Bruno Bettelheim  “A Victim”

Many victims of discrimination are aware that the victim often reacts in ways as undesirable as the action of the aggressor.  Less attention is paid to this because it is easier to excuse a defendant than an offender, and because they assume that once the aggression stops the victim’s reactions will stop too.  But I doubt if this is of real service to the persecuted.  His main interest is that the persecution cease.  But that is less apt to happen if he lacks a real understanding of the phenomenon of persecution, in which victim and persecutor are inseparably interlocked.


Let me illustrate with the following example: in the winter of 1938 a Polish Jew murdered the German attaché in Paris, vom Rath.  The Gestapo used the event to step up anti-Semitic actions, and in the camp new hardships were inflicted on Jewish prisoners.  One of these was an order barring them from the medical clinic unless the need for treatment had originated in a work accident.


Nearly all prisoners suffered from frostbite which often led to gangrene and then amputation.  Whether or not a Jewish prisoner was admitted to the clinic to prevent such a fate depended on the whim of an SS private.  On reaching the clinic entrance, the prisoner explained the nature of his ailment to the SS man, who then decided if he should get treatment or not.

I too suffered from frostbite.  At first I was discouraged from trying to get medical care by the fate of Jewish prisoners whose attempts had ended up in no treatment, only abuse.  Finally things got worse and I was afraid that waiting longer would mean amputation.  So I decided to make the effort.


When I got to the clinic, there were many prisoners lined up as usual, a score of them Jews suffering from severe frostbite.  The main topic of discussion was one’s chances of being admitted to the clinic.  Most Jews had planned their procedure in detail.  Some thought it best to stress their service in the German army during World War I: wounds received or decorations won.  Others planned to stress the severity of their frostbite.  A few decided it was best to tell some “tall story,” such as that an SS officer had ordered them to report at the clinic.

Most of them seemed convinced that the SS man on duty would not see through their schemes.  Eventually they asked me about my plans.  Having no definite ones, I said I would go by the way the SS man dealt with other Jewish prisoners who had frostbite like me, and proceed accordingly.  I doubted how wise it was to follow a preconceived plan, because it was hard to anticipate the reactions of a person you didn’t know.


The prisoners reacted as they had at other times when I had voiced similar ideas on how to deal with the SS.  They insisted that one SS man was like another, all equally vicious and stupid.  As usual, any frustration was immediately discharged against the person who caused it or was nearest at hand.  So in abusive terms they accused me of not wanting to share my plan with them, or of intending to use one of theirs; it angered them that I was ready to meet the enemy unprepared.


No Jewish prisoner ahead of me in the line was admitted to the clinic.  The more a prisoner pleaded, the more annoyed and violent the SS became.  Expressions of pain amused him; stories of previous service rendered to Germany outraged him.  He proudly remarked that he could not be  taken by Jews, that fortunately the time had passed when Jews could reach their goals by lamentations.


When my turn came he asked me in a screeching voice if I knew that work accidents were the only reason for admitting Jews to the clinic, and if I came because of such an accident.  I replied that I knew the rules, but that I couldn’t work unless my hands were freed of the dead flesh.  Since prisoners were not allowed to have knives, I asked to have the dead flesh cut away.  I tried to be matter-of-fact, avoiding pleading, deference, or arrogance.  He replied: “If that’s all you want, I’ll tear the flesh off myself.”  And he started to pull at the festering skin.  Because it did not come off as easily as he may have expected, or for some other reason, he waved me into the clinic.

Inside, he gave me a malevolent looked and pushed me into the treatment room.  There he told the prison orderly to attend to the wound.  While this was being done, the guard watched me closely for signs of pain but I was able to suppress them.  As soon as the cutting was over, I started to leave.  He showed surprise and asked why I didn’t want further treatment.  I said I had gotten the service I asked for, at which he told the orderly to make an exception  and treat my hand.  After I had left the room, he called me back and gave me a card entitling me to further treatment, and admittance to the clinic without inspection at the entrance.


Because my behavior did not correspond to what he expected of Jewish prisoners on the basis of his projection, he could not use his prepared defenses against being touched by the prisoner’s plight.  Since I did not act as the dangerous Jew was expected to, I did not activate the anxieties that went with his stereotype.  Still he did not altogether trust me, so he continued to watch while I received treatment.

Throughout these dealings, the SS felt uneasy with me, though he did not unload on me the annoyance his uneasiness aroused.  Perhaps he watched me closely because he expected that sooner or later I would slip up and behave the way his projected image of a Jew was expected to act.  That would have meant that his delusional creation had become real.

