RESILIENCE: NAVIGATING CHALLENGES IN MODERN LIFE

Introduction
Over the years, much has been written in the popular press about the
trauma experienced by Holocaust Survivors, about the transmission of
trauma to their family members, and about the aging process itself,
which may add complications for some survivors and their families.
Historically there has been an overemphasis on their problems, yet many
Survivors and their descendants are high functioning, have adapted
to the long-term impacts of their traumatic experiences, demonstrate
resilience, and have been able to create families and lead productive
lives paradoxically alongside of persisting negative sequelae of trauma.
The chapter begins with a discussion of the human impact of
traumatic events, in general, and the potential responses to trauma,
ranging from posttraumatic stress to resilience and posttraumatic
growth, and how these may coexist. The focus then shifts to the impact
of genocidal trauma on survivors of the Holocaust - both Adult and
Child Survivors, the protective and risk factors for resilience and
vulnerability, the impact of the aging process on Survivors, their
manifold ways of finding meaning and purpose in their struggle with
life's most challenging circumstances, and the consequences for their
descendants. In closing, it addresses the lessons we can learn from
Holocaust Survivors and their descendants to improve the lives of
other victims of the Holocaust and similar atrocities.
The Human Impact of Trauma
Traumatic events can overwhelm the ordinary systems of care that
give people a sense of control, connection, and meaning; overwhelm
the ordinary human adaptations to life, and shatter our fundamental
assumptions about ourselves and our world. Thus, trauma results in
feelings of intense fear, helplessness, loss of control, and threat of
annihilation and inspires helplessness and terror. In addition, trauma
produces profound and lasting changes in our ability to feel, think, and
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do (Herman, 1997). However, the frightening and confusing aftermath
of trauma also may be fertile ground for unexpected outcomes:
"While survivors of trauma have learned that the world is evil and
meaningless, that life is terminal and that people are unworthy, they
have also experienced that there may be hope even in the worst of their
experiences" (Janoff-Bulman, 1992, p. 169).
Individuals vary in their responses to trauma, ranging from
succumbing; to survival with impairment, as in posttraumatic stress;
to resilience or recovery, bouncing back to the pre-adversity level
of functioning after experiencing hardship, trauma, or adversity and
moving on with life as usual; and to thriving, as in posttraumatic
growth, bouncing forward and surpassing what was present before the
event (Carver, 1998).
The American Psychological Association defines resilience as
"the process of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy,
threats or significant sources of stress - such as family and relationship
problems, serious health problems or workplace and financial stressors"
(American Psychological Association, 2010), while posttraumatic
growth describes the positive psychological change experienced as
a result of the struggle with highly challenging life circumstances
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004b; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995).
Viktor Frankl, the noted neurologist, psychiatrist, and Holocaust
Survivor, describes in his autobiographical Man :S- Search for Meaning
(2006), how personal strength, wellness, and other positive outcomes
can result from the struggle with a trauma or life crisis and stresses the
freedom to transcend suffering and the Defiant Power of the Human
Spirit to make choices and embrace life.
. . . even when confronted with a hopeless situation,
when facing a fate that cannot be changed. For what
then matters is to bear witness to the uniquely human
potential at its best, which is to transform a personal
tragedy into a triumph, to tum one's predicament into
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a human achievement. When we are no longer able
to change a situation ... we are challenged to change
ourselves. (Frankl, 2006, p. 112)
Trees as Metaphor for Resilience and Growth
Resilience can be conceived as a multidimensional construct that "is
evident when individuals are able to resist and recover from stressful
situations, or reconfigure their thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors to adjust
to ongoing and changing demands" (Lepore & Revenson, 2006, p. 27).
A useful analogy is of trees facing strong winds. Some trees may be
snapped in half (distress), while others remain standing, undisturbed
(resistance). Trees that bend to accommodate the wind may recover
and resume their original upright positions (recovery or homeostasis).
Other trees change shape to accommodate the winds or make the tree
resistant to breaking in future wind storms (reconfiguration). Some
trees may be destroyed, yet still have the capacity to nourish new
growth, while others are lifeless (Lepore & Revenson, 2006).
