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through, to see, take in, and “widen” their perspectives, these ex-
periences cultivate in their participants the protective and bounded-
ness that Stolorow, Atwood, and Orange critique.  They do not 
view the story of the people they meet as connected to their own.  
Quite to the contrary, their “empathic experience” ironically rein-
forces separateness from those they encounter.   

To say it differently, the pedagogical goals (the change, the 
transformation, the growth) focus on the immersion students/
participants, specifically their internal selves: their personal, emo-
tional, and psychological growth.  Because the students are the fo-
cus point of expected transformation, agency, and potentiality, be-
cause they are the ones doing the “empathizing” i.e. the processing, 
the taking in of the experience of the other—they continue operat-
ing from a position of power.  We can imagine what the groups and 
people being “visited” might say back: thanks but no thanks; we do 
not want this kind of empathy. 

Jessica Van Denend, PhD, received her doctorate in Psy-
chiatry and Religion from Union Theological Seminary, where she 
studied Jungian theory and social ethics.  She currently is a chap-
lain and an activist around poverty and prison issues.  She also 
teaches at Marymount Manhattan College, Lexington Theological 
Seminary, and Yale Divinity School and may be contacted at jvan-
denend@gmail.com. 
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Identifying with the Victim in  
Nazi Dominated Europe 

Peter Petschauer—Appalachian State University 

The meaning of the word “empathy” intrigued me as soon 
as I encountered it as a graduate student at New York University.  
With time, the German word Einfühlungsvermögen, the capacity to 
feel oneself into the situation of the other, allowed me to separate 
empathy from altruism, compassion, sympathy, caring, and love.  
While these feelings can overlap with each other in that they may 
enhance one’s capacity to feel empathy toward fellow human be-
ings, empathy can be present even in the absence of the others.   
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But how does one gain the capacity to place oneself in the 
situation of another?  It is clear that it is easier to do so in times of 
peace than of war and upheaval.  Thus, it is relatively uncompli-
cated to advise under ordinary circumstances that one should show 
empathy toward a child who is being bullied and even urge a child 
to stand up to the bully.  But how is one able to act empathetically 
during extraordinary circumstances?  What should one say or do 
when the threats to life are real, such as during a dictatorship or in 
the context of a war?   

I wanted to discover why some men and women show em-
pathy when everything seemed to indicate that they ought not; that 
is, when the act required unusual courage and integrity, to the point 
of risking prison, torture, and death.  One possibility is that a person 
can develop a superego that is so strong that she or he can over-
come the desire to survive.  Here I will concentrate on three situa-
tions that take us into National Socialist-dominated Europe in the 
early 1940s.  

The first case pertains to the policeman and mayor of a 
small town in Germany, who in 1944 were unwilling to turn over a 
Jewish woman and her two children to the Gestapo, despite the 
pressure of an SS officer in their midst.  The second case pertains to 
a young woman in 1943-44 WWII Poland who realized that the 
Jews with whom she was working would be transported to a camp 
and killed if she did not act on their behalf.  The third instance is of 
a German diplomat in Bulgaria who realized in early 1944 that he 
would have to place a number of Jews into the hands of other Ger-
man authorities who would send them to their deaths unless he 
could outwit them.  The first case is known primarily in Germany, 
the second is well known in the United States, and the last is an un-
published account shared only with the diplomat’s family. 

Sibylle Krause-Burger explained the first case beautifully in 
her Mr. Wolle Greets You One Last Time: The History of My Ger-
man-Jewish Family (2009).  When the troubles became intolerable 
as bombs rained down on Berlin in 1943, her Catholic father Walter 
Burger and her Jewish mother Edith Wolle decided to send their 
daughter Sibylle to Nussdorf, his ancestral home on the Enz River 
in Württemberg.  When Sibylle’s family joined her in 1944, Bur-
ger’s brother-in-law, a lieutenant in the SS, began to agitate against 



  Different Perspectives on Empathy     Page 57          
 

 

them.  He first protested to the constable, then to the mayor, and 
finally to Sibylle’s grandfather.  The constable’s response to this 
threat remains a classic: “First you win the war, Mr. H., then we 
will see what we can do.”  Sibylle’s grandfather, when confronted 
by his son-in-law in his favorite restaurant with the observation that 
Hitler disapproved of Jews living in a German household, said to 
the amusement of other farmers sitting around: “I swore my oath to 
the king (of Württemberg).”   

