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Critique 

I t  i s  n ot exact l y  a g u a rd e d  sec ret  t h a t  Jews, for th ree or four 
t h o u s a n d  y e a r s ,  h a v e  q u es t i on ed w h o  t hey were,  who t hey a r e, and 
w h o  t h e y  a r e  g o i ng t o  b e  a s  i nd i v i d u a l s  a n d  a s  me mbers of t h e  v ar i ous 
g r o u p s  w i t h i n  w h i c h  t h e y  a ssoc ia te .  A nd t h rough  t hose m a ny 
c e n t u r i e s  t h ey h a ve ofte n c r i e d  out  i n  a ng u i s h  a nd a mbiva l e nce to 
t h e i r  G o d .  E l i e  W i es e l ,  w h o  w r i t e s  w i t h  g reat  power and a l s o  g reat 
a go n y, i s  ce r ta i n ly n ot t h e  f i rst  wr i t e r  to express th ese t h e me s .  N or is 
t h e  G e r m a n H o l oc a u s t  w i t h  a l l  of i t s  u n spea kab le  a n d unfat h o m a ble 
h o r r o r s  t h e  f i rs t  eve n t  to evoke t h ese  e m ot i o n s .  H av i ng witnessed the 
d e s t r u ct i o n  of  t h e  T e m p l e  i n  J e r u s a l em,  for exa mple,  the p r ophet. 
J e re m i a h, p o n d e red  t h ese  p ro b l e m s  a nd sent  a message to J e ws who 
h a d  b e e n c a r r i e d  off i nt o  c a p t iv i ty i n  B a by l o n .  E ssent i a l ly J e r e m i a h's 
m e s s a g e  w a s  t h a t  G od is every wh ere .  T h e  s i g n if ica nce of t his 
s t a te m e n t ,  b eyo n d  t h e  f i re a nd b r i mstone  of sermons  and t h e  f i  n esse 
o f  t h e  e n d l e s s  Ta l m u d i c  d e bates ,  i s  t h a t  be i ng Jewish  is a m a tter 
w h i c h  t r a n sce n ds t i me a n d  spa c e  a n d  t h a t  t h e  va l u es of J uda i s m  are  
u n i v e r s a l .  F u n d a m e n t a l l y W i es e l  s ay s  t h a t  too, t h o u g h  the p a i n  with 
wh i c h  h e  s p e a k s  a nd t h e  i m p l i c at i o n s  of h i s message a re ev e n  more 
h o r r i fy i n g  to us beca u s e  t h e  spa c e  a n d  t n e  t i me a bout w h i c h  he 
s p e a k s  a re c l o s e r  a t  h a n d .  

I n  h e r  e s s a y  focu se d  o n  E l i e  W i e s e l ' s  book, C u lp provides m o re a 
book report o n  Night t h a n a n  i nt e r d i sc i p l i n a ry i ns i g ht i nto t h e  facts 

a n d  r a m if icat i on s  of  W i e s e l 's i nt e r n m e n t  a t  A u sc hwitz. To b e  s u re 
Night i s  n ot c o n s i de red in vacuo , C u lp draws on a nu mber of s o u rces. 
i n d icated i n  h e r  n ot es ,  i n  a n  at te m p t  t o  d e m o n strate he r bas i c  t he ses 
t h a t  ( 1 ) W i es e l 's book is a m e m o i r  r a t h e r  t h a n  a n a u tob io g ra p h y ,  a nd 
( 2 ) t h a t  W i ese l be l i eves t h a t  G od was i noperat ive at A u sc h \N i t z .  

W h e t h e r  Wiese l 's b o o k  i s  a n  a u tob iograph y, a me m o i r, a f i ct i o n al 
acco u nt ,  or ,  for t h a t  m a tter ,  a n  e t h n o g r a p h ic  or  soc io log i c a l  st u dy ,  i s  a 
m a tter  of cons iderab le sch o l a r l y  i nterest .  D i sc u ss i o n  o f  t h i s  q u e s t i on 



