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The Effects of the Holocaust on the Children of Survivors

Growing up I have always loved history and assumed everyone else did as well.
However, [ soon learned that very few felt this connection to the past. Many of my peers would
complain about history. To them history happened long ago and offered no valuable insight into
their lives. However, history affects every one of us since those who do not learn from history
are doomed to repeat it. Through history, we can learn the lessons of those who came before us,
without making the same mistakes that they did. We already know the atrocities that can happen
when a world is so caught up in a war that they are unable to see the persecution of millions of
people. The Nazis persecuted Jews not behind closed doors, but right out on the street in front of
many German individuals who did nothing but watch. Before the war, the myth of the stab-in-the
back (the belief that the Jews' unwillingness to commit during World War I) was so widely
spread that many were happy to see that Jews were finally paying for the Germany’s loss in the
Great War. Once the World War II began, Germans often did not stand up for Jewish Germans,
because for many the war had taken so much from them that many individuals could not risk
giving anything else up. When the persecution or word of it spread to other nations, the war
made it difficult, so that relatively few individuals in these nations would stand up against
injustice. Too many individuals were either happy that Hitler led their country (like Austria), or
so caught up in destroying him (like England), that they did not have the ability or strength to
help the millions of Jews who were dying. Millions turned their backs on the Jews in Nazi

occupied Europe. In effect, they were forced to experience the horror that comes when a
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dastardly man and his inner circle is allowed to become too powerful. For many individuals it is
all a distant memory now, with the Holocaust being nothing more than a “history book chapter
indicating an event that happened long ago in another part of the world.”? However, those who
experienced the Holocaust and their descendants are forced to pay the price, and will continue to
pay the price, if we do not learn from history.

Others believe that history happened in the past so everything having to deal with it is
over too. However, this is simply not the case. Individuals are shaped by their experiences, hence
why every person is able to think of moments in their lives that were significant and life altering.
For many individuals, regardless of background or ethnicity, marriage is a life altering event that
sparks a family. Once they are married for many years and have had children and grandchildren,
the marriage is also an event that occurred in the past. However, the children and grandchildren
are a living result of one historical moment, a marriage that allowed subsequent generations to
continue to be born and live. If an ordinary marriage of two people had long lasting effects,
imagine the effects of a major historical event, like the Shoah (another term for the Holocaust,
which means calamity in Hebrew). Lives were forever altered as the normal day to day activity
of many individuals was thrown off course, when individuals were uprooted from their homes
and stripped of everything. Those lucky enough to survive were not free when the war ended,
since the “liberation of the cam_ps in 1944 and 1945 did not end the traumas of the camp,” as
pointed out by Sarah Bender, an expert on the transgenerational effects of the Holocaust.®
Survivors had to start their lives over again, often in a new land surrounded by strangers, while
also dealing with the after-effects of the horror that had changed their lives. The extreme change

and the trauma from living through the Shoah also caused descendants to be affected by the

* Sarah M. Bender, “Transgenerational Effects of the Holocaust Past, Present, and Future,” Journal of Loss and
Trauma 9, no.3 (July 2004) 205.

3 Bender, 205.
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Holocaust, a historical event that occurred before they were even born, may last for generations

to come. The long lasting effects of the Holocaust are clearly shown in the lives of the children

of survivors many of whom believe that the war will never really be over, since it had the ability

to shape their entire life. History has the power to continue to shape lives long after an event’s
ending. Noted survivor and scholar Elie Wiesel noted that the children of survivors know that

“one can live a thousand miles away from the temple and still see it burn. One can die in

Auschwitz, after Auschwitz” no longer functioned as a camp.?

In the case of children of Holocaust survivors, there are many different effects that have
been transferred from the survivors to their children. However, when dealing with this subject it
is important to note that there is an unmanageable number of variables. Every survivor of the
Holocaust survived in different ways. Some survivors disguised themselves in the open,
constantly lying about their identity, while others hid in small, dark places with no room to
move. Other survivors endured the arduous work mandatory in labor camps, while others were
sent to death factories, where they hoped each day that it would not be their last. After the war,
survivors could choose to deal with their experiences in different ways, as well. If this did not
create a messy enough situation, on its own, it is also important to remember that every child of
survivors is also unique, each with their own personality. This caused differences in transference
of effects to occur, even among siblings. In an attempt to manage this complex nexus of factors, 1
have examined a large and varied amount of data and selected individuals who have many
factors in common. While this does not yield universal truths for every child of Holocaust

survivors, I discovered that there are several effects that are seen in a large number of survivors

and their children.

