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The international seminar dedicated to the memory of the Holocaust, which was organised by
schools in Busto Arsizio and Valle Olona, has come to an end at the MAGA Museum in
Gallarate. The historian Georges Bensoussan, the editor of the Memorial Museum, in Paris,
spoke about the relationship between the birth of the State of Israel and the extermination of
the Jews in Europe.

In Bensoussan’s opinion, a sense of guilt has nothing to do with the foundation of the State of
Israel. “From the moral point of view,” Bensoussan explained, “the Zionists feel a sense of
defeat, because, in 1939, no fewer than 17 million Jews were living outside Israel, 11 million in
Europe, 4 million in the USA, and the rest in Muslim countries. Well, there are many texts
written by Zionists of the day, who clearly felt that the relationship that the Jews had with
Europe, would end in a blood bath.”

Before the Second World War, one out of five Jews lived in Poland. The Jewish presence in
the Old Continent was so important that it represented for Zionism a genuine reserve of
people, but after the extermination at the hands of the Nazis, Ben Gurion (who was born in
Poland, ed.), the father of the emerging State, feared that the UN would not legitimise the
demand for recognition, as there was no one else that could move to Israel. “Recognition
came in 1948,” the historian said, “but we must remember that, already in 1922, that is, twenty
years before Treblinka, the United Nations had recognised that community. Furthermore, the
Jews from Yemen and North Africa had arrived well before the Holocaust, and, in 1939, there
were 200,000 people already living in Tel Aviv.”

Hebrew never died out, but after the Diaspora, it was no longer the native tongue. And yet, it
would become that language of the emerging State. “It was a living language, a living people,
who had existed before the extermination,” Bensoussan pointed out.

The welcome that the land of the fathers gave to the survivors of the Holocaust, primarily the
young and very young, was lukewarm. It was what had already happened in other countries.
Nobody wanted to listen to those stories of horror and death; before resolving mental
problems, the State had to solve the practical. “The Jews living in Israel, already felt guilty,”
Bensoussan explained, “because the years from 1943 to 1945, in Palestine, had been of
peace, happiness and serenity, which was the exact opposite for their European brothers who
were dying in Treblinka and in the other extermination camps. And so, this feeling of guilt
turned into aggression.”

The survivors, who were ashamed, did not feel like heroes, but the lucky ones. The
generations got older, and the people who were once young and had arrived in Israel to start
anew, without a family and without a past, which had been cancelled by the gas chambers and
crematoria, began to speak. “In order not to be understood by their children, the fathers spoke
Yiddish, and to indicate Europe, they said “over there”, the terrible place,” said Bensoussan.
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In 1953, Yad Vashem, Israel’s official memorial to the victims of the Holocaust, was created,
and in 1961, there was the trial of Eichmann, the Nazi leader who had been one of those most
responsible for the Jewish extermination. The Nuremburg trial was broadcast live, by radio,
throughout the country; the daily horrors committed had never been told by anybody, and thus
became the incentive for people’s memories to emerge.

Today The memory of the extermination is increasingly felt, and, in the last 20 years, more
than 300,000 Israeli students have visited Auschwitz, and Holocaust and Heroism
Remembrance Day (Yom ha-shoah) the whole country comes to a halt.

“There is an excess of remembering, which is dangerous, because not all enemies are Nazis,”
the French historian concluded. “And, every day, when the Israelis wake with their obsession
about Iran, they forget that the roots of their State are in Zionism, which is like the
Risorgimento for Italy.”
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