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Many of us grew up on children's stories originating in entirely different cultures. This is certainly the way it is in Israel, due not only to the difficulty of producing Hebrew classics, but also to the desire of previous generations of parents and educators to expose their children to the stories that had nurtured them during their youth overseas. People whose children grow up in a different country than the one in which they spent their own childhood are familiar with the feeling of alienation which accompanies the encounter with different children's literature (which evokes childhood memories among other parents). However, also in the United States children read German and Ukrainian fairy tales, French and British adventures and love stories, and even adaptations of adventures from Africa – the culture to which the story is transferred; the Brothers Grimm would not have recognized the Hollywood rendering of the Little Mermaid, and Prince of Egypt would not be a fitting introduction to the Passover Seder. In spite of this, the stories (and movies, of course) told to our children are not only a reflection of the local society; the best examples provide certain universal insights and values and simultaneously allow youngsters to have a look at other worlds, to discover the familiar and to learn appreciation and respect for the other and the unfamiliar.

Zohar Shavit's new book addresses a single but very important aspect of the linkage between children's literature and the self-image of society and culture. In postwar Germany it was difficult to maintain a complete separation between the Nazi past and democratic present of the Federal Republic in public, cultural or educational affairs. The famous "Null Stunde"** could not eradicate the private lifestyle, bureaucratic institutions, values and tenets that stretched from one era to the next. 


Like in many other areas, the new children's literature that began to appear in West Germany initially avoided any direct confrontation with Nazism, and specifically the extermination of the Jews. Gradually, however, particularly since the seventies and eighties, we are witness to a growth in the addressing of the past. Nevertheless, this new literature as well reveals the difficulties of the German society in directly and honestly confronting past crimes.


By a comprehensive and exhaustive survey of the children's and youth books published in Germany throughout the entire relevant period Shavit demonstrates the  extent to which German authors succeeded not only in shaping a positive image of the German past but also presented the Germans as the main victims of the horrors of the war and Nazism, and represented the Nazis on one hand and the Jews on the other as external to German society - "Others" who have no connection whatsoever to the "real" Germany. Shavit then identifies a certain similarity between the Nazis' main victims and the Nazis themselves as they are depicted in the children's literature - foreign, Other, "dark" and threatening.


Such observations of the German tendency to present themselves as the main victims of their past, and the Germans' victims as somehow responsible for their persecutors' suffering, are not entirely new. Quite a lot has already been written about the manifestation of this tendency in the fields of historiography, adult literature, film, and political and intellectual rhetoric. It will suffice to mention here the self-righteous  and assailing speech by the author Martin Walzer last year, Bernhard Schlink's book "The Reader," Alexander Kluge's film "The Patriot," the speech given by former president of Germany Roman Herzog in Dresden in 1995, and other examples of the shifting of victim and guilt from one side to the other which have been widely reviewed and penetratingly critiqued since the beginning of the nineties. What makes Shavit's book unique is her focus on children's literature and the implied observation that this literature not only reflects German self-righteous and repressive trends but also formed the conceptual world view of the younger generations, who did not know Hitler and the war.


I have no doubt that this book will become a basic study in both the field of children's literature as well as the analysis of postwar German society. The book should be quickly translated to German and English. The debate between Shavit and German literary critic Hartmut von Hentig following the publishing of her article on the topic in Germany shows the study's potential to awaken major controversy in Germany.


However, it should be noted that besides throwing new light on the question of German identity, Shavit also reveals Israeli expectations for German confrontation of its past, which cannot be completely fulfilled. Shavit indeed provides several suitable and feasible examples, in her opinion, for the presentation of a different past image to German children, in which the Jews will be identified as being no different from them, and will learn that the Nazis did not come from outer space but from completely "normal" circles. 


It is also possible that the ability of German youngsters to identify with the suffering of others instead of regarding it mainly as a model of their own suffering has increased in the face of changes currently taking place in Germany and growing numbers of "foreigners" with different identities and appearances. However, it is usually impossible to avoid the conclusion that just as it is difficult for Germany to erect a monument for victims of the Germans, they have trouble identifying with those who, half a century ago, were ousted from their midst and estranged.


This is the reason for the success of Viktor Klemperer's diaries; even though the Nazi regime declared him a Jew he continued to consider himself a German and allowed the German reader to identify with him without estrangement or distance. In this sense, the Nazi scourge remains the root of evil, and the German authors' attempts to confront this heritage were destined to partial success and structural distortion of the past resulting from the contortion of the past reality itself.

Consequently, despite Shavit's presentation of compelling material and careful analysis in accordance with interpretations of other areas of postwar Germany, her book has something of an extremist, aggressive tone to it, which lessens the power of the thesis. In addition, the organization of the material requires quite a few repetitions, the manner of quoting the sources in the text itself is cumbersome and makes smooth reading difficult, and the author sometimes uses professional jargon unnecessarily.

The irony is that a book which deals with German inability to honestly address its own past exhibits a similar inability to comprehend the difficulty of every society, including Israeli society, to teach its children about their ancestors' crimes or failures; and likewise, that a book about children's literature provides the reader with only a small taste of this literature itself, and therefore cannot explain why this literature has merited so many readers not only in Germany but in so many other countries including Israel.

The book contains several contradictions that could have been prevented by careful editing. For example, Shavit maintains that the Jews in German children's books speak better German than the Germans and have excellent sanitary habits; elsewhere she maintains that the Jews are presented as "dirty, neglected, disconnected from life, and looking like a pile of rags," and that they are presented (along with the Nazis) as "defilers of the 'pure' German language" (pp. 190-191 232-233). 

Despite these reservations, I definitely recommend reading Shavit's book. She should be commended for her comprehensive, exhaustive and important study, which essentially demonstrates the method employed by Germany in trying to raise a new generation of children who will learn positive lessons from a “story” of evil and horror.
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