* Elie Wiesel, One Generation After (New York: Schocken, 2011) 168-169.
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T see the cxrent of what effects have reappeared in the next generation and which have
Lrown into somcthing different but relaved, | have analyzed memaoirs, autobiographies,
bigraphics, nevispaper anticles, graphic novels, psychological studies, scholarly anticles, and
media sources, including fifm and interviews, My wpic of interest is still an emerging ficld of
study, In this ficld, there have been notable contributions by Helen Epstein, Aaron Hass, and
Martin S, Bergmann. In 1979 Epstein wrote a seminal book on this wpic, Children of the
Heolocaust: Conversations with Sons and Daughters of Survivors, in which she made the
problems of the children of survivors clear. After publication of this worlk. it became clear that
the children of survivors had been affected by the trauma their parents faced. It also became
cvident that these children were a unique group with similar contributions. Epstein wrote several
other books, but none was as pathbreaking as Children of the Holocaust. As a result of it, the
children of survivors came together o form a community, and further scholarship was done on
the matter,

These subsequent studies include scholarly texts and psychological studies. Since
Fpstein’s first book, scholars desired to check the authenticity of her findings in a broader sense

and delved into further research to see what else they could discover. From this desire came
many psychological swdies on the children of Holocaust survivors, and even survivors’
grandchildren. For my research, Jn the Shadow of the Holocaust: The Second Generation, by

Aaron Hass, became 4 starting point, Hass compared children of survivors of all ages and

yenders, using a standard questionnaire, He asked many questions about how the Holocaust has
affected the children’s views on the religion, non-Jews, life, and the possibility of a second
genocide a% widespread and devastating as the Holocaust. He also asked the children how much

they knew about their parents’ stories, and if their parents’ reality ever caused them to have
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nightmares. e was also curious what abnormalitics the children saw in their parents, From these
qQuestions, [lass created a detailed analysis of many of the common problems experienced in the
children of survivors. [ was able to find many of his findings confirmed in studies conducted by
other psychologists, who also asked a variety of questions. Another important figure in
Holocaust research is Martin Bergmann, who analyzed not only the children of survivors, but the
survivors and their grandchildren as well, in his work titled Generations of the Holocaust. This
work allowed the transgenerational effects to be observed, since he discussed the common side
effects of trauma in all three generations.

These studies make clear that while some of the effects of the Holocaust On survivors are
mirrored in their children, other effects are not so obviously seen in the children and have
transformed into much more complex symptoms. I have worked to analyze this transference
between parent to child in the lives of Helen Epstein, Rochelle Rubenstein, Katrina Lantos-
Sweet, Gabriela Korda, and Art Spiegelman. All of these individuals are children of two Jewish
Holocaust survivors whose parents survived Auschwitz, with the exception of Katrina Lantos-
Swett, whose mother did not experience the horror of a camp directly, having escaped to
Switzerland as a child. The bulk of my research focused on Art Spiegelman and Helen Epstein
who were both born in the years immediately after the war, and raised in New York State. Both
have published works about their parents’ Holocaust experiences and how this affected their own
lives. Both also grew up in relatively privileged circumstances, having the material necessities of
life. This privileged upbringing allowed me to conclude that if not for the Holocaust, these
individuals would have grown up as any other American. However, through analyses of these

sources, it is clear that many effects of their parents' experience during the Shoah were

transferred in some way to their children. The Holocaust caused survivors and the children of the
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UrVIvors to develop abnormal parent-child relationships, trust issues, an inability to feel when it

came to the Holocaust, an intense sense of guilt, and a strong Jewish identity. The Holocaust has

also caused survivors to €xpect more from their children, than non-survivor parents, since there

had to be a reason why they survived the Holocaust when a worthier individual did not.

Children of Holocaust Survivors or Second Generation Holocaust Survivors?

The term “second generation” is often used to denote the children of Holocaust survivors,
but it is problematic. The dictionary definition of “"second generation"” is either the native child of
naturalized parents or the second generation born in one specific country.’> Many individuals are
more familiar with the dictionary definition of second generation than its specific use meaning
the children of Holocaust survivors. When I spoke to a group of individuals unfamiliar with the
topic, they were quite confused as to what I meant by the second generation. At the time, I did
not understand their confusion, because all of the works I read use the term. However, once |
considered their confusion, it made sense. Second generation is indeed a term used when
speaking of immigration, and was not used in conjunction with the Holocaust until the 1980s.
This usage of the term has not become popular enough over the last three decades to be widely
understood by those unfamiliar with the literature and work associated with the descendants of

Holocaust survivors.

’Merriam Webster Online Dictionary, s.v. “second generation,” accessed Nov 10, 2013.
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Figure 1: Google N-gram of "children of Holocaust survivor (blue) and "second generation Holocaust survivors™ (red)

The term second generation survivor is a term associated with children whose parents
survived the Holocaust. To determine when this term came into use and how often it has been
deployed over time, I used Google Ngrams. This is an online source which provides the
percentage of how many times a specific word or phrase was used in various books in yearly
increments, as seen in figure 1. According to Google Ngrams, the use of the term “second
generation Holocaust survivors” began in 1981 in a psychological study by Wilferd Quaytman,
only two years after Helen Epstein published the first major work on the children of Holocaust
survivors, titled Children of the Holocaust: Conversations with Sons and Daughters of Survivors.
Although Helen Epstein never used the term second generation survivor herself, her work likely
sparked the use of the term. Epstein’s work made many children of survivors feel as if they were
part of a larger community of children shaped by the Holocaust and their parents’ experiences of
horror. This was a new phenomenon, since many had never realized that the impact of their
parents’ experiences on their lives was not an isolated instance, but rather similar to other
children of Holocaust survivors. Eva Hoffman, a child of survivors, acknowledged Epstein’s role
in the creation of this group in her own memoir, stating that the “existence of the ‘second

generation’ was probably announced in 1979 with the publication of Helen Epstein’s seminal











































































































































































