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 IS FOREMOST TO US
YOUR PEACE OF MIND

As we mark 70 years since the death of 
Anne Frank – in Bergen-Belsen some 

time in March of 1945, just weeks before 
liberation – it is worth recalling the dev-
astating critique Cynthia Ozick wrote for 
the New Yorker almost 20 years ago. 

In her well known essay, Ozick actually 
suggested that it would have been better 
if Anne Frank’s work had been burned, 
and never seen the light of day.

Yet, when one re-rereads her writing 
one can’t help but be amazed by the 
literary skill and idealism on display in 
The Diary of a Young Girl, a work that has 
been translated into 67 languages and 
read by 30 million people.

Anne Frank was thinking and writ-
ing about subjects that many –  myself 
included – would only begin to contem-
plate much later in life, and expressing 
herself in ways which most writers far be-
yond her years could only hope to aspire 
to. And this from a 14-year-old girl locked 
in an attic for two years…

Here are just a few small examples:
“No one has ever become poor by 

giving.” 
“The best remedy for those who are 

afraid, lonely or unhappy is to go out-
side, somewhere where they can be quite 
alone with the heavens, nature and God. 
Because only then does one feel that all is 
as it should be and that God wishes to see 
people happy, amidst the simple beauty 
of nature. As longs as this exists, and it 
certainly always will, I know that then 
there will always be comfort for every sor-
row, whatever the circumstances may be.” 

“You can be lonely even when you are 

loved by many people, since you are still 
not anybody’s one and only.”

Perhaps her most famous quote is this 
one: “It’s really a wonder that I haven’t 
dropped all my ideals, because they seem 
so absurd and impossible to carry out. Yet 
I keep them, because in spite of every-
thing, I still believe that people are really 
good at heart.” 

So what disturbed Ozick so much? 
Of course, Ozick was not criticizing 

Anne Frank but, rather, what had become 
of her after her death –  the way her story 
was diluted and distorted  – especially by 
the overuse and misuse of the  “good at 
heart” quote mentioned above. 

Ozick argued that the Broadway play 
and film about Anne Frank removed 
almost all references to Anne Frank’s 
Jewishness and the culpability of the 
Germans, along with most expressions of 
pessimism and sadness recorded in her 
diary, transforming her ultimately tragic 
story, into an upbeat, redemptive tale of 
humour and hope.

Ozick was especially infuriated by the 
prevailing usage of the phrase “people are 
really good at heart,” because it eclipsed 
many other foreboding statements Anne 
makes in her diary. Most importantly, Oz-
ick felt that Anne’s betrayal, deportation 
to Auschwitz and death in Bergen-Bel-
sen, belie the sentiment that “people are 
really good at heart.” In Ozick’s words, the 
damnable phrase is “torn from its bed of 
thorns,”  “pulls the wool over the eyes of 
history,” and obscures the ultimate fate of 
the person who wrote it.

Perhaps camp survivor, Bruno Bettel-
heim best summed up the challenge to 
Anne Frank’s most famous line by re-
sponding: “If all men are good (at heart), 

there never was an Auschwitz.”
Indeed would Anne Frank have ever 

written these words in Auschwitz or 
Bergen-Belsen? Would she have stuck by 
them had she survived?

So, then, how do we preserve in our 
young people the innocent belief in the 
goodness of humanity, expressed by Anne 
Frank, when faced with the grim reality of 
Auschwitz? Should we? Does the Holo-
caust, in fact, not teach us that humanity 
is inherently evil? And if we concur, are 
we not, in a strange twist, proclaiming 
Hitler victorious? For, if humanity is so 
utterly hopeless, so beyond salvation, 
why should we indeed care one whit 
about each other?

Here, I believe, lies the answer to the 
divide between Anne Frank and Cynthia 
Ozick/Bruno Bettelheim. Anne Frank was 
right – one may argue. The majority of 
people are good at heart –  but that is not 

nearly enough. We must also act, stand 
up, make a difference. Otherwise we 
become accomplices to the victimizers – 
and ultimately, the enablers of Auschwitz. 

