State of Israel. Students often say that their political opinions remain unchanged.

It must be borne in mind that the youth journeys to Poland are to be regarded as edu​cational tools. They carry no intrinsic message that is either "right" or "left," xeno​phobic or humanistic. It is the way in which the tools are used which will determine their impact. 

Even some critics admit that things have changed for the better over the decade during which these programs have been conducted. This is a result of both acquired experience and response to criticism. Nonetheless, a fair portrayal must note that the planners were sensitive to the issues discussed in this paper and to the danger of indoctrination from early stages. Keren concluded her essay in the 1989 booklet for teachers ac​companying these journeys with the following anecdote:

One student who returned from a journey to Poland said: "I returned [to Israel] a better Jew than I was when I left …" His companion then added: "I hope that I returned from Poland a better person than I was before."
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