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There are three aspects which need to be highlighted in this presentation about the book 
“The Garden of the Righteous”, namely the convergence of the work done by Moshe 
Bejski within the Commission of the Righteous and Hannah Arendt’s own reflections on 
the dark period of WW2, secondly the idea that memory is driven by reflection and 
thirdly a message of hope to the younger generations.  
 
It is indeed a late recognition, as Hannah Arendt’s thoughts and reflections were not 
properly understood in the sixties during the Eichmann trial. Her analysis on the banality 
of evil i.e.-act in an evil way without thinking about it and without a real intention to act 
badly- was not understood and provoked intense debates, since it was felt that her 
approach could lead to reduce the Nazis’ criminal responsibilities. It seemed superficially 
that Hannah Arendt considered Eichmann less guilty than he was. But this was not the 
opinion of Arendt who investigated thoroughly the behaviors of those who were involved 
in the process of extermination and who were neither ideologically motivated or who did 
not want to really think about it. 
 
For Hanna Arendt, behaving in an evil way without thinking about it, did not decrease 
whatsoever the Nazi criminals’ responsibility. It is Hannah Arendt’s reflections on- the 
human miracle- which properly leads us to consider the concrete actions of an individual 
who designed new approaches and which brings us to analyze what Bejski did single 
handedly as President of Commission of the Righteous.  
 
Bejski looked for people-who in contrast to the various Eichmann’s- were capable to 
think on their own, often in opposition to widespread conformism and political trends- 
and who assumed their own responsibility, when confronted with evil behaviors.  
 
Hannah Arendt analyzed human behaviors at the philosophical level, Bejski looked 
concretely for exemplary behaviors among the Righteous. Righteous does not mean Saint, 
but simply to be able to break away from a State which has an ideology of mass 
extermination and which negated the concept of human diversity. Therefore Bejski and 
Arendt with distinct approaches come together with the same conclusion, namely: in 
situation of emergency, when societies evolve in wrong directions, individuals, who are 
able to look into themselves and reflect personally, may acquire the capacity to think and 
act differently. They may then obstruct the forces of evil who intrude in their small 
sphere of influence. It is the people individual reflection which is their main resource, 
when they need to act in an anti-conformist manner. 
 
Hannah Arendt told us “I cannot do certain things, because if I would do them, I could 
not live in peace with myself” 



It is this perception which Bejski got aware of:  many individuals, who were not heroes 
like Schindler or Perlasca, had the guts to risk their life and defy the Nazis in order to 
rescue human lives.     
 
It is the will to enhance his own dignity and reputation which gives individuals the power 
to defy a totalitarian regime and to put at risk their own lives. It is not viewed initially as 
an act of courage but a way of thinking which initiates such actions at the expense of 
one’s own safety or comfort for the sole benefit of others. “It is better to disagree with the 
world than with yourself” said Socrates and later Arendt as well. 
 
It is this defiant attitude which pushed Dimiter Peshev, Vice President of the Bulgarian 
Parliament, to force the door of the Bulgarian Interior Minister who had given the order 
to deport Bulgarian Jews. He decided to oppose his government, rather than ruin his self 
esteem. 
 
It is therefore in this direction that Moshe Bejski’s work in Jerusalem can be considered 
as an involuntary recognition to Hannah Arendt’s philosophical research. It is a great 
paradox that Israel, which criticized and rejected Hannah Arendt in the sixties, created a 
Garden for the Righteous which is the finest acknowledgment of Hannah Arendt’s 
original researches.   
 
The Garden of the Righteous is the permanent memory of the Good which survived the 
darkest times of WW2.  If Hannah Arendt had known Moshe Bejski, she would have 
defined him as the most tenacious pearl fisher of the 20th Century as he succeeded to 
illuminate the gloomiest period of our history with stories of unknown heroes who not 
only rescued dozens of lives, but saved also the idea of humanity.  
 
