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The Uses of Adversity
By Leonard Tushnet

The spectral times of the Warsaw Ghet-
to have not gone unrecorded. The people
impersonally placed in a vise and
squeezed to death by slow turns has sent
its long death wail into the nerve of the
times. The Uses of Adversity casts an
c¢ye on a single macabre aspect of the
Jews’ prolonged struggle in their walled-
in and doomed section of Warsaw —
starvation —and on the strange and hero-
ic action of the Ghetto doctors in the
face of it.

In the worst times of the Ghetto,
hundreds of men, women, and children
dropped off daily from starvation. The
hospitals were storehouses for the puffed
and wasted bodies of the starved: in the
streets moved wandering skeletons. The
doctors had no food to give (they were
themselves starving), and nothing but
food would help. But if they were unable
to cure, they were still doctors: if they
had no medicine, their knowledge re-
mained. They made use of the unex-
ampled availability of starvation
specimens to make an exhaustive and
precise study of the effects of starvation
on the human organism.

The doctors worked in the atmosphere
of a charnel house: their instruments
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had to be smuggled across the Ghetto
walls at the risk of life, and even then
their equipment was extremely limited.
Difficulties were made yet greater by
the continual shifts in location enforced
by the Nazis, and by the loss of the
doctors as one by one they were sent
off to the death camp at Treblinka or
died of the condition they were studying.
Those that continued, for the most part
certain they would soon die, could not
even be assured that their manuscript
would survive. But they did not succumb
to despair, and their work was a valuable
and enduring contribution to medical
science: adversity itself was made a
steppingstone to scientific advance.

The inhumanity of the Nazis created
a historical freak: the juxtaposition of
mass starvation and scientific sophisti-

cation of the highest degree. The Uses of

Adversity tells the story of one of the
noblest responses to that inhumanity.
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Introcluction

Non omnis moriar! In these words Horace expressed the
poet’s dream that his work would live on after his death. In
a larger sense they speak of man’s hope that some part of
his life will be remembered, will remain behind after he
has left this world. To the physicians confined in the War-
saw Ghetto they had still another meaning—the wish that
the research conducted in the shadow of death should be-
come part of the immortal body of knowledge, a permanent
memorial to the brave medical men and women who per-
ished as a result of the pseudo-science of the Nazis.
Physicians and other scientific workers are not aware,
unless they are interested in problems of nutrition and have
an historical outlook, that during the years of the German
occupation of Poland medical research of high calibre was
being carried on by doctors proscribed by the conquerors.
This lack of awareness is understandable. Who could ex-
pect anything good to come out of countries subjugated by
the Third Reich? Interest in the political aspects of the
period has created indifference to the scientific work done
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in that time and in those places. And there is yet another
reason, based in human psychology. We want to forget
“atrocity stories.” Consequently, research that was done in
unbelievable circumstances with the most meticulous de-
tail, basic studies and clinical observation, controlled and
crucial experiments, all are almost forgotten. Even doctors
who do not believe it beneath their dignity to examine
sputum and urines and feces turn away from the examina-
tion of the foul depths of the Nazi era. Alas! Their turning
away leads them to lose sight of the fact that at the same
time that there were Sauerbruchs® there were also spirits of
Jesser fame but greater humanity struggling unselfishly in
the interests of science.

The tale of the work done in the Warsaw Ghetto from
1940 to 1948 should be retold so that those of us who “little
note nor long remember” may take pride in the fact that
the group of men—physicians—so praised by Robert Louis
Stevenson and so often denigrated as mere technicians con-
tains men and women trained to rise above man’s inhu-
manity to man.
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The following illustrations appear as a group following page

32.

A ration card.

Ghetto sketches: Smuggling.
Smuggling over the wall.
Smugglers.

A smuggler captured.
Ghetto sketches: A khapper.
Ghetto sketches: Starving children.
Ghetto youth.
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Children.

Starvation disease: Contracture.

Starvation disease: Flexor contracture and muscle atrophy.
Starvation disease: Edema of the legs.
Starvation disease: “Nephrotic type” edema of the face and

neck.
Starvation disease: “Dry” cachexia.
Starvation disease: Atrophy.

We are part of the divine power against evil—widening

the skirts of light and making the struggle with darkness
narrower.

—George Eliot, Middlemarch




