Remembering Elie Wiesel’s legacy for the sake of today’s
refugees / Op-ed by Robert R. Singer

Nobel Peace Prize laureate Elie
Wiesel, who passed away on
Saturday, July 2, 2016, dedicated
his life to engraving the memory of
the Holocaust into contemporary
consciousness and fighting
xenophobia and hatred in all of its
forms. His indelible and timeless
legacy, as applicable today as it
was in the dark days of World War
I, iluminates the human capacity
for goodness even in the face of
evil.

As Wiesel said in accepting his
Nobel Prize in 1986, “We must h
always take sides. Neutrality helps

the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, never the tormented. Sometimes
we must interfere.”

During the Holocaust, this guiding principle was profoundly embodied by those righteous gentiles who
took sides and risked their own lives to save hundreds of thousands of Jewish children from almost
certain death. These children of yesteryear are the aging Holocaust survivors of today, among the last
living witnesses of that courageous refusal to remain silent.

One can only hope that this critical lesson be remembered in contemporary times, as xenophobia and
extreme nationalism sweep Europe, and as hundreds of thousands of refugees find themselves at a
junction of life and death, far from their families and the places they once called home. The horrors
faced by today’s refugees are different from those suffered during the Holocaust, as are the risks
facing today’s bystanders, but one fact remains the same: it is all too easy for ordinary citizens to turn
a blind eye to that which threatens or discomforts them.

There are many stories of righteous gentiles and the children they saved during the Nazi years. Some
have become embedded in historical memory, such as the 669 rescued from Czechoslovakia in
1938-39 by Sir Nicholas Winton, and the 2,500 young lives that were spared thanks to the selflessness
of the righteous Pole Irina Sendler.

Wiesel, Winton, Sendler and most others like them are no longer alive. The number of living Holocaust
survivors and witnesses is dwindling at a rapid rate as the years pass, and the majority of those still
alive today were children when the horrors took place. It is they who can attest to the goodness they
received and to the evils that they evaded thanks to their saviors’ righteousness.

The world no longer fears a recurring Holocaust against the Jews, despite the unprecedented rise in
anti-Semitism in recent years. This is perhaps due to the strength of the State of Israel and to non-
governmental organizations such as the World Jewish Congress; it is also due to the fact that some
European states are finally coming to terms with and embracing responsibility for the crimes and
complicity of their fathers and grandfathers.



The decision of certain European states to recognize their role in the Holocaust is more than welcome,
but we also urge them to carefully review the lessons of that time when dealing with the increased
xenophobic and anti-immigrant manifestations within their borders today.

The world must never forget the consequences of standing idly by as xenophobia rears its violent
head. The world must never forget the consequences of standing idly by as refugees fleeing for their
lives find themselves shunned by entire societies unwilling to risk their own comfort for the safety of
others.

In his Nobel acceptance speech, Elie Wiesel also said: “When human lives are endangered, when
human dignity is in jeopardy, national borders and sensitivities become irrelevant. Wherever men or
women are persecuted because of their race, religion, or political views, that place must — at that
moment — become the center of the universe.” This is a lesson so aptly applied to today’s reality; these
are words that must not be forgotten.

The unapologetic xenophobia, far-right nationalism and anti-immigrant policies of today are
unnervingly reminiscent of the pre-Holocaust anti-Semitism of yesterday, much of which was also
directed at desperate refugees fleeing for their lives. It is imperative for both governments and ordinary
citizens to stand up and recognize the lessons of the past. Because by now, we know all too well what
can happen when society remains silent and allows hatred of others to spread its wings.
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