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Introduction

Elie Wiesel’s Night and Art Spiegelman’s Maus are works of Holocaust testimony shaped through
different genres, generations, and narrative problems. Night recounts Wiesel’'s adolescent experience
of deportation, Auschwitz, Buna, the death march, Buchenwald, and the loss of his family and
religious certainty. Maus records Vladek Spiegelman’s survival through a graphic narrative created by
his son, who also examines inherited trauma, memory, guilt, and the difficulty of representing
genocide. The original essay correctly notices hope, family attachment, and the struggle to survive,
but it turns the Holocaust into a simple lesson that suffering makes people stronger and incorrectly
suggests that Jews were prepared for Nazi persecution because they had a history of oppression.
Neither work offers survival as a moral reward or a guarantee. Survival depends on chance, health,
social ties, skills, decisions, and the actions of perpetrators and bystanders. The texts preserve
courage and care while refusing to make atrocity spiritually improving or historically inevitable.
(Wiesel, 2006; Spiegelman, 1996)

Different Forms of Witness

Night is a compressed memoir written from the perspective of a survivor reflecting on his younger
self. Its sparse language often withholds explanation because ordinary language cannot contain the
events. Maus is a graphic memoir and biography in which Art interviews his father, reconstructs the
past, and displays the tensions of the interview itself. The visual form makes readers move between
image, speech, silence, and page design.

These genre differences change how testimony works. Wiesel places the reader close to one
consciousness undergoing destruction. Spiegelman shows memory being narrated decades later,
interrupted by family conflict and gaps. Both works demonstrate that testimony is not a transparent
recording. It is an ethical act of selection shaped by trauma, audience, time, and form.

The Holocaust as a Historical Crime

The Holocaust was the systematic persecution and murder of six million European Jews by Nazi
Germany and its allies and collaborators. It also involved the persecution and mass murder of Roma
and Sinti, disabled people, Soviet prisoners of war, Polish civilians, gay men, political opponents, and

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 1



@ ’ACADEMIC

others. Jewish suffering was not caused by a timeless inability of cultures to coexist. It emerged from
antisemitism, racial ideology, dictatorship, occupation, war, bureaucracy, property seizure,
deportation, and industrialized mass killing.

Historical precision matters because inspirational language can remove perpetrators and systems
from the story. Wiesel and Spiegelman show individuals struggling within structures deliberately
designed to degrade and kill them.

Faith and Its Rupture in Night

Young Eliezer begins as a devout student seeking religious knowledge. The camps expose him to
children murdered, prisoners starved, and human beings forced into impossible choices. His questions
about God are not a temporary challenge easily resolved by hope. They become a crisis of language,
justice, and identity. The famous image of night signifies both literal darkness and a world in which
inherited moral order appears absent.

Wiesel does not present religious doubt as failure. The act of questioning becomes part of witness.
Faith can offer meaning, but the memoir refuses to claim that belief protected the innocent or
explained their deaths.

Father and Son in Night

Eliezer's relationship with his father becomes the memoir’s central bond. Each depends on the other
for practical and emotional survival. Eliezer encourages his father, shares food, and struggles to
remain beside him. At the same time, the camps produce exhaustion and shameful thoughts. He
sometimes experiences his father as a burden and later feels guilt about those moments.

This honesty is essential. Nazi persecution did not merely attack bodies; it attempted to destroy
family responsibility by making care dangerous. Eliezer’s guilt reveals the moral injury produced when
a child is forced to choose between self-preservation and devotion.

Hope Without Romanticizing Suffering

Hope appears in both books through plans, promises, family bonds, and the refusal to accept the
perpetrators’ definition of the victim. Yet hope does not ensure survival. Many hopeful, courageous,
religious, and loving people were murdered. To say that survivors lived because they possessed
superior resilience risks blaming the dead for not fighting hard enough.

A more ethical reading treats hope as one human response among many. It can sustain action for a
time, but despair, numbness, fear, and dependence are also understandable responses to organized
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terror.

Vladek'’s Strategies in Maus

Vladek survives through languages, practical skills, exchange, observation, social connections, and
rapid adaptation. He repairs shoes, interprets situations, hides, obtains food, and makes plans. The
narrative respects his ingenuity without suggesting that ingenuity alone explains survival. At many
points he lives because another person helps, a selection turns differently, or chance intervenes.

His habits after the war—saving objects, controlling money, and fearing waste—are connected with
deprivation, but Maus does not reduce his entire personality to trauma. Art presents him as loving,
difficult, resourceful, prejudiced, and demanding. Survivors remain complex people rather than
symbols of virtue.

