






Schindler's foibles make the moral
challenge to which he rose seem
more like something that we
ourselves might be able to attain.
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However, by the last two years of the war, Schindler's
motivational orientation had distinctly and irrevocably
changed and lost this ambiguity. As the life-threatening
nature of the Jews' existence under Nazism became
increasingly salient to him, he began to take action to
protect the Jews, action that required him to sacrifice
profit-making. He ultimately spent fortunes bribing
various officials to allow him to continue his operation
and to treat the Jewish workers the way he wished. There
is no single point at which the change in the balance of
these two motives (human concern and profit) took
place. But it is entirely intelligible and expected that his
increased involvement with his workers would lead to a
stronger commitment and
moti vation to help. Such a
process is familiar in the case
of many rescuers who took
initial steps to help, then
found themselves more
deeply involved over time,
and perhaps more than they
would have agreed to had
they known beforehand that
the increased commitment would be asked of them.!3

By the time Schindler spent a fortune bribing
German officials in the Armaments Ministry and the SS
to allow him, in October 1944, to move his workers
(those whose names were on the famous list of the
film's title) from Cracow to Brunnlitz in Czechoslova­
kia, Schindler was quite aware that he had no hope of
coming out of the war with anything. By the liberation
in 1945, he was virtually destitute. Moreover, he took
tremendous risks of personal safety. and was several
times jailed, for various breaches connected with being
too favorable to Jews.

Schindler's motivation in this latter period of the war
seems to me unmysterious and morally unambiguous.l 4

He was moved by several factors. The strongest appears
to be a simple concern for the welfare of the particular
people in his charge. bolstered by a sense of responsi­
bility for them stemming from his being in a position to
be able to help while not being comparably endan­
gered. 15 The limitations of this sort of motive will be
explored below, but the moral value of the motive in its
own right is unquestionable. Concern for the welfare of
others, with no ulterior motive. is a paradigm of
altruistic morality.

Spielberg shows Schindler resisting this motive in
himself: he eschews the gratitude of an old and disabled
worker. partly because he does not want to admit that he
has taken important steps down the path toward the role
of protector. and partly. perhaps, because he fears that
greater personal contact will lead to eliciting stronger
compassion that may then constrain him. This effort of
psychic resistance further confirms the presence in
Schindler of the motives of human concern and
personal responsibility.

What needs explaining here is not why a man such as
Schindler. face to face with the horror of persecution
and murder of persons to whom he is connected. would
respond with common decency and a desire to save
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people from that fate. The question is rather why so
many other persons failed to have that reaction. A large
part of the reason is that Nazi policies deliberately
attempted to create physical, emotional, and moral
distance between ordinary citizens and Jews. Propagan­
da defamed and dehumanized Jews. Policies progres­
sively, but incrementally. deprived Jews of basic rights,
thus declaring them less worthy. Ghettoization removed
them from ordinary interaction with the non-Jewish
populace. Rescue was severely penalized, with the
intended result of dampening the moral impulse to see
the Jew as a fellow human being, since acting on that
impulse would then become so costly.

Schindler's situation of daily
contact with Jews as fellow
human beings made this
emotional and moral distancing
much more difficult. Moreover,
as mentioned, he lacked the
personal anti-semitism that
might have allowed this person­
al closeness to be dominated by
the demonizing and dehuman­

izing propaganda (as it did in the case of many other
Germans who worked closely with, and employed,
Jews).l6

The explanation for Schindler's actions, then, is
simply compassion for those in one's personal vicinity
who are in extraordinary danger and suffering. Is
further explanation necessary? If it is his willingness to
take risks to act on his compassion that is thought to
require explanation, then in this regard Schindler in the
latter part of the war period does not differ from
rescuers in general. where the depth and strength of the
human concern or devotion to justice supported a
willingness to countenance acknowledged risk to
themselves.

Even granting this account of Schindler's motiva­
tional transformation, it still remains extraordinarily
unusual and unexpected for an opportunistic Nazi
capitalist to become an exemplar of moral heroism.
Spielberg provides a scene in the film that some viewers
have latched onto as a transforming moment in
Schindler's moral trajectory. In March 1943, the
Germans clear the Cracow ghetto. and Schindler and his
mistress happen to be out riding on a hill overlooking
the scene. Schindler watches the systematic round-ups,
the casual shootings. and the order-in-chaos of the
herding of people into trains: his eyes light particularly
on a little girl in a red coat who, wandering through the
brutal scene. inexplicably manages to escape the
round-up. (Later she is seen in a pile of dead bodies.)

This scene is taken directly from Keneally's book.
Spielberg focuses our attention on the girl by coloring
her coat a gray-red. while the mm (except for the very
beginning and end) is in black and white. But this is not
merely a Hollywood trick, as some viewers have
thought. Keneally too regards the moment as crucial for
Schindler. Yet the signiticance differs somewhat in the
two accounts. Keneally has portrayed Schindler as
already a distinct possibility as a savior for the Jews.
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When Schindler first meets Stern, the accountant. he
passes on to Stem some intelligence that there will be a
raid the next day on Jewish property in the Jewish part
of Cracow (this is before the ghetto has been formed).
Stern begins to see Schindler as "that rarity, the Just
Goy."17 Schindler's development into the full realiza­
tion of his moral potential is much more gradual in the
book. though with a minor leap at this ghetto-clearing
scene. Spielberg, working with the requirements and
expectations of his film medium, has oversimplified by
providing a single scene as a possible "explanation"
for Schindler's moral transformation.