Although at first sight this looks like the typical power 
struggle in a small town, it was carried out in the national context 
that supported the SS officer.  Empathy can take many forms: here 
are some ideas about this one.  While the town’s citizens did not 
particularly love or care for Sibylle and her family, they had reason 
to assist.  After all, Berger grew up in the town and, even though he 
had moved to Berlin and married a Jew, he had not forgotten it or 
its complicated dialect.  Also, upon their arrival, both Sibylle and 
her mother fit in immediately.  By contrast, the SS officer was an 
outsider, refused to speak the dialect, and behaved like his wife, an 
arrogant local with an excessive loyalty of the NS cause.  Addition-
ally, the town’s inhabitants were Catholics and may have believed 
in the humanistic teachings of that faith.  In other words, traditional 
values and attitudes made official and unofficial town leaders con-
sider the situation and show empathy for the German-Jewish family 
at considerable risk to themselves.  
 The second case is well known from Irene Gut Opdyke’s In 
My Hands: Memories of a Holocaust Rescuer (2001).  Not even 20 
years old, Gut confronted the stark reality that the 12 Jews with 
whom she worked as a waitress in a German officers’ club in Po-
land would be eliminated if she did not act.  While doing nothing 
would have been acceptable according to the new norms, she de-
cided, instead, to act differently.  After several failed attempts, she 
was able to find a space in the cellar of the local commander’s 
house in which to hide them.  Perhaps she acted out of youthful ide-
alism, or deep religiosity, but given her traditional values, she had 
no choice; but without a doubt, she risked her own life to save the 
lives of a dozen strangers.  
 The final example of Roland Gottlieb is instructive because 
he saved Jews as a German diplomat.  In an unpublished account, 
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and used here with permission, of his diplomatic service first for 
Austria and then Germany, he tells of his work in Sweden, Berlin, 
and Sofia.  In Sofia, his superiors ordered him to have all German 
Jews in the area appear in his office so that they could be handed 
over and returned to the Reich.  Each of the individuals and fami-
lies coming before Gottlieb told a unique story, convincing him that 
there were no good reasons to return any of them to Germany.  He 
further determined that since strictly speaking, they were not even 
German, they faced a certain and undesirable fate on German soil.   
 The individuals involved did not speak of empathy as 
such—maybe the word was not part of their vocabulary—but each 
was in a situation in which he or she felt called upon to act empa-
thetically.  In the case of Sibylla Krause-Bauer and her mother, em-
pathy came with the approval of leaders and family members in 
town, but at risk from the wider German society.  In Gut and 
Gottlieb’s cases, too, empathy stemmed from the recognition that 
they were all part of the same humanity, even if they only knew 
each other in this specific context.  Gut may have been too young to 
articulate her actions.  But Gottlieb put it rather bluntly: “One does 
not do such things…to anyone.”   

In the safety of a reasonably civil society, feeling oneself 
into the situation of others can be an intellectual exercise or a tem-
porary engagement as part of an office routine.  But being empa-
thetic in a crisis period requires different attitudes and behaviors.  
Principally it asks for the ability to feel for the plight of the other.  
In each of the examples, rebelliousness was involved as well; each 
one acted based on values and behaviors that preceded those of the 
Nazis and that they had attained at some other point in their lives.  
When these men and the woman decided to save the lives of others 
at the risk of losing their own, they demonstrated the courage and 
integrity of empathy.  

Peter Petschauer, PhD, is Professor Emeritus of History at 
Appalachian State University, a Research Associate of the Psycho-
history Forum, an Editorial Board Member of this journal, and the 
author of a number of scholarly books.  In addition to holding a 
named professorship, he chaired the Faculty Senate at Appalachian 
and headed the Faculty Assembly for the entire University of North 
Carolina system.  Currently he is writing about the women in his 
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family.  Dr. Petschauer may be contacted at petschauerpw@ 
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Healing the Nightmare 
Valerie Rose Brinton—Sharedfield Healing Arts 

 It makes little difference to the nightmare whether you are 
tiny and helpless or mature and sophisticated: still its most cunning 
ruse is to isolate its victim.  Even when you wake to a reassuring 
face, a kind voice, and the blissful reality of your own familiar bed-
room, your confused feelings of dread, disgust, or defeat cut you 
off from the lot of normal human beings (Sandra Shulman, Night-
mare: The World of Terrifying Dreams, 1979, 143). 
 As I know from my own experience, nightmares are hard, 
intrusive, and demand attention. In contrast, the power of empathy 
is yielding, receptive, and responsive. When these two forces come 
together, change is inevitable. This is the case whether the night-
mare is a personal one that thrusts us from the depths of sleep or a 
mass horror or a cultural nightmare that throws us collectively into 
terror and out of our habitual assumptions and expectations for 
daily life. The nightmare's compelling demand for attention is 
clearly an attempt to communicate. The most effective response is 
the deep receptive listening of empathy. Yet the most common re-
actions are to freeze, flee, or fight. These reactions grip us inside of 
the nightmare and then often continue to be our habitual responses 
after waking. 
 I remember a moment in the early morning of September 
12, 2001, waking with an awareness of the horror we had all seen 
and felt the day before.  Swept into the nightmare of so many others 
who had all suddenly and almost simultaneously lost husbands, 
wives, children, parents, dear friends, and companions, my hand 
reaching out slightly ached, as if I were one who could not reach 
the hand of a lost beloved.  I froze.  My now husband lay beside 
me.  But in those few moments I was so alone in my bed.  This sub-
tle momentary resonance with shock, pain, and loss was enough to 
temporarily wipe out my awareness of the rich web of human con-