This message, indeed, has much res-
onance in Jewish thought, for, as often 
noted, Judaism is a religion of “deed and 
not creed.” We care much more about 
your actions, than about the interior 
landscape of your thoughts and beliefs. 
Moral action is always to be preferred 
over pious sentiment.

Indeed the Holocaust did not happen 
only because of its infinitely evil perpe-
trators – but because most of the world’s 
good people did not stand up straight 
enough or soon enough.

Anne Frank died because not enough 
people who were “good at heart” mostly 
people like you and I  acted upon their 
beliefs. 

Perhaps Anne Frank’s words were more 
of a wish, a prayer, than a hard and fast 
statement about human nature. 

It is up to us to not only fulfill Anne’s 
words, but to surpass them, to not only 
be good at heart, but to act on those good 
intentions.

 So that one day, no more precious 
children like Anne Frank and millions 
of others, will have their pure and hope- 
filled ideals so utterly betrayed, and left to 
a fate no child should ever suffer. n

Excerpted from Witness: Passing the Torch 
of Holocaust Memory to New Genera-
tions, to be published by Second Story 
Press,  Fall 2015. Rubenstein is national 
director of March of the Living Canada, 
a program sponsored by Jewish Federa-
tions of Canada and local Jewish UJA/CJA 
Federations.
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‘People are really good at heart’
 Seventy years after her death, it’s time to ask: was Anne Frank right?
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After an intense and divisive election campaign, it’s almost time to find 
out just what the future holds for Israel. And as Israelis prepare to go 

to the polls on March 17, Diaspora Jews are watching with great interest 
and anticipation. The former are tasked with deciding the makeup of the 
next Knesset, while the latter are left to debate a question that may be even 
more difficult to answer: what role does the Diaspora play when it comes 
to an Israeli election?

It’s important for Jews around the world to be well informed about this 
election’s main players and parties, and the central issues at stake. The 
good news is it’s never been easier to stay on top of the latest news and 
commentary from Israel (not to mention those viral campaign ads, which 
have been among the more entertaining developments of this campaign). 
If you haven’t been following the action since Benjamin Netanyahu’s gov-
erning coalition dissolved in early December, there’s still time to catch up. 
And given the frenetic pace of Israeli politics, a few more twists and turns 
are likely.

But having amassed the requisite pre-election insight, what next?
Many argue that’s where Diaspora participation in this Israel election – in 

any Israeli election – ends. Because for all the available information, all the 
video streams and Facebook comment threads, unless you’re there on the 
ground, your opinion doesn’t count. That viewpoint was articulated last 
week by Yoni Leviatan, a self-described “British-born, American-raised, 
Israeli-blooded oleh,” who criticized anti-Netanyahu voices in America in a 
blog for the Times of Israel. 

“If you want to be a good Jew, and you want to support the State of Israel 
even though you disagree with its prime minister,” he wrote, “then you’re 
left with only two options: 1. Make aliyah and vote Bibi out of office [or] 2. 
Shut the f**k up.” 

Others might not have put it so bluntly, but Leviatan’s opinion is a 
popular one – in Israel especially, but also in the Diaspora. Still, it seems 
disingenuous, perhaps even disrespectful, to suggest Diaspora Jews don’t 
have any voice when it comes to Israeli politics. After all, our communities 
are inextricably tied to Israel in so many ways – emotionally, politically, 
financially, spiritually – and it only makes sense that we would want to 
experience the passion and debate of the campaign. We have something 
riding on the outcome, too – not in the same way or to the same degree 
as Israelis, but it’s there all the same. Under the circumstances, it’s hard to 
stay quiet, to hold it all inside. Sometimes it can be too much to handle.