The second point which I wish to underline is Dr Sante Maletta views on Hannah 
Arendt’s wisdom. It is in reality a well constructed analysis of the concept of the 
Righteous. Maletta shows clearly that for Arendt, memory cannot live without reflections.  
We can only remember the past, a deceased, a crime or one’s own responsibility if only 
we are capable to think about it. It is only if we don’t think that we forget it all. “Hannah 
Arendt in “Questions on philosophy” wrote “We cannot remember what we don’t think 
about or what we do not  reflect within ourselves”. The best way for a criminal not to be 
discovered is to forget his crime and not to think about it-observes Arendt- Vice versa, 
repentance is a way not to forget past events and to reflect on them, as the Hebrew verb 
shw expresses it.        
 
Therefore memory is related to reflection. This is true for a criminal or a normal person 
and also for a State. Forgetting is a way not to refrain our thoughts. It is equally important 
to remember what we wish to remember but also how to remember. If we do not want to 
be archeologists, which is a way to forget our past, we need to look at the past as if it was 
actual.  We need to ask ourselves: shall we be able to react when evil reappears in the 
world?  Shall we be able? Aren’t we passive in front of new fundamentalisms or new 
crimes against humanity? Why should we remain silent and why should we not help 
people who are fighting to defend their own rights and dignity?  



This is where the Righteous experience is relevant. The Righteous persons identified by 
Bejski taught us to assume our own personal responsibilities. They tell us that each 
person, even when far away from decision centers, has the possibility to place obstacles 
in front of evil. There is nothing unavoidable when human rights and freedom are 
infringed.  
 
The third fundamental point in my book is the methodology adopted by Professor 
Grasselli who highlighted the relevance of the role of the Righteous for the new 
generations. We have to transmit hope to the young people. It is important to explain the 
role of individuals confronted with hostile historical events. If we talk only about victims 
and crimes, we transmit only resignation and passivity. A young person prefers to look in 
other directions. A typical reaction is the following one “In what world do I have to live 
in? It is better that I take care of my own affairs, anyway I cannot change anything”     
 
The role of a Righteous like Odoardo Focherini, which was closely analyzed at the Fermi 
High School, is a real example of heroism in front of darkness. The righteous stories do 
not eliminate evils, do not forgive genocides or crimes against humanity, but they 
highlight the individual power responsible persons have to fight evil when it crosses their 
way.  
 
Therefore, there is something deeper which brings closer together Hannah Arendt and 
Moshe Bejski. The Righteous gave back hope to the victims they saved. Bejksi took care 
of Oskar Schindler after WW2, because Oskar gave him his hand in hell to save him and 
gave him back trust in humanity. He gave Bejski the opportunity to believe in a different 
world, even if Poland saw the extermination of all his family.  It is not a coincidence that 
Liliana Segre, who is usually bitter when she talks about her experience at Auschwitz, 
smiles when she gives in our book the list of the people who helped her to survive.  
 
In addition, Bejski developed a reflection which contrasts with Primo Levi’s perplexity in 
front of the renaissance of evil after WW2. Primo Levi thought that the awareness of the 
Holocaust acts as a deterrent which must prevent the resurgence of genocides and crimes 
against humanity. It was not the case and Primo Levi lost hope in humanity and this led 
to his tragic end. Based on his own experience, Bejski thought that even if evil comes 
again, there will be new Righteous persons to fight it in all circumstances. He wanted to 
gather and tell us the Righteous stories so that young people get inspired by their example.  
 
We therefore say affirmatively that personal responsibility is the only and best deterrent 
against evil. It is not political utopia or revolution which will eliminate evil. Hannah 
Arendt developed similar ideas when she theorized that we can always expect that 
individuals will be able to find new courses of action to save the world and defend 
humanity. Who are the new actors of change if not the young people? 
 
“The only miracle which saves the world and which prevents its destruction is birth”     
 
Gabriele Nissim’s text translated by Marc Fermont from Italian on May 19th in 
Leysin (Switzerland) 