might e luc idate t h e  a u t h o r ' s  backg rou nd,  b i ases ,  expe r i ences,  a n d  
resu lt ing perspect i ves .  T h e  cons ide rat i on  m ig ht a l so reve a l  t h e  
qua l ity of t h e  data  base a n d  t h e  s i g n i f i ca nce  of t h e  co n c l u s i o ns 
whether they be ph i l os o p h i c a l  o r  aest he t i c  com m u n ica t ions  o r  t h e  
end products of st r ict  sc i en t i f i c  test i  n g  w it h i n  t h e  A r i stote l i a n  log ic  
system. U l t i mate ly ,  a fte r  w e  f i t  a p i ece of  w r i t i n g  i nto o u r  
preconce ived categor ies  o f  " a utob iog r a p h y, " " me mo i r , " o r  " f i ct ion , " 
we have to ask ou rse lves som e  q u es t i o n s .  W h at i s  t h e  s i g n i f i ca nce of 
this categor iza t ion?  W h at p e rs pect i ves  does t h e  p i ece g i ve us i n  
understand ing  h u ma n  b e h a v ior?  S uc h  d i s c u ss ions  a re oft e n  h eated 
and the resu l t i ng  a nswers  a re n ot a lways  c l e a r .  Ant h ropolog is t s , 
soc iolog ists, a n d  spec i a l i sts  i n  t h e  st udy  of l i te r a t u re ,  for  exa m p l e , 
started arg u i ng over t h e  n a t u re a nd m e a n i n g  of t h e  wr i t i ngs of Ca r l os 
Casta neda immed ia te ly  u po n  t he  p u b l i ca t i on  of Th e Teachings of Don 
Juan. The subseq u e nt p u bl i c a t i o n  o f  A S ep a rate Reality, Journey to 
txt/an. Tales of Po wer, a nd The Second Ring of Po wer h ave fa n n ed t h e  
fla mes of the cont rove rsy .  Q u e st i o n s  a s  t o  Casta neda 's  f i e l d  
methods, t h e  accu racy o f  h i s  desc r i p t i o ns, a nd t h e  spec i f i c  t r i b a l  
aff i l iat ion  o f  h i s  i nfor ma nts a re  l eg i t i m ate a nd g e r m a ne beyond m e r e  
cur i os ity. Howeve r, t h e r e  a re m a t t e r s  of g re a t e r  i m port  i n  a tte m pt i ng 
to u ndersta nd h u m a n  behav io r  v i a  C a st a n e d a ' s  wo rks .  I f  not h i n g  
else, one can get some g l i m pses i n to t h e  d i ff i c u l t i es  of u n de rsta n d i n g  
i nd ividua l s  a n d  groups of peo p l e  w h os e  wor ld -v i ews a re  d i ffe ren t  
from one ' s  own Weltansch a u ung. I n  d i sc u ss i n g Night, C u l p  presents  
so me convi nc i ng  arg u m e nts that  W i ese l ' s book goes beyond a n  
autobiograph ica l  accou nt o r  a Selbstbesinnung to t h e  rea l m  of a 
memoir  or Bildungsroman. C u l p  t h u s  conc l udes t hat W i ese l  has  
performed the fu nct i ons  of t h e  obs e rver  I a rt i s t  a s  w e l l  as  t h e  
histor ian/t heolg i a n . W h i l e  t h i s s ta te m e nt I S  p rovoca t i ve  a n d  
cha l leng i ng , t h e  u l t i mate  s i g n i f i ca n ce o f  t h i s  k n ow l edge I S  not 
articu lated in  Cu l p 's essay.  Does t h i s  conc l u s i o n ,  as  stated,  h e l p  us  i n  
va r ious d isc i p l i nes bette r  u ndersta nd J e ws or t h e  n a t u r e  of cross ­
c u ltural percept ions of v a r i o u s  et h n i c  a nd m i n or i t y  g rou ps?  

Cu lp ' s  second conce r n  i s  demo nst ra t i ng h e r  t hes i s  t h at W i ese l  
bel i eves that G od was i noperat ive a t  A u sc h wi t z .  I de n t i fy i  n g  a s  a J e w  
and hav ing exper ie nced t h e  H oloca ust .  Wi ese l h i ms e l f  says t h e re i s  
no answer to t hat cons u m mate  q u est i o n .  I n  s o  do i n g ,  W i es e l  J o i n s a 
long l i ne of people who h ave ident i f i ed  or bee n i d e n t i f i ed as  J e ws a nd 
who have exper i enced at roc i t ies ,  bo rne  pa i n ,  a n d  posed q u est i o n s  
from the depths  of t he i r  despa i r . T h e  l i n e  exte nds back  c e nt u r i es ,  
eve n m i l l e n n i a ,  f rom the H o loca u st in G er many ,  to pogroms i n  
Eastern Eu rope, t he  I nq u i s i t i on  i n  S p a i n ,  t h e  dest r uc t i on  of t h e  
Temple i n  Jerusa lem,  a nd t h e  ex i le  i n  B a b y l o n .  I f  pot s h e rds  a nd s tone 
art ifacts cou ld  spea k so spec i f i ca l ly ,  the  l i ne wou ld u ndo u bted l y  
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extend beyond the w r i t t e n  r ecords of h i st ory i nt o  t h e  p er i ods of 
pre h i story .  I n ot her  words , there are m atte r s  h e re w h ich ,  if not 
co m p lete ly  u n iversa l ,  do tra nsce nd t i m e  a n d  s p a c e .  J ew s  m ay do ubt 
o r  eve n d e n y  t h e  e x i ste nce of the i r  G od .  Y et t h e i r  a tt e n d a nt way s  of 
b e ha v i n g  m ore ofte n ref lect a be l i ef i n  a s u pero rg a n i c  f o r ce or te i ng.  
o n e  of t h e  te n ets  of J ud a i s m .  

