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Les Justes 
by Marek Halter  
 
There can be no Evil without Good. Without the choice between Good and Evil, how would we 
even know what is Evil, and in what name would we denounce it? 
 
After the War, denouncing Evil seemed the obvious thing to do. Horrified, mortified by the extent 
of the disaster (losing one third of a people does not happen any day), we wanted first and foremost 
to single out culprits, to find and condemn those responsible non only for the murder of six million 
Jews but also of forty-seven million individuals who had lost their life in the war. 
 
Strong, moving books have marked the period, unforgettable testimonials such as Primo Levi’s, 
Elie Wiesel’s or Imre Kertész’, not to mention Claude Lanzmann’s memorable film, which gave 
this precise evil its name: Shoah. 
 
I too was one of the denouncers, but I soon realized that accusing was not sufficient, and neither 
was the will to preserve the memory of the millions of deaths. Because I had no doubt about the 
Jews’ capacity to remember Auschwitz forever, in much the same way as they remember to this day 
the destruction of the first Temple of Jerusalem by Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar in 586 BCE, 
or that of the second Temple by Roman emperor Titus, in 70 CE. Yes, Jews remember all their 
sufferings: the massacres during the medieval Crusades, their banishment from England by 
Edward Ist in 1290 or their expulsion from Spain in 1492. They still talk about the Bogdan 
Chmielnitski pogroms in Central Europa, which took place in 1606. So there is no danger that they 
shall ever forget Auschwitz. 
In order not to dissipate their anger and pain, they have grouped together the mourning for all these 
persecutions in one single day, Tisha Beav, the ninth day of the month of Av. On that day, they fast, 
pray and lament. The Shoah has already been added to this terrible list of mournings. 
 
So I was not worried about what is commonly called the «duty of remembrance». Instead, I 
wondered how to include all non-Jews in that remembrance. By going on denouncing the crimes 
committed or tolerated by their ancestors? 
 
To both questions – how to define Evil and how to include the non-Jews in our fight against all 
those who want to see us disappear – I found one single answer: the Righteous. 
 
Today, we name « Righteous » all those who, during World War II, have, often at the risk of their 
lives, saved Jews. By this action, they have not only proved the existence of Good, but they have 
also shown that saving those lives was possible and at anybody’s level. From then on, those who 
had not done so did not have any excuse anymore. 
 
By paying homage to these Righteous – catholics, protestants, muslims, laymen, many of them 
politically engaged, others not at all –, we thank them, that’s true, but also, through them, we 
include our non-Jew neighbours in our remembrance. Thus, the drama of the Shoah also becomes 
theirs. 
 
Some fifteen years ago, I shot a film on the Righteous. I entitled it Tzedek, the Righteous. Tzedek in 
Hebrew mean « justice », because there is no justice without the Righteous and vice-versa. I 
traveled Europa in search for them and found some everywhere : in your country, in Italy, amongst 
the clergy, the Resistance, the diplomats – such as Giorgio Perlasca ; I found some in Poland, where 
I was born ; in France, where they had managed to save more than two thirds of the community, 



2 

more than two hundred thousand out of the three hundred thousand who lived there before the War ; 
I even met some in Berlin, where five thousand Jews had survived right under Hitler’s nose thanks 
to a network of German Righteous. Unbelievable! My film toured the world and received numerous 
awards, in particular in Berlin and Toronto. 
 
I have then wondered why I had waited fifty years to shoot such a film. And indeed, it was not a 
moment too soon! Many of these Righteous had already started to disappear, many more have died 
since. Truth be told, the reason was that I too had forgotten that History was not written only by the 
Jews. Nor for the Jews. Yet the examplary attitude of these Righteous can set the example in the 
conflicts which break out here and there, or in those to come. 
 
I remember that after the screening of my film at the Haifa cinema festival, a debate took place  
between Israel’s president Ezer Weitzman and Prime Minister Itzhak Rabin. The first declared that 
if I had been able to find thirty-six Righteous for my film (the number needed to save the world, 
according to the Talmud), it only meant that there were not more of them. Itzhak Rabin simply 
replied that Jews needed to learn to say thanks… 
 
Today’s meeting answers his wish. I thank you for it. 