In his book Aging Well, George Vaillant (2002) describes resilient
individuals as resembling "a twig with a fresh, green living core. When
twisted out of shape, such a twig bends, but it does not break; instead,
it springs back and continues growing" (p. 285).
Trees are also social beings, helping each other through nutrient
exchange and in times of need. Like human communities, there are
advantages to working together: On its own, a tree cannot establish a
consistent local climate. It is at the mercy of wind and weather. But
together, many trees create an ecosystem that moderates extremes of
heat and cold, stores a great deal of water, and generates a great deal
of humidity. And in this protected environment, trees can live to be
very old. (Wohlleben, 2015, pp. 3-4)
Additionally, as they age, "old trees fertilize the forest and help their
offspring get a better start in life .... But service in the forest doesn't end
when life ends. The rotting cadaver continues to play an important role
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of our vulnerability, it may also change our self-perception, as
demonstrated in a greater sense of personal strength and recognition
of new possibilities or paths for one's life. At the same time, we may
feel a greater connection to other people in general, particularly an
increased sense of compassion for other persons who suffer; as a result,
we experience warmer, more intimate relationships with others. An
altered sense of what is most important is one of the elements of a
changed philosophy of life that individuals can experience. A greater
appreciation of life and for what we actually have and a changed sense
of priorities of the central elements of life are common experiences of
persons dealing with crisis. We may also experience changes in the
existential, spiritual, or religious realms, reflecting a greater sense of
purpose and meaning in life, greater satisfaction, and perhaps clarity
with the answers to fundamental existential questions. We may move
forward with action as we search for meaning and understanding of the
event's significance in our lives (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2006; Konvisser,
2014).
In the aftermath of trauma, reports of growth experiences far
outnumber reports of psychiatric disorders (Quarantelli, 1985; Tedeschi,
1999, as cited in Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004a). And so, typically, the
struggle with the aftermath of trauma can produce a mixture ofnegative
and positive experiences and continuing personal distress and growth
often coexist (Joseph & Linley, 2008; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004b).
Holocaust Trauma
Genocide in general, and the Holocaust in particular, are and have been
acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national,
ethnic, racial or religious group. Holocaust trauma is a trauma caused
by the Holocaust - the systematic murder of approximately six million
Jews by the Nazis in death camps and elsewhere during the second
World War. The corresponding Hebrew word is Shoah, which means
total destruction and refers to the almost complete annihilation of
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Jews in Europe by Nazi Germany and its collaborators. Historically,
this so-called 'Final Solution' started from the Ni.imberg Laws in 1936
and lasted until May 8, 1945 (Kellermann, 2009), although the roots
of anti-Semitism go much deeper and back thousands of years. An
expanded definition includes Jewish individuals who lived in Europe
and were in danger after 1933 with the rise of Hitler because they
were in countries controlled by Nazi Germany (Hollander-Goldfein,
Isserman, & Goldenberg, 2012).
Thus a Holocaust Survivor is broadly defined as any persecuted
Jew or other victims who lived under Nazi occupation during the
Second World War and who was thus threatened by the policy of the
Final Solution but managed to stay alive, including those who were
confined to a ghetto, those who experienced forced labor in a work
camp and/or incarceration in a concentration camp, those who were in
hiding or lived under false identities, refugees who were forced to leave
their families behind, those who fought with the partisans (Kellermann,
2009), as well as those individuals who emigrated from Europe prior to
the start of World War Il (Hollander-Goldfein et al., 2012).
Although there have been other genocides, mass killings,
massacres, and traumatic events that may be equally painful and lead
to similar posttraumatic stress reactions, and each person's
suffering must be acknowledged, in this chapter we are looking
principally at Jewish survivors of the Holocaust since this genocide
was so much more malignant than many of the other genocides
(Kellermann, 2009). And especially for Jews, the Holocaust was unique
in its scope and magnitude - the most systematic and effective mass
murder in human history, a disaster of enormous proportions
perpetrated on a passive civilian population with merciless cruelty
and psychological dehumanization (Kellermann, 2009).
