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Elie Wiesel’s Night and Why I write
We analyze from Elie Wiesel’s works that Night , the first novel of Elie Wiesel’s trilogy on Holocaust concentration camp survivors, is an autobiographical novel that records the author’s own long night of captivity in the Nazi death camps during World War II. Like Eliezer, the novel’s narrator, Elie Wiesel was forced from his own village into Auschwitz, became separated from his mother and sisters, witnessed his father’s slow demise and death, and was eventually liberated at the end of the war. (ibelman, 65)

Although the powerful tale told in Night is deeply personal, Eliezer’s narrative can also be viewed as the story of all European Jews who suffered during the reign of Adolf Hitler. When Eliezer admonishes the Jews of Sighet for their refusal to heed the warnings of Moshe the Beadle, when he questions why his fellow Jewish citizens passively follow the orders of their German captors, when he asks why God lets thousands of Jews be put to death Eliezer becomes a Jewish Everyman struggling in anguish to understand the most troubling chapter in his people’s history. 

The process by which Eliezer begins to doubt God and eventually lose his faith reflects the experience of many Jews during and after the Holocaust. Seeing three concentration camp inmates hanging from a gallows, Eliezer reasons that God, too, has been hanged. During a Rosh Hashanah prayer ceremony, Eliezer asks why he should bless God: “Because He had had thousands of children burned in His pits? Because He kept six crematories working night and day, on Sundays and feast days? Because in his great might He had created Auschwitz?” 

Eliezer’s story is a cruel reversal of Exodus, the Old Testament epic of liberation and triumph. It is during the feast of Passover, when Jews celebrate the passing of the Angel of Death over their homes and their subsequent liberation from Egypt, that German soldiers begin arresting the Jewish leaders of Sighet. Exodus records the journey of God’s chosen people toward a promised land provided by God; Night depicts the journey of a people selected for extermination entering into an oppressive captivity in the Nazi death camps. In the face of their trials, the chosen people of Exodus had united; on the other hand, the Jews depicted in Night often turn on one another, fighting, and even killing for food. To Wiesel, Hitler’s Holocaust nullifies the triumph of Exodus. The Jews of Wiesel’s time are faithless, despairing survivors of a long night of captivity; they are not fulfilled travelers who have reached their promised land. 

Eliezer’s camp is liberated at the end of Night , but he does not believe that freedom has been provided by the God of Exodus. Buchenwald is freed only when the camp’s resistance movement takes up arms against its Nazi captors. The symbol of freedom is an American tank arriving at Buchenwald’s gates. Eliezer is no longer a captive at the end of the novel, but Wiesel offers no hint of any physical or spiritual rebirth. The novel’s final image is of Eliezer looking into a mirror and seeing a corpse stare back at him. Night is the tale of painful death, not of liberation and rebirth. 

The narrating of this harrowing tale undoubtedly presented problems for its author. Wiesel, indeed any writer who tries to depict the horrors of the Holocaust, has to put into words a sequence of terrible events that can never be adequately rendered in language. No description of the Nazi death camps, no matter how skillfully and realistically narrated, can fully depict the terrors that millions of people experienced during World War II. Wiesel and other Holocaust survivors nevertheless felt compelled to record their stories for their contemporaries and for history, and in its plot, characterization, and prose strategies Night is a literary work of the highest order. (Abrahamson, 25)

Wiesel narrates the events of his captivity in a series of vignettes suited to the story of separation, annihilation, and loss. Few of Wiesel’s characters are substantially developed; Eliezer and his father are the novel’s only well-rounded characters. This strategy is, however, well suited for a book that deals with the marginalization, suppression, and elimination of individuals. Wiesel’s prose style is terse and often understated. Eliezer rarely editorializes in Night; he prefers to tell his story in lean, taut prose, allowing the events of the novel to speak for themselves. 

