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Presentation:		“Bearing	Witness	Without	Witnessing”.			January	26,	2017	

Brandeis	University,	Holocaust	Remembrance	Week	(videotaped).		

Debra	Renee	Kaufman,	Professor	Emerita	and	Matthews	Distinguished	

University	Professor,	Northeastern	University	

The	Memoires,	photographs,	art,	literature	of	Holocaust	survivor	

children	and	grandchildren	contribute	to	what	Marianne	Hirsch	calls	

the	post-	modern	space	of	cultural	memory.		She	devotes	a	full	chapter	

of	her	elegant	book,	Family	Frames	(1997),	to	cartoonist	Art	

Spiegelman,	whose	representations	of	his	father’s	survival	in	Auschwitz	

received	a special	Pulitzer	Prize	in	1992.	She	argues	that	the	text	

oscillates	between	the	“past	and	the	present,”	between	“the	father	and	

the	story	of	the	son”	and	between	“memory	(the	survivor’s)	and		“post-

memory”	(f	the	child’s)	(21-22).”		She	concludes	that	Maus	serves	as	a	

“site	of	remembrance”;	a	mobius	strip	of	the	collective	and	the	

individual,	the	sacred	and	the	profane,	the	immutable	and	the	mobile”	

and	most	important	it	symbolically	operates	to	“block	the	work	of	

forgetting”	(22).	For	Hirsch,	the	space	of	post-modern	cultural	

memory	is	composed	of	“leftovers,	debris,	single	items	that	are	left	to	

be	collected	and	assembled	in	many	ways,	to	tell	a	variety	of	stories,	

from	a	variety	of	often	competing	perspectives”	(13).			
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But	whether	we	are	speaking	of	survivor	children	or	not,	post-

memory	depends	upon	our	ability	to	make	the	past	speak	our	language.	

It	gives	meaning	to	the	present	and	it	provides	the	core	of	identity	from	

which	we	can	plan	and	think	about	our	future	(Sturken).		For	over	a	

decade,	I	have	been	collecting	post	holocaust	Jewish	identity	narratives	

from	young	adults	between	the	ages	of	20-30	(millennials)	in	both	the	

U.S.	and	in	Israel.		My	data	reflect	not	only	the	place	of	the	Holocaust	in	

contemporary	Jewish	identity	stories,	but	how	these	young	adults	

configure	the	religious	and	the	secular	and	the	importance	of	being	

Jewish	in	their	lives,	especially	among	those	who	claim	they	are	Jewish	

but	not	by	religion	(JNRs).		Among	Jews	in	this	youngest	generation	of	

U.S.	adults	–	the	Millennials	–	68%	identify	as	Jews	by	religion,	while	

32%	describe	themselves	as	having	no	religion	and	identify	as	Jewish	on	

the	basis	of	ancestry,	ethnicity	or	culture	(they	represent	the	fastest	

growing	part	of	the	non-orthodox	Jewish	population).		Although	

fragmentary,	mediated	and	subject	to	historical	inaccuracies,	the	

personal	narratives	I	have	collected	represent	a	way	of	“bearing	

witness”	to	the	Holocaust,	or	as	Hirsch	and	Spitzer	put	it,	“witnessing	

about	the	event	without	witness”	(14).		
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These	personal	narratives	are	akin	to	Hirsch’s	concept	of	post	

memory	and	although	they	do	not	necessarily	come	from	survivor	

grandchildren	or	great-grandchildren,	they	are,	like	survivor	children’s	

post	memories,	at	least	a	generation	and	historical	distance	from	the	

Holocaust.		And	like	children	of	survivors,	they	express	an	investment	in	

remembering	the	Holocaust.		As		“sites	of	remembrance”,	these	identity	

narratives	represent	indirect,	fragmentary	stories	that	reflect	and	

contribute	to	cultural	narratives	of	Holocaust	post-memory,	as	well	as	

to	Jewish	identity	and	identity	politics.			

In	the	recent	Pew	Survey	(2013)	remembering	the	Holocaust	and	

leading	an	ethical	and	moral	life	are	most	frequently	cited	as	essential	to	

being	Jewish	by	both	Jews	by	religion	and	Jews	of	no	religion.		Among	

the	millenials	I	study,	the	Holocaust,	with	its	mandate	to	witness	and	

not	to	forget,	becomes	a	subtle	marker	for	both	past	and	current	events.		

