
  Treblinka was published in 1966 by French Jew 

 Jean-Francois Steiner.  
 

  The novel chronicled a revolt that occurred at the 

 extermination camp Treblinka.  
 

  Steiner wrote Treblinka to convey Jewish heroism 

during the Holocaust to his contemporaries. 
 

  Steiner reconstructed the event by interviewing 

nine survivors of the Treblinka revolt.  

Introduction 

Review of Literature 
Samuel Moyn (2005): French perceptions of the Holocaust were  

transformed from a “universalist paradigm” to “a phenomenon in its 

own right” (p. 2). 
 

Barbara Foley (1982): Treblinka is a “social realistic” novel that ad-

heres to a broad “replication of historical currents” and not 

“particularity [and] testimonial authenticity of the eyewitness ac-

count” (p. 345). 
 

David Bond (2008): Steiner uses fictional techniques to 

“demonstrate how language can be distorted to convey what is pa-

tently untrue” (p. 378). 

Method 
Thesis: Steiner employs contrasts in Treblinka to reinforce 

emotional response to the story and highlight the heroic quali-

ties of the revolt leaders.  

  Surrender to despair contrasts grim desire to free witnesses 

  Pursuit of individuality contrasts emotional lethargy 

  Passion for the revolt contrasts mechanical qualities of the S.S. 

 

The cover of the original  

publication of Treblinka is  

indicates Steiner‟s defense for 

the controversial content of the 

novel. He boldly claims that 

“youth...justifies all.”  

  Treblinka existed as labor camp from June 1941 to July 1944 
 

  Construction on the extermination camp began in 1942 
 

  700-1000 Jews were spared for labor 
 

  By April 1943, more than 1.24 million Jews 

had been exterminated at Treblinka     
 

  The revolt occurred on August 2nd, 1943, 

and 200 inmates escaped the camp. Only 40 

survived the war 

Timeline of the Camp 

Analysis 
Steiner’s definition of heroism 
“Steiner believed that Jews could partake in heroism, only it had to be 

their own kind, one that overcame the restricted choice between  

different kinds of death” (Moyn, 2005, p. 35). 
 

Choken: Desperate desire for witnesses 
“„There is no vengeance possible and hatred is sterile. It‟s not to die in 

desperate battle that we need…what we need is a victory and  

witnesses to tell about it…witnesses of the victory of the Jews over 

the S.S.‟” (Steiner, 1967, p. 272) 
  

Kurland: Resisting becoming a “sleeper” 
“„To live is to eat, to hope, to love. To live is to act. You love life the 

way you love a woman, with your heart and with your body too...Yes, 

life is like a woman: perhaps you should not love it too much if you 

are afraid to suffer...But I feel sorry for men who have never 

loved‟” (Steiner, 1967, p. 365). 
 

Galewski: Pursuing the revolt with passion 
“He did not know how to use a gun and had no idea what the word 

strategy meant, but he lived the revolt. As he had given it birth, it was 

what kept him alive” (Steiner, 1967, p. 308). 
 

The bittersweet nature of the revolt’s success 
“When he tells the story his face becomes transfigured with pain. 

Mystic of hell, prophet of the abyss, he returns to this place which he 

knew he would leave some day, but from which he will never  

escape” (Steiner, 1967, p. 279). 
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Discussion 
  Was the Treblinka Jews‟ willingness to revolt a quality that exempli-

fies Jewish heroism, as Steiner claims? Or is this a  trait that applies to 

humankind in general? 

 “Throughout our history we Jews have agreed to fight with out hope, 

 but without despair either, with faith in God and in Israel” (Steiner, 

 1967, p. 269)  
 

  Steiner wrote Treblinka as a response to Jewish complicity during the 

Holocaust. Are heroes of the Holocaust really limited to those few 

Jews who not only resisted Nazi tyranny, but death itself?    

  To what extent is Steiner justified in embel-

lishing the details of the revolt? Is he within 

his rights? 

  “As for you, today, Jean, I know of an 

  other type of terrible human cowardice  

  and weakness, namely when a person is 

  unable to admit that his ideas fail to   

  stand up to reality.” (Glazar, p. 1) 

Conclusion 
“In reconstructing—and partially reimagining—the history of the  

Holocaust, Steiner...had shown…why there was no cause for shame; a 

unified Jewish people could now be deservedly proud of the heroism 

even of its dark recent past.” (Moyn, 2005, p. 44)  
 

This pride has saturated the 20th century in the form of the Jewish Par-

tisan Educational Foundation.  

 “The mission of JPEF is to develop and  

 distribute effective educational materials  

 about the Jewish partisans and their life  

 lessons, bringing the celebration of heroic  

 resistance against tyranny into educational 

 and cultural organizations.”  

 (www.jewishpartisans.org) 
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