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In the recent Special Edition of Teaching History, Professor David Cesarani
provides biographical information about Adolf Eichmann, whom he refers to as a
‘genocidaire.’2 Cesarani’s conclusion that Eichmann decided to carry out his
ideological mission with zeal has been well documented. According to Gabriel
Bach, a member of the team that helped gather evidence in preparation for
Eichmann’s trial, Eichmann repeatedly refused to grant exceptions to the rule visà-vis deporting Jewish people to their deaths.3 It appears that he never regretted
his actions and indeed willingly ‘chose his genocidal vocation’.4 Although the
recent 50th anniversary marking this epic trial provides teachers with an
opportunity to explore the chasm of how human beings planned and carried out
the “Final Solution to the Jewish Question”, the proceedings of this trial also allow
educators to focus on the voices of the witnesses who gave testimony,
approximately 16 years after liberation. During the Eichmann trial in 1961,
Holocaust survivors were given an opportunity to not only look in the eyes of a
high-ranking Nazi official, one who was responsible with his colleagues for
carrying out the systematic genocide of the Jewish people, but also to openly
recount the insurmountable circumstances and moral dilemmas they had faced on
an everyday basis.5 The detailed and painful stories of individuals from all walks of
life in Israeli society, often neighbours listening to neighbours for the very first
time, created widespread empathy and significantly promoted Holocaust
awareness.6 Therefore, archival footage from the Eichmann trial allows educators
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to shed light on how Holocaust survivors mustered the courage to recount their
difficult personal experiences and, in many cases, rebuild their lives.7

Over the last thirty years, there has been a major effort to collect Holocaust
survivor testimonies.8 At the same time, the usage of Holocaust survivor testimony
in the classroom has become a widely recognised and well-regarded educational
tool.9 For instance, the Holocaust Educational Trust together with the USC Shoah
Foundation Institute produced an educational resource based upon testimonies
from this period, entitled Recollections: Eyewitness Remember the Holocaust.10 In
addition, testimonies of witnesses from the Eichmann trial are easily accessible via
the Yad Vashem website as well as others.11 This short article focuses on putting
this monumental trial in a pedagogical context, placing an emphasis on how issues
raised during these judicial proceedings - especially through the testimony of one
Holocaust survivor – can provide educators with windows of opportunity to
discuss various Holocaust-related topics with students.12 It also reflects upon the
importance of the trial and the survivor witnesses for Israeli collective memory.

One of the most famous testimonies of the Eichmann trial is that of Holocaust
survivor Yechiel Dinur, a writer until then known only by his pen-name, Ka-tzetnik
(from Ka tzet, an abbreviation of the German for concentration camp).13 His
testimony was given on 7 June 1961, approximately two months after the trial
began. During this trial, Dinur’s identity was revealed for the very first time. Prior
to this public “unmasking”, Dinur’s books about the Holocaust had had a deep
impact during the 1950s and beyond, especially on young people in Israel. The
texts of Dinur do not spare his readers traumatic descriptions, harsh sexuality or
violence, but rather submerge them into the depths of ultimate evil and depravity.
Many Israelis have attested that they were exposed to the horrors of the Holocaust
for the first time through his graphic depictions. On the one hand, some
educational experts contend that Dinur’s literature borders on pornography and
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therefore discourage secondary school students from reading his works. On the
other hand, some argue that by shedding light on the raw horror of the Holocaust,
Dinur reminds his readers that the unimaginable became possible. An open debate
in Israel continues concerning his Holocaust narratives and their usage in the
classroom.14 In light of this situation, it is recommended that educators read for
themselves the works of Ka-tzetnik before assigning any of them to their students
as part of a Holocaust curriculum.

Dinur’s presence on the witness stand - his physical appearance, subsequent
collapse, and the need to eventually carry him out of the courtroom on a stretcher
– was one of the most dramatic moments of the Eichmann trial, but it was not
representative of what happened when most of the 110 witnesses took the stand in
Jerusalem.15 After all, practically all of the Holocaust survivors who gave testimony
during the four-month trial answered the questions posed to them by the chief
prosecutor Gideon Hausner clearly and precisely, and did not lose consciousness.16

It is important to keep in mind that Dinur’s testimony was preceded by other
“dramatic moments”. These included the secret operation to kidnap Eichmann in
Argentina and the announcement of his capture in the Knesset (the Israeli
parliament) by Israeli Prime Minister David Ben Gurion on May 23, 1960;
Hausner’s well-known opening statement at the trial where he referred to his
responsibility as the spokesperson in the name of six million victims;17 as well as
Eichmann’s banal appearance in the bulletproof glass booth during the
proceedings. The fact that Eichmann looked like a mild-mannered gentleman in a
suit, and not a monster in a SS uniform, also left many spectators in the Jerusalem
courtroom aghast.