Anja, Loss, and Missing Testimony

Anja survives the camps but later dies by suicide. Her diaries are destroyed by Vladek, leaving Art
without direct access to her account. This absence becomes one of the most painful elements of
Maus. 1t shows how historical records can be lost within family grief and how one person’s narrative
can dominate when another voice is unavailable.

Art’s anger at the destroyed diaries is not only personal. It reflects the ethical desire to preserve
testimony from women whose experiences may be mediated through male relatives or official
archives.

The Second Generation

Art did not experience the camps, yet the Holocaust shapes his childhood, parents, identity, and work.
He feels guilt toward his dead brother Richieu, guilt about his mother’s suicide, and guilt about
profiting from his father’s story. The book shows trauma transmitted not as a simple inherited
memory but through silence, behavior, family comparison, images, and social expectation.

The second-generation perspective complicates the idea that liberation ended the event. Survivors
returned to illness, displacement, loss, and the need to rebuild families while carrying memories that
affected later generations.

Animals and Representation in Maus

Spiegelman depicts Jews as mice, Germans as cats, Poles as pigs, Americans as dogs, and other
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groups through animal figures. The device makes Nazi racial classification visible while also exposing
its artificiality. Characters sometimes wear masks, suggesting that identity categories are imposed
and performed.

The symbolism is intentionally uncomfortable. Readers should not interpret it as a biological
statement about national groups. It is a critique of the racial system that reduced people to species
and a reminder that every representation of the Holocaust is constructed.

Everyday Life Beside Catastrophe

Both texts show ordinary needs—food, shoes, sleep, family quarrels, illness—inside extraordinary
violence. This detail prevents genocide from becoming an abstract number. Prisoners remain people
with habits and relationships even when the camp system treats them as units.

In Maus, present-day arguments over groceries or money sit beside scenes of persecution. The
juxtaposition resists the expectation that a Holocaust narrative must be solemn at every moment.
Trauma exists within everyday family life rather than outside it.

Bystanders, Helpers, and Collaboration

The works include people who betray, exploit, ignore, or assist. Some help for payment, some from
friendship, and some at great personal risk. These differences challenge the slogan that evil succeeds
merely because “good men do nothing.” The Holocaust involved active institutions, laws, armies,
police, businesses, collaborators, and administrators, not only passive silence.

Bystander responsibility remains important, but moral analysis should identify levels of power and
risk. A person with authority to stop deportation bears a different responsibility from a captive trying
to survive.

Memory, Accuracy, and Contradiction

Survivor testimony can contain uncertainty about dates, sequences, and details because trauma,
time, and limited knowledge affect memory. Such variation does not invalidate the historical reality of
the Holocaust, which is documented through immense converging evidence. In Maus, Art asks
guestions, checks details, and sometimes displays contradictions rather than hiding them.

This transparency strengthens the work. Testimony provides lived knowledge while archives,
documents, photographs, and other witnesses establish wider context. Ethical history uses both.
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The Danger of Universal Lessons

Readers often seek a simple lesson such as “never lose hope” or “suffering makes us stronger.”
These messages can comfort, but they can also make atrocity serve the reader’s self-improvement.
Wiesel repeatedly warned against indifference and forgetting, yet his testimony does not offer the
Holocaust as a motivational story.

The more defensible lessons concern responsibility: protect vulnerable groups, resist dehumanizing
language, preserve testimony, challenge authoritarian institutions, and recognize how ordinary
systems can become instruments of persecution.

Survival and Guilt

Survivors may ask why they lived when others died. Eliezer’s response to his father’s death and Art’s
relationship with the dead brother he never knew reveal different forms of survivor guilt. Guilt can
persist even when a person had no realistic power to prevent the death.

The texts do not resolve this feeling through rational argument. They give it form so readers can
understand the burden of survival without turning survival into triumph.

Conclusion

Night and Maus preserve Holocaust memory by refusing easy consolation. Wiesel shows a young
person’s faith, family, and moral world being assaulted inside the camps. Spiegelman shows a
survivor’'s resourcefulness and damage alongside a son’s struggle to inherit and represent the past.
Hope and mutual care appear, but they do not guarantee life, and the dead should never be judged
as less resilient. The works insist that survival includes chance and that liberation does not end
trauma. Their enduring value lies not in proving that hardship makes people stronger, but in making
readers confront the individual, familial, political, and representational consequences of genocide.
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