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psychohistory at Florida Atlantic and Lynn univer-
sities. Among his psychobiographic publications
are Frederick Law Olmsted: Passion of a Public
Artist (1990) and “Richard Wagner as Cult
Hero” (1984). A current researcher of the Civil
War, FDR, and Hollywood and the Jews, he is a
member of the Advisory Board of the Psychohis-
tory Forum and a past president and long-time
treasurer of the International Psychohistorical As-
sociation (IP4). Q

Life Is Beautiful Is Not a
"Romantic Comedy"

Flora Hogman
Psychohistory Forum Research Associate

It was interesting for me to read the de-
scriptions and reactions to Life Is Beautiful in the
Clio's Psyche special issue on Humor in the
Holocaust (June, 1999). Except for scenes in the
first half of the film, alternatively funny or ironical,
I did not find the rest of the film funny at all. But
this is related to my being a Holocaust survivor. 1
was a hidden child during the war.

The essence of the film for me was a tran-
scendent effort to safeguard feelings of love and
hope against total destruction. Only through pre-
serving the innocence of the child can love survive.
In fact, it is this innocence which must be safe-
guarded against destruction. The fight is basically
from the child's point of view, from his lens, to
deny the horror that is surrounding him, to prevent
one's "soul" from being destroyed, not unlike the
end of Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, the triumph
against despair.

A determination to preserve the child's illu-
sion affirms that evil has no right to exist in the
world of the young child; the right to feel that fa-
ther's love can transcend, and the right not to give
up the prerogative to that feeling -- an essential
recovery of something which was certainly lost to
me.

Thus, the film for me has a touching, heal-
ing message. I believe the film adds a valid, im-
portant dimension to the Holocaust tragedy, a fight
to the death against the loss of innocence: the child
knows the father is lying but must, wants, to be-
lieve the father. Interwoven in the "fable" is that
the child also learns from the father to protect him-
self.

I remember a man whom I had interviewed

about his World War II experiences as a child, who
had discovered his brother and father shot. "I did-
n't know what to tell my mother, so I said nothing.
Mother pressed for a lie. I said I knew they were
taken away to work. Mother believed me, know-
ing [ was lying.

I find it difficult to understand how this
film can be seen as a "romantic comedy." U

“Victim Olympics”:
The Collective Psychology of
Comparative Genocides

Ralph Seliger
Meretz USA

In his new book on the impact of the Holo-
caust on American Jewish identity, The Holocaust
In American Life, historian Peter Novick discusses
what he dubs the “Victim Olympics." This is an
unseemly phenomenon of ethnic one-upmanship
which pits groups against each other with self-
serving interpretations of historical grievances and
suffering. The psychological dimension involves
how the need to feel ethnic pride has created this
mutually antagonistic competition.

I experienced an instance of this on a re-
cent social occasion. While visiting a Jewish im-
migrant from Holland, one intimately familiar with
her parents' Holocaust-era struggle for survival, I
discussed murderous events of more recent vin-
tage. I noted that the only close modern parallel to
the Jewish catastrophe of World War II was
Rwanda, where as many as 800,000 defenseless
Tutsis were butchered during 100 days beginning
in April, 1994. T hit a nerve in pointing out that
this was a rate of slaughter which may have ex-
ceeded Auschwitz at its worst, even though I had
not done so to minimize the Holocaust, but rather
to emphasize the magnitude of this more recent
horror. Still, her angry reaction should not have
come as a complete surprise.

As a child of refugees from the Holocaust,
who never knew his grandparents and numerous
other relatives as a result, I inherited an intense
interest in both the legacy of Jewish suffering and
the cataclysmic experiences of other peoples. I am
pained, personally, when the injustices visited
upon others become a source of acrimony against
"the Jews" for having so successfully memorial-
ized our bitter encounter with genocide.
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I might find this at work where -- a propos
of nothing -- a usually cheerful black man turns
scornful about "the Jews talking about their Holo-
caust" when African Americans suffered a
"holocaust" of their own in the "Middle Passage"
of slave ships transporting and killing en route un-
told numbers of victims. Or, over a decade ago,
when I waited in the hospital with my mother for
news on my father's emergency heart surgery
alongside an elderly Armenian-American woman
and her adult children in the same situation. As
almost inevitably with my mother under stress, she
mentioned their survival of Hitler. This elicited a
diatribe from the old woman, decrying "the Jews"
for thinking they are the only ones who have suf-
fered.