Wiesel continued to explore the lives of Holocaust survivors in Dawn (1960) and The Accident (1961), the next two novels in the trilogy begun with Night , and in more than a dozen subsequent novels, nonfiction works, and plays. With Night , Wiesel became a spokesperson for all those who suffered during Hitler’s reign. He was one of the first Holocaust survivors to record his experiences, and he made the rest of the world aware of the horrors that had been perpetrated by Hitler in his campaign to exterminate European Jewry. In 1986, Wiesel received the Nobel Peace Prize for serving as a “messenger to mankind” and as “one of our most important spiritual leaders and guides.” 

Night’s extraordinary power cannot be denied. All the forces that operated within the Holocaust— perpetrators, victims, bystanders—are represented in this slim volume under the scrutiny of a keenly perceptive narrator who sees these forces within the framework of a kind of receding universe. He gives no assurances about what will replace this world. 

Wiesel’s Night records this destruction of the old order—the inherited past, faith in humanity, belief in the God of the covenant with Abraham and the God of Sinai—and questions the implied nature of the emerging new order based on totalitarian misrule, the industrialized debasement of humanity, and the worthlessness of women, the elderly, and innocent children. A few critics found parts of Night steeped in bathos or mawkishness, but such negative views were extremely rare. Wiesel was not writing from the narrative perspective of a Henry James or a James Joyce: Having stood within feet of a burning pit filled with infants and small children, Wiesel did not find it useful to write with Olympian detachment. The influence of Franz Kafka and Albert Camus (whom Wiesel knew during his days in Paris as a journalist) is reflected in Wiesel’s portrayal of the madness and absurdity of Auschwitz and in his commitment to producing literature that might help improve the human condition through appealing to conscience. (Berenbaum, 2)

In the final analysis, Night is significant as a clear record of mankind’s confrontation with the darkness of an overwhelming evil that operated on a vast scale in the twentieth century and which cut viciously to the core of known historical, social, humanitarian, and religious dynamics. The absolute darkness of the night that descended for all time on the six million Jewish victims will not, Wiesel argues, leave untouched anyone born after the Holocaust. 

Why I Write: Making No Become Yes reflects The Holocaust and its remembrance, the nature of God and the terrible silence of God: These themes recur throughout Elie Wiesel’s novels, plays, personal recollections, and nonfiction. In trying to understand the mystery of theodicy, this modern humanist has encompassed much of Jewish lore, tradition, and memory. In addition, by asking—but without answering—the hard questions that have always plagued man and by relating the Jews’ unique experience to the universal legacy of humanity, he has succeeded in creating the quintessential Everyman: “What I try to do is to speak for man, but as a Jew. I make no distinction and I certainly make no restriction.” (Wiesel, 2)

Against revisionist historians who deny the very existence of the Nazi extermination camps, Wiesel has written with contempt. He has passionately defended the conduct of the murdered and the survivors to his fellow Jews—those who are ashamed of the submissiveness of the victims and those who are skeptical of the survivors’ integrity. He has no less passionately criticized novelists and playwrights, television and film directors for trivializing the tragedy of six million martyrs, whose greatest memorialist and bard he has become. 

Variations on Wiesel’s theme of loving and choosing life appear in A Jew Today. Explaining what it means to be Jewish, Wiesel affirms that the Jew’s task is not to make the world Jewish but to make it more fully human. In this book, Wiesel creates a series of distinctive dialogues. The dialogue in Wiesel’s novels is often remarkable, but in A Jew Today and in other works, such as One Generation After and From the Kingdom of Memory: Reminiscences , he crafts a dialogue form that becomes a genre distinctively his own. The words and lines of these dialogues are spare and lean. Although the settings are unidentified and the characters unnamed, these simple and yet complex conversations communicate in powerfully moving ways the particularity of Wiesel’s experience, memory, and concern. (Brown, 22)

Wiesel’s dialogue is also particularly powerful in his play Le Procès de Shamgorod tel qu’il se déroula de 25 février 1649 (1979; The Trial of God: As It Was Held on February 25, 1649, in Shamgorod , 1979). Wiesel is not a systematic theologian, but he takes religious questions with the utmost seriousness. In Night , he spoke of the flames that destroyed his faith forever, and yet that is not inconsistent with his continuing dialogue with God. If Auschwitz made it no longer possible to trust God simply, it made wrestling with God all the more important. Wiesel remains at odds with God because the only way he can be for God after Auschwitz is by also being against God. To accept God without protest would do too much to vindicate God and legitimize evil. Nowhere does Wiesel argue for those points more effectively than in The Trial of God. 