What has been reported about Holocaust trauma depends on the
questions asked, who the researchers are (e.g., clinicians or researchers),
the target population, the nature of sampling (Barel, 2010), and when
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faced with chronic stressors related to the trauma. These include coping
with intrusive memories of trauma, living with fear and mistrust,
coping with social and psychological isolation, and coping with stigma.
Furthermore, Survivors may experience other post-Holocaust trauma,
such as the Gulf War Scud missile attacks, as well as having to cope
with the normative stressors of aging (Kahana & Kahana, 2001).
In the last two decades, the literature has shifted to a more
optimistic focus on posttrauma psychological strength and growth,
though still suggesting a divergent picture (Barel, 2010). A team of
Israeli and Dutch researchers has analyzed all of the previous research
reports involving thousands of Survivors and family members. Their
findings suggest that alongside the profound and disturbing pain, there
is also room for growth (Barel, 2010). Holocaust Survivors exhibit
substantially more posttraumatic stress symptoms, but also remarkable
resilience (Barel, 2010). Paradoxically, these Survivors may display
both vulnerability and resilience, severe traumatization and also
extraordinary growth, softness and hardiness, periods ofsevere suffering
and symptomatology, and periods of emotional balance and creativity
along with victimization and legacy (Kellermann, 2009).
For there is hope for the tree, ifit be cut down, that it
will sprout again, and that the tender branch thereof
will not cease (Job 14:7).
Resilience and Vulnerability in Holocaust Survivors
Like other traumas, how an individual coped with trauma during and
after the war is a result of their experiences before, during, and after
the war. It is a result of their personality traits, cognitive schemas,
and affective experiencing (Hollander-Goldfein et al., 2012) and may
vary for each "moment of crisis." Also, like the composition of a tree,
protective internal a ttributions include personal characteristics (e.g.,
intelligence, skill, the ability to run quickly, hypervigilance, knowledge
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relieve them of their trauma. Instead, it seemed to
enable them to live alongside their trauma .... They
live a double existence ... where Holocaust memories
and normal memories are assigned to two, sometimes
hostile territories. (Alford, 2015, p. 267)
For others, artistic expression helps them achieve a sense of
coherence and facilitates their healing and transformation and, as their
art is experienced, it may contribute to collective healing (Corley, 2010).
Others may help themselves through altruistic or contributory helping
of others (Midlarsky & Kahana, 2007). Renewed religiousness and
return to traditional rituals in aging Survivors may have an integrative
function, in nostalgically attempting to recreate order, structure, and
continuity with the pre-Holocaust past. Building monuments also serves
the reestablishment of a sense of continuity for the Survivors and for
the world. In addition to commemoration, it also serves the significant
function of documentation - an extension of bearing witness and of
leaving a legacy so that the victims, the Survivors, and the Holocaust
will not be forgotten (Danieli, 1994).Through these private and public
actions, they are able to release their traumatic memories and make
them more available for conscious working through either on their
own, with their family and friends, or with professional counseling and
support to help them find a very personal meaning with their Holocaust
trauma and transform a personal tragedy into a triumph.
Trauma and Its Effects on the Second and Third Generations
The consequences of traumatic events are not limited to the Adult and
Child Survivors immediately exposed to the event. They often affect
significant others in their environment such as family, friends, and
caregivers, especially the "Second Generation" (2G) or the Offspring
of Holocaust Survivors (OHS), and the "Third Generation" (3G)
or Grandchildren of Holocaust Survivors (GHS), who may suffer
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2016).
Based on twenty years of intense qualitative research with
Survivors and family members, the Transcending Trauma Project
(TTP) found that the differences among families and how they nurture
and socialize children in the formative years helps to explain
variations in later adult coping and adaptation (Hollander-Goldfein et
al., 2012). Hollander-Goldfein et al. (2012) described four categories
of families: positive, negative, mixed, and mediated: 1) The parents
who were able to protect and support their children's needs first
and focus less on their own needs could provide the nurture and
responsiveness that the children needed to develop in healthy ways
while acknowledging their parents' difficulties and challenges; 2)
On the other hand, Survivor families with predominantly negative
relationships tended to display emotional difficulties in the second
generation; 3) Families with mixed patterns resulted in a complex
interplay of positive qualities and emotional difficulties for the
children; and lastly, 4) The TTP found that the existence of even
one healthier parent who succeeded in mitigating the negative impact
of the emotionally distressed parent on the children could provide the
children with the psychological tools to feel good about themselves,
to engage in healthy adult relationships, to successfully nurture their
children, and to succeed in life.