Psychiatrist Vamik Volkan applies his psy-
chological and psychoanalytic knowledge to shed
light on this issue in Bloodlines: From Ethnic
Pride to Ethnic Terrorism (1997). Dr. Volkan ob-
serves in this study of a variety of contemporary
international and inter-ethnic conflicts that "Rarely
was there empathy for the suffering of the 'enemy’
group...; instead there was an inability to identify
with the anguish of the other. There was only an
isolated concern with one's own helplessness and
losses."

He quotes Anwar Sadat's speech in Jerusa-
lem in November, 1977, that "70 percent" of the
problem between Egypt and Israel was psychologi-
cal. Dr. Volkan then illustrates this with an exam-
ple from an Egyptian-Israeli group dialogue when
an Egyptian found it difficult to accept that Israelis
have genuine fears about the Arab world. A zero-
sum competitive psychology is at work: If the
Egyptian acknowledged the Israelis' fears, "he
would be granting Israelis the status of an injured
party, thereby compromising the unique, injured
status of Egyptians.... [...and his reluctance under-
scored] his belief that Israelis, unlike Egyptians,
lacked emotions; they were nonhuman."

Dr. Volkan employs a mix of psychologi-
cal insight and metaphor to explain the longevity
of ethnic grievances, some -- such as the Serbs on
Kosovo and "the Turks" -- enduring for centuries.
Volkan refers to "selectively-chosen trauma" and a
collective "unresolved mourning" over historical
events which are remembered inexactly or even
inaccurately. Together with "selectively-chosen
glories" which depict events and eras in idealized
terms, these are transmitted through the genera-
tions as "psychological DNA." "The influence of a
severe and humiliating calamity that directly af-

fects all or most of a large group forges a link be-
tween the psychology of the individual and that of
the group." The trauma is too painful to be
mourned to completion. "Because the traumatized
self-images passed down by members of the group
all refer to the same calamity, they become part of
the group identity, an ethnic marker on the canvas
of the ethnic tent."

The psychological aspects of this competi-
tive "sport" of ethnic suffering may also be dis-
guised within, or supplemented by, ideological
agendas. An article in the Spring, 1999, issue of
Holocaust and Genocide Studies, "The Politics of
Uniqueness: Reflections on the Recent Polemical
Turn in Holocaust and Genocide Scholarship" by
Garviel D. Rosenfeld of Fairfield University, pin-
points the issues as presented by leftists in indict-
ing mainstream Holocaust scholars as "Jewish ex-
clusivists" or Zionist apologists. One such work,
examined independently by Rosenfeld and myself,
is a contentious book by Ward Churchill, an Amer-
indian activist and professor of Native American
studies at the University of Colorado at Boulder, 4
Little Matter of Genocide: Holocaust and Denial
in the Americas, 1492 to the Present (1997).

Professor Churchill disputes official esti-
mates of the native population of the Americas and
the Caribbean at the initial moment of European
contact in 1492. He favors a population estimate
of about 25 million north of Mexico, about 15 mil-
lion in the Caribbean Basin, and about 125 million
in the Western Hemisphere as a whole. Hence, he
argues that the European colonizers brought on a
"holocaust" in the Western Hemisphere of far more
massive dimension than what the Jews suffered in
World War II. Churchill not only indicts Western
civilization for its treatment of indigenous peoples
in the Americas but also attacks prominent Jewish
Holocaust historians -- including Deborah Lipstadt,
Lucy Dawidowicz, Yehuda Bauer, and Steven T.
Katz -- for being "Jewish exclusivists" in arguing
that the Jewish Holocaust ranks as the world's
worst instance of genocide, or, in the view of Cor-
nell historian Steven Katz, that it was the only
"true" genocide.

Prof. Rosenfeld regards Katz's terminology
as unnecessarily inflammatory:

Katz could have ... argued that the
Nazis' intent to kill the entire Jewish people
made the Holocaust different from all other
cases of mass murder, AND referred to these
cases (as did Yehuda Bauer) as "genocide."
By failing to do so, his book needlessly
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offended groups extremely sensitive to the
neglect of their historical experiences,
opening its author to the charge of
establishing a "hierarchy of victims."