It should be noted that Dinur’s cryptic trance on the witness stand, ending in
collapse, had a profound effect on people not only in Israel but also around the
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world.18 Following his description of what words cannot seem to express, Dinur’s
fainting shocked the nation even though this was not the first trial about the
crimes of the Holocaust that had taken place. After all, a few years earlier, the
proceedings of the trial of Rudolf Kastner had become part of the Israeli public
discourse and the Nuremberg trials following the war had been well publicised.
Nevertheless, it was the personal stories of the approximately 90 Holocaust
survivors - including Dinur’s disjointed words - that touched the hearts and minds
of spectators in the courtroom and radio listeners across the country, and which
were reported worldwide by the 600 international journalists covering the trial.19
During the Eichmann trial, an empathy with the survivors’ pain and loss had
thereby been forged.

For our purposes, Dinur’s testimony raises some key questions and issues that
secondary school teachers may wish to raise with their students. For example,
Dinur states that:

‘And the inhabitants of this planet had no names, they had no parents nor did
they have children…they did not live - nor did they die - according to the laws
of this world’

Clearly, a person’s given name is a basic human right. By denying individuals their
names, the perpetrators sought not only to dehumanize prisoners but also to erase
their existence. As Dinur noted, the victims were denied burial as individuals with
names on their tombstones.20 However, in contrast to Dinur’s suggestion, the 1.5
million Jewish children who were murdered during the Holocaust did have parents
and were part of family units, and it is incumbent upon educators to present the
lives of these children within the context of their pre-war communities and
families – not only as corpses in killing pits or crematoria. In essence, Dinur’s
testimony can encourage educators to conduct research with their students about
4

the identities of Jewish children who lived during the Holocaust, including youths
who dept diaries and were around their students’ same age, such as Dawid
Sierakowiak from Lodz and Yitzchak Rudashevski from Vilna.21
During his testimony, Dinur also recalled that:

‘On the planet called Auschwitz…Time there was not like it is here on earth.
Every fraction of a minute there passed on a different scale of time’

From an educational angle, focusing on the issue of time opens many avenues of
discussion with secondary school students. Dinur’s words allow educators to
explore how many Jewish people during the Holocaust desperately attempted to
uphold their traditions and dignity by marking dates such as birthdays, rites of
passage and Jewish holidays. Many testimonies and diaries from this period,
especially those relating to daily life in the ghettos, describe this phenomenon. In
Nazi concentration and extermination camps, adhering to a calendar became even
more of a daily struggle. We know that some prisoners attempted to spiritually
resist dehumanization by creating calendars from memory – simply in an effort to
keep track of time. By focusing on testimonies that describe the efforts of Jewish
prisoners to observe holidays and birthdays, educators thereby highlight the topic
of spiritual resistance in their Holocaust-related lessons. 22
Dinur’s well-known phrase, ‘the planet called Auschwitz’, has become part of the
heritage of the Eichmann trial. Clearly, the Nazi concentration and extermination
camps were not built on another planet but rather by human beings on earth in
the heart of European culture. By emphasizing this point with their students,
teachers can explore questions such as “how was it humanly possible for Nazi
Germany and its collaborators to carry out this genocide?” By extension, teachers
may wish to encourage their students to read sections of Gitta Sereny’s book, Into
That Darkness, based on her interviews with Franz Stangl, the Commandant of
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Treblinka.23 Teachers may also want to focus on Dinur’s description of ‘the planet
called Auschwitz’ when referring to photographs of Jewish people being selected
for the gas chambers; or of German officers and women in the SS who, as they rest
on lounge chairs, sing to the accompaniment of an accordion and eat blueberries,
bear no signs of the emotions connected with the everyday criminal operation of
Auschwitz-Birkenau and its sub camp system.24
Dinur testified:
‘If I am able to stand before you today… then I believe with perfect faith that
this is due to the oath I swore to them there…. I see them, they are staring at
me, I see them….’
On the stand, before his eyes, Dinur apparently saw the rows of victims waiting to
enter the gas chambers of Auschwitz-Birkenau.25 Their eyes apparently haunted
him day and night. As we all know, as time passes fewer and fewer Holocaust
survivors will be able to bear witness and tell students, “I see them” or “I saw
them.” Obviously, nothing can ultimately replace an encounter with a Holocaust
survivor.26 That said, the testimonies of Holocaust survivors at the Eichmann trial as well as visual history testimonies relating to this period – do provide teachers
with an opportunity to listen to survivors’ personal stories as well as appreciate
their positive spirit to rebuild their lives, establish families and contribute to the
construction of a new democratic society – an educational message that continues
to have universal meaning.
Survivors overall managed to “return to life” after the Holocaust, yet a few were
incapable of overcoming their traumatic experiences after the war such as Yechiel
Dinur, a.k.a., Ka-tzetnik. Even though Dinur appeared to be on the verge of being
catatonic on the witness stand during the Eichmann trial, his words probe our
thinking skills about the depths of human behaviour and thereby serve as a trigger
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for further discussion and research with secondary school students when studying
about Holocaust-related subjects.
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