T h e  Kaddish. a s  W i ese l  so  po i g n a nt ly  exp r e s s e s, i s  j u st one of the 
m a n ifesta t i o n s  of t h i s  p a r adox .  C u l p  reco g n i z e s  t h i s  fa ct but  does not 
e x p l o it it f u l ly .  T h e  Kaddish, a s  a prayer a nd a r i t u a l , r e presents one of 
a s e r i e s  of  i m po rt a n t  bo u nd a ry - m a i nt a i n i n g  m ech a n isms wh ic h 
o p e r a t e  a c r o s s  s p a c e  a nd b ack th ro ug h  t i m e .  Bey o n d  the g lorif icat i on  
o f  G od ,  fo r  e x a m p l e , the  Kaddish i s  n ot on ly an  exp l i c it  express ion of 
t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  betwe e n  l i v i n g i nd i v i d u a l s  a nd t h e i r  deceased 
k i n s pe o p l e  b ut a l so a sy mbol ic co ncept u a l i za t i on of the soc i a l 
s o l i d a r i ty  wh i c h  r e a c h es o u t  to  u n known a ncestors a nd past events i n  
t h e  c o n t ; n u i ng t h o u g h  evolv i ng r e l i g i o u s  t r a d i t i o n .  U nde rsta nd i ng 
t h i s  r i t u a l  i s  i m por ta nt  i n  c ompreh e n d i n g  certa i n  d i me ns i ons of be i ng 
J ew i s h .  B u t  t h e  p rocess of t h e  r i t u a l  a n d  the  r a m if i cat i ons of the  
b e l i ef syst e m  are  n ot u n i q u e  t o  J ews.  A c learer  ref lect i on upon th ese 
p o i n t s  i n  a co m p a r a t i ve a nd i nte rd i sc i p l i na ry perspecti ve would be 
va l u a b l e  fo r  r e a d e rs look i ng for a deeper u ndersta ndi ng of wor l d ­
v i e ws a n d  g ro u p  i d e n t i f i ca t i o n s  across c u lt u r a l  o r  ot her  bo u nda r i es 

T h e  fac t s  a nd r e s u l t s  of t h e  H o l oc a u st a n d  t he profound  search i ngs  
r e p r e s e n t e d  in  W i e se l ' s  w r i t i n g - a s  we l l  as t hose of o thers who 
s u rv i ve d  t h e  H o l oc a ust-a re of  obv i o u s  i nterest to J e ws .  M a ny 
i ns i g h t s  i f  n o t  f i n a l  a n swers  to  i n d i v i d u a l  a nd g ro u p ident i t ies l ie i n  
t h o s e  d i s c u s s i o n s .  T h e  s oc i a l  a nd p h i l osop h ica l  i mp l icat ions of 
W i es e l ' s  w o rd s vex  a n d  i nt r i g u e  more  t ha n  Jews i n  today's wor l d  
W h y ?  P e r h a p s  b ec a u s e  t h e re a re s o  m a ny exa mp les  of atroci t i es 
a r o u n d  u s  a nd so m a ny i n st a n ce s  of xenophob i a  on  the  wor ld scene, 
w i t h i n  t h e  U n i te d  S t a t es ,  a n d  i n  t h e  s m a l l e r  commun i t ies a nd 
n e i g h bo r h o od s  w i t h i n  w h i c h  we res ide .  And  so we ask ou rselves 
q u e st i o n s  a s  i nd i v i d u a l s  l i v i n g  o u r  own l i ves a nd as profess ionals i n  
va r i o u s  d i s c ip l i ne s  t ry i ng t o  br i n g  o u r  d iverse perspect i ves i nto a 
s i n g l e  foc u s .  W h a t  a re t h e  d i m e n s i o n s  of "et h n i c "  or  other " m inor i ty  
g r o u p "  i d e n t i f i ca t i o n s 7  H ow a re t hese  d i m e ns i o n s  ma in ta i ned by 
m e m be r s  of t h e  " i n -g r o u p " 7 H ow a r e  these  bou n d a r ies  enforced by 
o u t s i d e r s ?  W h a t  c h o i c e s  a re t h e re in con t i n u i n g  or c h a n g ing these 
b o u n da ry - m a i nt a i n i ng mech a n isms t h rou g h  t i m e  a nd i n d iffere nt 
p l aces7  T h ese  q u es t i ons  a r e  not  paroch i a l  to  t h e  s i t uat ion of 
Je re m i a h  a nd  t h e  ex i le of Jews i n  o ld Babylon a s  Wi es e l  s hows i n 
spe a k i  ng of ideas ,  i nd i v i d u a l s, a nd events i n  t h e  2 0t h c e n t u r y  C . E  For  
a g rea ter  u nderst a n d i ng of  t h e  s i g n i f ica nce of t h es e  q u est ions i n  
i nt e r d i sc i p l i n a ry et h n i c  st ud ies ,  readers wi l l  h a v e  to t u rn to  t h e  wo r ks 



of Wiese l for t h e mse lves or go to ot her cr i t ica l rev iews a nd e s s a ys o n 
Wiese l 's wr i t i n g .  U nfor t u nately these i ns i gh ts a nd t h e i r  broa d e r 
mea n i ngs a re h i nted a t  but not suff ic ient ly  deve loped i n  C u lp ' s  
handl i ng of E l ie Wiese l ' s  Night. 
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