Wiesel took on new responsibilities when President Jimmy Carter appointed him to chair the United States Holocaust Memorial Council, which is charged to honor the dead, remember the past, and educate the living. Wiesel served in this position from 1980 to 1986. Under his leadership, plans developed for the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C., which has received millions of visitors since its doors opened in April, 1993. (Cargas, 20)

Wiesel’s humanitarianism was uniquely recognized in ceremonies held in Oslo, Norway, in December, 1986, when he received the Nobel Peace Prize. He used his Nobel Prize to establish The Elie Wiesel Foundation for Humanity, which supports educational efforts to reduce hatred and the destructive conflict it produces. Such concerns continue to be dominant in novels such as Twilight and The Forgotten as well as in essays and reflections like those found in Sages and Dreamers: Biblical, Talmudic, and Hasidic Portraits and Legends , the latter based on lectures that Wiesel has given for many years in New York. 

. 

More than thirty of Wiesel’s books have been published since Night appeared. None of the others focuses so explicitly on the Holocaust, but that event shadows everything he writes. All of his subsequent works are built around Night’s testimony. Wiesel followed Night with two short novels presenting the anguish of those who survived the Holocaust: Dawn and The Accident. That every act is ambiguous and implies a loss of innocence and that “God commit[s] the most unforgivable crime: to kill without a reason” are central to the protagonists’ conduct and outlook. 

Gradually Wiesel’s fiction became longer and more complex. His characters, moreover, come to realize that friendship can help them live in the post-Holocaust world. This is especially true in The Town Beyond the Wall , where, despite society’s indifference to persecution and cruelty, loving and being a friend allow a kind of equilibrium. Questions about God, evil, and suffering, although they cannot be satisfactorily answered, must nevertheless be asked, because from the beginning, such a dialogue has been established between God and God’s creation. By reconnecting with his religious community, Wiesel seems to suggest in The Gates of the Forest , the survivor may rediscover joy in spite of despair. 

By 1965, Wiesel’s literary accomplishments were winning book awards such as the French Prix Rivarol and the National Jewish Book Council Literary Award. His credits were enhanced further by The Jews of Silence and Legends of Our Time. Originally a series of newspaper articles, The Jews of Silence describes the first of Wiesel’s many visits to the Soviet Union on behalf of persecuted Jews. Legends of Our Time brings together short pieces by Wiesel—many of them autobiographical—on a wide range of pre-and post-Holocaust themes, including “A Plea for the Dead,” which contains some of Wiesel’s most frequently quoted words: “At Auschwitz, not only man died, but also the idea of man. … It was its own heart the world incinerated at Auschwitz.” (Ezrahi, 21)

The prizewinning novel A Beggar in Jerusalem marked a turning point for Wiesel. The novel celebrates the Israeli victory in the Six-Day War and reaffirms that life must be loved. Wiesel dedicated A Beggar in Jerusalem to his future wife. In 1969, he married Marion Erster Rose, who was to become his principal translator—his writings are usually done originally in French—and with whom he would have a son, Shlomo Elisha, named for Wiesel’s father. 

No individual has done more than Wiesel to encourage thoughtful reflection about the Holocaust. His writings are declarations against injustice and indifference. Buttressing his words with deeds, Wiesel has spent much of his life protesting on behalf of oppressed people and interceding with world leaders to help those in need. Wiesel claims that he intended to be a witness but not necessarily a philosopher. In fact, he is both. Grounded in his Holocaust experiences, the philosophy to which he bears witness emphasizes questioning and remembering. It urges humankind to transform injustice into justice and compassion.
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