Never	again	is	simultaneously	particular	and	universal.		It	means	never	

again	to	the	Jewish	people	and	never	again	to	any	people.		It	means	

never	letting	another	population	“die	out”	as	many	who	worked	for	

Oxfam	or	its	equivalent	suggest	in	their	narratives.		It	means	working	in	

the	ghettoes	and	helping	those	who	cannot	help	themselves	at	the	

moment.		It	translates	into	a	concern	with	the	disenfranchised.		
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Dominick	LaCapra	contends	that	things	changed	because	of	the	

Shoa	and	even	the	events	that	occurred	before	it	cannot	now	be	

understood	or	read	in	the	same	way.		This	is	apparent	to	me	in	the	ways	

in	which	many	of	my	respondents	focus, not only on events after WWII, 

but also those which preceded it. Perhaps, unwittingly, this results in a kind 

of revitalization and reshaping of earlier moments of Jewish history and/or 

personal biography.  One twenty-seven year old female suggested that after 

visiting the Beit Hashaoh museum in Los Angeles, she decided to do a 

genealogical search.	

I don’t know, it just hit me, there but for what go I.  I mean here 
I am, I haven’t been touched by the Holocaust directly, not my 
parents or my grandparents, but then I began to wonder about 
my mother’s family in Poland.  Why didn’t the whole family 
leave at the same time?  You know, the distant cousins, what 
happened to them…what was life like for them?  I mean what 
did they do prior to the War that maybe kept them in Poland 
longer, what kind of lives did they lead? I think some of my 
family were musicians, you know Klezmer stuff, at least I think 
it was Klezmer.  We are a part of a family tree and I wanted to 
know what the early branches looked like. 
 
In	Israel,	the	songs	taken	from	the	album,	Ashes	and	Dust,	with	

lyrics	implicitly	about	the	Holocaust,	have	become	associated	with	

Fallen	Soldiers’	Day	(Yom	Hazikaron)	and	Terrorist	attacks	as	well.		

Note	how	in	the	following	excerpt	the	same	songs	evoke	different	

identity	responses	(secular,	national	and	religious)	from	the	narrator,	a	
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self-identified	secularist,	depending	on	the	setting.			On		Yom	HaShoah,	

he	claims	he	feels	“very	religious”	(says	the	Kaddish,(mourner’s	prayer)	

dons	a	talit	(prayer	shawl)	and	kippah	(skull	cap).		During	Yom	

Hazikaron	and	in	remembrance	of	the	terrorist	attacks,	the	very	same	

songs	evoke	for	him	“a	strong	sense	of	national	identity”.		He	says,	

“Sometimes	I	feel	very	Jewish	and	sometimes	very	Israeli	when	I	hear	

those	lyrics	and	…	sometimes	I	feel	both	at	the	same	time”.			This	same	

young	Israeli	claims	he	almost	never	wears	a	kippah	or	talit		in	

“designated”	religious	places	(to	which	he	rarely	goes),	but	often	feels		

“moved	to	do	so”	in	public	moments	of	commemoration.		

In	the	United	States,	one	twenty-five	year	old,	self-identified	as	

“just	Jewish”	woman,	made	it	clear	that	participating	in	Yom	Hashoah	

(Holocaust)	activities	in	her	community	and,	earlier,	on	her	college	

campus	were	for	her	a	“sacred”	and	very	“religious”	set	of	experiences.		

She	says,	“I	feel	very	Jewish	and	very	connected	to	others	in	distress	

around	the	world”	during	Holocaust	Remembrance	Week.		When	asked	

to	what	“others”	she	feels	connected	she	makes	clear	that	she	means	all	

who	are	in	distress,	not	only	Jews.		Later	she	notes:		“I	rarely,	if	ever,	feel	

a	religious	connection	to	Judaism	because	even	when	I	used	to	go	to	the	

occasional	synagogue	service,	mostly	to	please	my	parents,	I	could	
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never	get	into	it.		I	can	feel	more	religious	outside	the	synagogue	than	

within	it”.		The	Holocaust,	as	an	historical	tragedy,	feels	simultaneously	

“sacred”	and	“secular”	(connected	to	others	in	distress)	to	this	young	

narrator.	

	
Contemporary	post	holocaust	identity	narratives	offer	us	another	

kind	of	prism	from	which	to	study	the	“postmodern	space	of	cultural	

memory”.		As	a	sociologist,	I	am	interested	in	these	contemporary	

narratives	as	potential	harbingers	of	themes	for	tomorrow’s	post-

memories	about	“making	meaning”	out	of	the	Holocaust	and	our	

identities	as	contemporary	Jews.			They	are,	as	Spitzer	and	Hirsch	might	

put	it,	“witnessing	about	the	event	without	witness”	(14).		

This	brings	me	to	the	title	of	our	presentation:		“Bearing	Witness	

Without	Witnessing”.		When	our	Holocaust	Research	Study	Group	

meets,	we	like	all	of	us	who	research/write/study	about,	for	and	of	the	

Holocaust	are	not	only	contributing	to	scholarship	and	the	post-modern	

space	of	cultural	memory,	but	in	so	doing	we	are	also	“bearing	witness	

without	witnessing”.		

	
	

	



	 7	

	

 
 
 
 
 
 
	
	


