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Is that theory true which would have us believe that man is no more than a product of many 
conditional and environmental factors—be they of a biological, psychological or sociological 
nature? Is man but an accidental product of these? Most importantly, do the prisoners’ reactions to 
the singular world of the concentration camp prove that man cannot escape the influences of his 
surroundings? Does man have no choice of action in the face of such circumstances? 

We can answer these questions from experience as well as on principle. The experiences of camp life 
show that man does have a choice of action. There were enough examples, often of a heroic nature, 
which proved that apathy could be overcome, irritability suppressed. Man can preserve a vestige of 
spiritual freedom, of independence of mind, even in such terrible conditions of psychic and physical 
stress. 

We who lived in concentration camps can remember the men who walked through the huts 
comforting others, giving away their last piece of bread. They may have been few in number, but they 
offer sufficient proof that everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human 
freedoms – to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way. 

And there were always choices to make. Every day, every hour, offered the opportunity to make a 
decision… Even though conditions such as lack of sleep, insufficient food and various mental stresses 
may suggest that the inmates were bound to react in certain ways, in the final analysis it becomes 
clear that the sort of person the prisoner became was the result of an inner decision, and not the 
result of camp influences alone... 

It is apparent that the mere knowledge that a man was either a camp guard or a prisoner tells us 
almost nothing… we must not try to simplify matters by saying that these men were angels and those 
were devils. Certainly, it was a considerable achievement for a guard or foreman to be kind to the 
prisoners in spite of all the camp’s influences, and, on the other hand, the baseness of a prisoner who 
treated his own companions badly was exceptionally contemptible. Obviously, the prisoners found 
the lack of character in such men especially upsetting, while they were profoundly moved by the 
smallest kindness received from any of the guards. I remember how one day a foreman secretly gave 
me a piece of bread which I knew he must have saved from his breakfast ration. It was far more than 
the small piece of bread which moved me to tears at that time. It was the human “something” which 
this man also gave to me—the word and look which accompanied the gift.



Human Dignity Curriculum | Grade 8 59

Lesson 6

During this psychological phase one observed that people with natures of a more primitive kind 
could not escape the influences of the brutality which had surrounded them in camp life. Now, being 
free, they thought they could use their freedom licentiously and ruthlessly. The only thing that had 
changed for them was that they were now the oppressors instead of the oppressed. They became 
instigators, not objects, of willful force and injustice. They justified their behavior by their own terrible 
experiences. This was often revealed in apparently insignificant events. A friend was walking across 
a field with me toward the camp when suddenly we came to a field of green crops. Automatically, I 
avoided it, but he drew his arm through mine and dragged me through it. I stammered something 
about not treading down the young crops. He became annoyed, gave me an angry look and shouted, 
“You don’t say! And hasn’t enough been taken from us? My wife and child have been gassed—not to 
mention everything else—and you would forbid me to tread on a few stalks of oats!”

Only slowly could these men be guided back to the commonplace truth that no one has the right to 
do wrong, not even if wrong has been done to them.