Churchill and other leftist scholars attacked
Yehuda Bauer of Hebrew University for minimiz-
ing the extent of genocide against Gypsies and
Slavs, especially Poles, in World War II. Yet
Rosenfeld indicates that Gypsy populations were
not consistently rounded up for extermination in all
countries under Nazi occupation. And, although
ten percent of non-Jewish Poles perished, every
Pole was not targeted in the same way as every
Jew. Indeed, it is this concept -- to paraphrase Elie
Wiesel, there were many other victims, but every
Jew was intended as a victim -- which Churchill
fails to credit or to understand.

Churchill prefers to see this "interest in
Jewish exclusivism" as an ethnocentric Jewish con-
ceit or perhaps a Zionist tactic to win world sympa-
thy. He quotes writer Edward Alexander to the
effect that allowing for other's experiences of
genocide "converts to moral capital in the political
arena at Jewish expense." Still, Churchill plays the
same zero-sum game he accuses "Zionists" of to
advance his own agenda of aboriginal rights. As
"demonstrably one of the most victimized groups
in the history of humanity, [American Indians] are
entitled to every ounce of moral authority we can
get," he writes.

It is sometimes said that suffering ennobles
the soul. Indeed, the best of the ethical and com-
passionate teachings in Judaism, Christianity, and
other great religious or philosophical traditions are
based upon instances of suffering or persecution.
Yet the group- and psycho-dynamics of history
suggest that suffering is more likely to embitter
than to ennoble, and that the latter is rare -- a prod-
uct of profound human growth and maturity.

Ralph Seliger, M.S., is an analyst and
writer of procedures for the City of New York's
HIV/AIDS Services Administration, the publica-
tions committee chair of Meretz USA (a liberal Zi-
onist organization), and a frequent contributor to a
variety of publications on issues related to Middle
East peace and other inter-ethnic conflicts. He
may be contacted at <rseliger@juno.com>. 1

Forgiveness and
Transcendence

Anie Kalayjian
Fordham University

As a child of a survivor of the Ottoman-
Turkish Genocide of Armenians, I have been very
familiar with the atrocities planned and carried out
from 1894 to 1915. During World War I, the
Turkish authorities declared the Armenians to be
enemies of the Ottoman Empire. Adult males, and
especially those identified as potential leaders,
were arrested, taken to a desolate area, and shot.
This process was designed to deprive Armenians of
leadership and representation, so that deportations
might proceed without resistance. Ultimately,
famine, thirst, torture, epidemics, pillage, and plun-
der resulted in the deaths of one-and-one-half mil-
lion people which was two-thirds of the Armenian
population in that area. My father was one of the
fortunate survivors who was then able to settle
with his family in Syria. My mother’s family
walked through the deserts to Syria, where I was
born.

The collective pain and suffering of my
nation of Armenia and the continued Turkish de-
nial of its Genocide left me feeling helpless and
pained. I eventually concluded that the best way to
deal with those negative feelings was to sublimate
them. This led me to found the Armenian Ameri-
can Society for Studies on Stress and Genocide. In
the Society we began systematic research on the
psychosocial impact of the long-term effects of the
Armenian Genocide. The study revealed that the
persistent denial of the Genocide by the Turkish
government evoked intense anger and rage in sur-
vivors due to the lack of validation and reparation.
Validation of a traumatic experience is an essential
step toward resolution and closure. An explicit
expression of remorse by a perpetrator to a victim
has enormous healing value. Against a back-
ground of losses and atrocities well beyond the
realm of usual life experience, these aged survivors
reflected a sense of personal and communal ac-
complishment, tempered with anger regarding the
perpetrators’ denial of how they were victimized.

In 1988 a devastating earthquake struck
Armenia. This motivated me to establish a Mental
Health Outreach Program to assist the psychosocial
needs of the surviving community in Soviet Arme-
nia. Both my clinical outreach and research with
the earthquake survivors in Armenia revealed yet
further traumatization. Some of the nightmares of
the Armenian earthquake survivors were not of the
earthquake, but of the Turkish gendarmes whip-
ping them into the deserts during the Genocide.
This created a tremendous feeling of pain and help-
lessness in me. How was I going to help my coun-
trymen to work through the long-term effects of




