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Dara Horn wrote a tremendous piece for Smithsonian Magazine in which she tackles
our relationship to Anne Frank, arguably the most famous victim of the Holocaust. Horn
is agitated by the legacy the world has written for Anne. She argues that the public
would care less about Anne’s life and writings had she actually survived the camps. Had
Anne lived, Horn imagines, she would be yet another Jew telling the story of our
suffering, only to fall on the closed ears of a society still hell-bent on genocide and
destruction. Horn writes:

“And here is the most devastating fact of Frank’s posthumous success, which leaves
her real experience forever hidden: We know what she would have said, because other
people have said it, and we don’t want to hear it. The line most often quoted from
Frank’s diary—“In spite of everything, I still believe that people are really good at
heart”—is often called “inspiring,” by which we mean that it flatters us. It makes us feel
forgiven for those lapses of our civilization that allows for piles of murdered girls—
[because] if those words came from a murdered girl, well, then, we must be absolved,
because they must be true. That gift of grace and absolution from a murdered Jew...is
what millions of people are so eager to find in Frank’s hiding place, in her writings, in
her “legacy.” It is far more gratifying to believe that an innocent dead girl has offered us
grace than to recognize the obvious: Frank wrote about people being “truly good at
heart” three weeks before she met people who weren’t…”

Horn continues:

“...The problem is that the entire appeal of Anne Frank to the wider world—as opposed
to those who knew and loved her—lies in her lack of a future….

...After all, an Anne Frank who lived might have been a bit upset at the Dutch people
who, according to the leading theory, turned in her household and received a reward of
approximately $1.40 per Jew...Most of all, an Anne Frank who lived might have told
people about what she saw at Westerbork, Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen, and people
might not have liked what she had to say.”

Horn’s take is that anti-semitism, and more broadly, the human propensity for hating
other humans (especially certain groups) is why history is filled with so much horror. Her
argument is that we read Anne’s words and we learn about her story as a way of
deluding ourselves into thinking that because Anne had faith in us, we are not as bad as
we think we are. But one could argue that we humans are biologically depraved, and
had Anne lived, Horn thinks she’d probably express the same.

It’s a compelling argument. But something tugs at me, an unyielding optimism perhaps,
that says there has to be more to the story.

Now, on the one hand, we have plenty of examples to show us that human beings,
when pressed, even just a little, will choose the path of prejudice, selfishness, and
destruction. Jaunts into history and classic psychological experiments expose how



human nature is so bad that sometimes simple orders can lead us to terrible deeds.
During the Nuremberg Trials, culminating in Eichman’s trial in the early 1960’s, the most
cited excuse for the Nazis’ obscene behavior was “I was just following orders.”
Culturally, we came to a conclusion: humans are so naturally inclined to evil that mere
orders are enough.

Rutger Bregman, whom I referenced last night, offers a different perspective on the
Nazis - not one that absolves them, but one that helps us to understand the inner
workings of human nature. He begins with Stanley Milgram’s popular, but controversial
1961 social psychology experiment. You know the one: a group of volunteers were led
to believe that they were assisting a scientific experiment in which they had to
administer electric shocks to a "learner.” The volunteers were led to believe the shocks
were real when in fact they weren’t. The disturbing outcome was that most of the
participants were successfully ordered to increase to levels that would have been fatal
had they been real.

The experiment seemed to prove that humans are inherently sadistic, or, at least evil
enough that it took just a nudge to get them to do something that would cause harm to
another human.

But modern re-evaluation of Milgram’s experiment exposes deep flaws. These flaws
expose even deeper truths about human nature. The experimenters, who urged the
participants to continue with the shocks, gained the trust of the volunteers through
promises of altruism. They assured the participants that what they were doing was in
the interest of science, and could perhaps lead to medical breakthroughs. “One man
said afterwards that he had persisted [with the experiment] for his daughter, a
six-year-old with cerebral palsy. He hoped that the medical world would one day find a
cure. When asked how he could take it so far, he said: ‘I can only say that I was...look,
I’m willing to do anything to help humanity.’”

After taking a new look at psychological studies like Milgram’s, war stories from soldiers
and interviews with Nazis, Bregman concludes that, “if you push people hard enough, if
you poke and prod, bait and manipulate, many of us are indeed capable of doing
evil....But evil doesn’t live just beneath the surface; it takes immense effort to draw it
out...most importantly, evil has to be disguised as doing good.”

The “following orders” idea is not just a frivolous excuse. If you are gaslighted enough to
be convinced that what you are doing is truly good, following orders becomes easy.
Nazi henchmen believed, truly believed that they were doing good for their people and
the world, as horribly misguided as that is.

So Bregman’s take on human nature is that we are inherently good, but manipulable.

Researcher Matthew Hollander also took a look at Milgram’s experiment and found fault
with it. Turns out, most participants of the experiment voiced some sort of protest. The



ones who successfully ended the experiment early were simply better at resisting the
person encouraging them to continue.

Cari Romm of the Atlantic offered: “It’s a far cry from Milgram’s idea that the capacity for
evil lies dormant in everyone, ready to be awakened with the right set of
circumstances....” Romm, like Bregman, feels that the desire to do good is what actually
lays dormant, and needs to be nurtured like any other latent instinct. “The ability to
disobey toxic orders…” Romm states, “is a skill that can be taught like any other—all a
person needs to learn is what to say and how to say it.”1

So where does Judaism come out on human nature? We know that every human has a
yetzer hatov - a good inclination and a yetzer hara - an evil inclination. But “evil” might
be too extreme a translation. Yes, some things humans do are evil, but the yetzer hara,
the animalistic, ambitious aspect of human nature, is also considered by our tradition to
be a beneficial trait - without it, humans wouldn’t be motivated to work, create, or even
mate with each other.2

So we need our yetzer hara. Unfortunately, it’s easily manipulated and perverted.
Judaism teaches that with the right molding, the evil inclination can be made useful for
the greater good.