Israel’s election laws contain no allowance for absentee ballots – unless 
you’re away on official state business, you literally have to be in Israel on 
March 17 in order to vote. Perhaps that’s just as well, because there’s no 
substitute for living in Israel. As vibrant and diverse as Diaspora communi-
ties are, the Jewish State stands as the pinnacle of Jewish life. 

That is as it should be. But you can’t blame the rest of us for wanting to be 
part of it in our own way, especially at this pivotal moment. n — YONI

What’s the Diaspora’s role 
in Israeli elections?

From Yoni’s Desk

SeeJN | Pro-Israel rally

Toronto City Councillor James Pasternak spoke at a rally March 
3, the day Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu addressed 
the U.S. Congress, in support of Israel and to raise awareness of 
the dangers of a nuclear Iran. The rally was held by the group 
Concerned Canadians Against Nuclear Iran in front of the United 
States Consulate in Toronto.

Israelis in central Jerusalem dressed up in costumes for Purim last 
week.

MENDY hEchTMaN/FLaSh90

MENDY hEchTMaN/FLaSh90 PhOTO

SeeJN | Purim Parade
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the dangers of a nuclear Iran. The rally was held by the group 
Concerned Canadians Against Nuclear Iran in front of the United 
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After an intense and divisive election campaign, it’s almost time to find 
out just what the future holds for Israel. And as Israelis prepare to go 

to the polls on March 17, Diaspora Jews are watching with great interest 
and anticipation. The former are tasked with deciding the makeup of the 
next Knesset, while the latter are left to debate a question that may be even 
more difficult to answer: what role does the Diaspora play when it comes 
to an Israeli election?

It’s important for Jews around the world to be well informed about this 
election’s main players and parties, and the central issues at stake. The 
good news is it’s never been easier to stay on top of the latest news and 
commentary from Israel (not to mention those viral campaign ads, which 
have been among the more entertaining developments of this campaign). 
If you haven’t been following the action since Benjamin Netanyahu’s gov-
erning coalition dissolved in early December, there’s still time to catch up. 
And given the frenetic pace of Israeli politics, a few more twists and turns 
are likely.

But having amassed the requisite pre-election insight, what next?
Many argue that’s where Diaspora participation in this Israel election – in 

any Israeli election – ends. Because for all the available information, all the 
video streams and Facebook comment threads, unless you’re there on the 
ground, your opinion doesn’t count. That viewpoint was articulated last 
week by Yoni Leviatan, a self-described “British-born, American-raised, 
Israeli-blooded oleh,” who criticized anti-Netanyahu voices in America in a 
blog for the Times of Israel. 

“If you want to be a good Jew, and you want to support the State of Israel 
even though you disagree with its prime minister,” he wrote, “then you’re 
left with only two options: 1. Make aliyah and vote Bibi out of office [or] 2. 
Shut the f**k up.” 

Others might not have put it so bluntly, but Leviatan’s opinion is a 
popular one – in Israel especially, but also in the Diaspora. Still, it seems 
disingenuous, perhaps even disrespectful, to suggest Diaspora Jews don’t 
have any voice when it comes to Israeli politics. After all, our communities 
are inextricably tied to Israel in so many ways – emotionally, politically, 
financially, spiritually – and it only makes sense that we would want to 
experience the passion and debate of the campaign. We have something 
riding on the outcome, too – not in the same way or to the same degree 
as Israelis, but it’s there all the same. Under the circumstances, it’s hard to 
stay quiet, to hold it all inside. Sometimes it can be too much to handle.

Israel’s election laws contain no allowance for absentee ballots – unless 
you’re away on official state business, you literally have to be in Israel on 
March 17 in order to vote. Perhaps that’s just as well, because there’s no 
substitute for living in Israel. As vibrant and diverse as Diaspora communi-
ties are, the Jewish State stands as the pinnacle of Jewish life. 

That is as it should be. But you can’t blame the rest of us for wanting to be 
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