W hether hereditary or environmentally inflicted, the offspring
of Holocaust Survivors, by the very fact that they have vicariously
experienced so much tragedy, may also have been provided with
some adaptive coping capability and with survival skills. They seem
to struggle with stress and resilience at the same time and will have
periods when one or the other is more dominant (Kellermann, 2009).
Dr. Gita Arian Baack, born in a Displaced Persons camp to Holocaust
Survivors, calls this secondary form of trauma "inherited trauma" and
defines "inheritors" as the generations of people who, consciously or
unconsciously, have thoughts and feelings about devastating events
that happened when they were very young or before they were born,
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or that may even go back to earlier generations (Baack, 2017, p. 3).
Her work with inheritors from families who lived through war, slavery,
displacement, and many other kinds of family and community trauma
also demonstrates that "if you have inherited trauma, you have also
inherited the resilience to thrive, function successfully and make a
difference on improving the human condition" (Baack, 2017, p. 6).
Israeli author Nava Semel comes from a "silent family" and calls
those who have the traumatic event registered in their consciousness
without actually having experienced it themselves "remembearers" "for
they must bear the burden of memory" and the chain of
remembe[a]rers who pass on the torch from hand to hand as in an
Olympic relay race "memory carriers" (Semel, 2013). She believes
in the power of the arts to fight against forgetfulness and denial. "Art
can pass on the emotional memory to those who follow us. A story, a
poem, a movie, a play, painting, music and dance are the best carriers
of a memory that goes beyond the facts and events themselves. Art
encapsulates the fate of one individual and can resurrect his story at
the unparalleled time in human history" (Semel, 2013, pp. 90-91).
The son of Holocaust survivors, Lev Raphael is a pioneer in
writing fiction about America's Second Generation. In his memoir "My
Germany," he writes: "The camps and killing squads not only murdered
dozens of my parents' relatives but also poisoned their memories.
Poisoned mine. Talking about their lost parents, cousins, aunts, and
uncles was so painful for my own parents that I have no family tree
to climb in middle age, no names and professions and cities to study
and explore." Yet, his mother told him "she never blamed all Germans,
and that younger Germans surely had nothing to do with events before
their birth" and when he finally went to Germany, it was not "to forgive
anyone, but to explore what has always been taboo and terrifying to
me. To face my demons" (Raphael, 2009, pp. 4-6).
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to integrate and own the painful emotions of their situation, make them
part of their story, and live with them in a productive way. Like trees
that bend or change shape to accommodate the wind, they are able to
recover or even reconfigure their lives and have learned how to live next

to and move fonvard with their feelings of grief, pain, and helplessness.
My mother's cousin, Izaak Wirszup, lived through the Vilna Ghetto
and the concentration camps and came out believing that he was spared
in order to make a difference. Out of his struggle came a Survivor's
love of life and a legacy. Izaak expressed it this way:
When you alone remain alive, you have to justify
yourself. We have seen firsthand the desecration of
life. We have witnessed the organized annihilation
of millions of innocent wonderful human beings. We
have seen giants collapse - morally and physically within days, when subjected to inhuman conditions.
But we have also encountered people who would
make any sacrifice; heroes whose like we had seen
before only in the scriptures. We have seen how Ho
locaust Survivors and their descendants can transform
the most fragile souls into individuals stronger than
steel (Harms, 1996, p. 37).
As described in this chapter, there exist an almost infinite number of
identifiable forces and factors that interact with each other in an almost
infinite number of ways to shape or determine the long-term effect
on any particular individual of the Holocaust and similar atrocities
wherein the threat to physical survival or well-being is prominent victims of genocides, hatred, torture, or other oppressions. While each
experience is unique, by bringing forth and understanding some of the
common qualities and sources of strength that help people cope with the
tragedy and uncertainty and survive the long-term impacts of extreme
prolonged trauma, we provide valuable insights and evidence for the
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