But if the Nazis thought they were “doing good,” we have to ask ourselves: how do you
know you’re guiding the yetzer hara in the right direction?

Rabbi Berachiah, a first century rabbi, said: At the moment when God set to create the
first human, God saw both righteous and wicked ones springing from them. God said, "If
I create humanity, evildoers will arise from them. But if I don't create them, how will
righteous ones arise from them?" What did the Holy Blessed One do? God put aside
thoughts of human wickedness and relied upon God's attribute of compassion, creating
humanity.3

The guiding star, according to our tradition, is making sure that you apply compassion to
your actions; just like God applied compassion to the decision to make humans.

When we apply compassion to our yetzer hara, our “baser instincts” get transformed.
Ambition becomes acts of repair and creativity. Sexual desire becomes mutual
gratification. Jealousy becomes aspiration. And much like Romm’s take on Hollander
and Milgram, our sages recognize that we have to practice being good. Only by
practicing compassion, only by giving ourselves more and more opportunities to love,
can we work up the skill.

3 Bereishit Rabbah 8:4

2 Bereshit Rabbah 9:7

1

https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2015/01/rethinking-one-of-psychologys-most-infamous-experi
ments/384913/



There’s a popular legend that sums this up:

An old man says to his grandson: ‘There’s a fight going on inside me. It’s a terrible fight
between two wolves. One is evil - angry, greedy, jealous, arrogant, and cowardly. The
other is good - peaceful, loving, modest, generous, honest and trustworthy. These two
wolves are also fighting within you and inside every other person too.’
After a moment, the boy asks, ‘which wolf will win?’
The old man smiles.
‘The one you feed.’

On the Yom Kippur day, we do not feed our bodies, we do feed our souls. Can you see
the great proclamations of this day - Repent! Return ye sinners! - not as reprimands but
as compassionate assurances?

Today is not about punishment. Today is about permission. You have been given
permission to forgive and to be forgiven. You have the opportunity to switch directions -
to bring compassion into the world.

We need only scratch the surface to discover the inherent good within us.

Take the story of Cain and Abel, for example. Every time I read it, even this morning, I
see stark dichotomies:

Picking up right after Adam and Eve eat from the Tree of Knowledge, God says that
humans now know the difference between good and bad. That good and bad becomes
manifest in Abel (good) and Cain (bad).

What’s human nature, we ask? Well, terrible, apparently, because just 3 chapters into
Genesis, we see the third human ever created brutally murder his brother, the 4th
human ever created.

But, like most things in Torah, that’s not the whole picture.

God does in fact punish Cain. Cain is cursed by the earth itself. Even if he farms it, it will
yield no crop. He’s doomed to be a homeless wanderer.

But then Cain speaks up: “God, this more than I can bear! Without your protection, I will
be completely vulnerable. Other humans will take advantage of that and kill me!”

It’s no surprise that Cain, a murderer, would assume that all other humans are out to get
him.

But God sees past this limiting assumption, as if reminding Godself: “Yes, evildoers will
arise from them, but righteous ones will too.” God then applies compassion to the



situation - bestowing a mark on Cain that will cause any nefarious foe to pause and
retreat from inflicting harm.

What if this mark wasn’t just a “do not touch” sign? What if this mark was God’s way of
training the compassionate instinct within each approaching person? What if it was
there on Cain’s forehead to create opportunities for others to choose the path of
righteousness?

And then imagine you’re Cain. You, who are so cold-hearted, jealous and scared, what
if everytime someone approached you, you feared the worst...but were then met with
kindness? Don’t you think that if this happened enough - fear being met with kindness,
trepidation being met with compassion - over time your concern may ease?

Cain goes on to marry, have children, and build a city. Build a city. Cain knows that the
earth won’t sprout for him. So he finds a creative alternative.

Who is this life-giving, city-building guy? It’s almost like his yetzer hatov - his inclination
to do good - has been given room to assert itself.

Look, I’m not here to absolve the guilty. I don’t think the Nazis just needed a little love
and it could have ended differently. I do think, though, that when Anne Frank writes that
people are, “truly good at heart,” we should see that as a personal challenge to let
compassion drive everything we do. For it to make any sort of dent in society, we have
to practice compassion over and over and over again. Exercise it like a muscle until it
becomes second nature.
Indeed, Jewish tradition has many words for compassion, and we hear them again and
again on these High Holy Days as names for God: Adonai, Adonai. El rachum v’chanun.
Erech apayim v’rav hesed v’emet. God of compassion and mercy; slow to anger and
plentiful in kindness.

We don’t describe God for God’s benefit. God knows very well what God is. And we
know that God is already all of these things too. Yet we still enumerate these names of
compassion, reciting the litany as charge to ourselves: just try to claim one of these
titles this year. Can you call yourself a person of compassion? Merciful? Slow to anger?
Kind?

As we beat our chests today, for each sin we confess, let us challenge ourselves to
imagine the opposite. If I confess to being “thoughtless and impulsive,” let me ask
myself: “how may I be discerning and deliberate?” If I have been hostile and stubborn,
how may I be open-minded and flexible? If I have been greedy, how may I be
generous? And if I have been hateful, how may I lead with love?

Tricky questions, for sure, so start by applying compassion to yourself - give yourself the
permission to try. Optimistically apply the goodness of your heart to writing a new
chapter for yourself and all humanity.



May this be our nature. May this be God’s will.