Schindler's Vices and the Meanings of "Morality"

Apart from the matter of motivational development and
transformation. a confusion about the nature of virtue
and vice may be masking Schindler's moral motivation
and exemplariness. This concerns the various virtues
and vices that make up an individual person's full
character, in contrast to the specific motivations that
prompt him or her to engage in a particular set of
activities. Because persons, like Schindler. who saved the
lives of Nazi victims accomplished such a great good,
there may be a tendency to want or expect these persons
to be entirely noble of character in other respects. Part
of what is so fascinating about Schindler is the question­
able, even sleazy, aspects of his character that remained
virtually undiminished during the period of his supreme
moral heroism.

The first of these vices is Schindler's lack of fidelity
to his wife, Emilie. In the book, Schindler has a "mis­
tress" and is also having an affair with his secretary.
Spielberg clearly sees Schindler's infidelity as detract­
ing from the noble image that, in the main, the director
wishes to sustain. Thus he inserts a scene late in the
mm, after Schindler has brought his Jews back to
Czechoslovakia, where he again begins to live with
Emilie (who visited him in Cracow but did not remain
there). In a church, Schindler pledges his fidelity to
Emilie and says he will never again subject her to the
humiliations she faced in Cracow. Nothing corresponds
to this scene in the book, and in an interview with Emilie
(presumably in the 1980's),18 she says that Oskar loved
beautiful women, and there was no point in fighting it.
The church scene in the film rings false. Spielberg has
perhaps succumbed to an audience-pleasing imperative
that contradicts his better instincts in sustaining the
complexity of Schindler's character. A second, not
unrelated, less-than-noble dimension of Schindler's
character is his proClivity for the pleasures of a bon
vivant. Perhaps for similar reasons as those mentioned
above, Spielberg pulls back slightly (though only
slightly) from Keneally's unabashed portrayal of
Schindler as a sensualist and libertine seemingly quite
unashamed of his devotion to the pleasures of sex, food,
wine, fast cars, and silk shirts.

What is the signitlcance of these two character foibles
for an understanding of Schindler's motivation to
rescue? On one level, both the sensuality and the
infidelity may contribute to Schindler's seeming to be a
"human being" rather than a "saint." From the

5

perspective of the moral impact of the film, such a
reaction has one salutary effect. Saintly characters--or
in any cases persons perceived as saintly-may be
objects of admiration, but they are much less likely than
someone like Schindler (who seems to share our human
imperfections) to be objects of direct emulation.
Schindler's foibles make the moral challenge to which
he rose seem more like something that we ourselves
might be able to attain.

At the same time there is no inconsistency whatever
between being a libertine and possessing the moral
motives that prompt heroically risky rescue activities
such as Schindler's. Hence there is no reason grounded
in the nature of those motives themselves for bafflement
at someone who possesses both sets of motives, This is
partly because, contrary to the claims of some moral
philosophers, there is no "unity of the virtues"; the
possession of one virtue does not, in general, require the
possession of particular other ones. An individual can
be compassionate yet dishonest, honest yet unreliable,
conscientious yet cowardly. Thus Schindler can be
courageous and compassionate in his response to Jews,
yet unfaithful to his wife.I9

We may be misled here by different understandings
of "moral." On the one hand rescuing Jews under the
threat of death, from unselfish motives and with
considerable risk to oneself and knowledge that one will
have to jettison much of what one was aiming for in life
(e.g., material well-being), has to be regarded as a
supreme moral accomplishment. On the other, a
perfectly recognizable tradition of moral thought places
sexual morality at the center of morality itself, seeing
sexual fidelity within marriage, and an absence of
sensuality more generally, as a sine qua non of some­
one's being a "moral person."20 Indeed, this tradition
informs some widely-shared locutions using the term
"moraL" For example, we might well find -it odd and
improper to say, of Schindler, "he was a very moral
person." Nevertheless, and without pretending to
engage in any adequate way with the differences
between secular and religiously based moral traditions
that lie behind these different conceptions of morality, I
would suggest that on any understanding of morality
(secular or religious) that gives a central place to the
relief of human suffering at great cost and risk to the
self, a moral tradition that accords Schindler's rescue
activities moral exemplariness will greatly overshadow
one that denies him moral excellence on the grounds of
his marital infidelity and sensuality.

Personal Vices for Virtuous Ends

A third, somewhat different set of vices comprises
Schindler's opportunism, his fortune-hunting in the
wake of the German takeover of Poland, and his
conviviality with Nazis. As the mm brings out well, all
these vices were entirely integral to Schindler's ability
to engage in his rescue activities. That he was able to
make high Nazi and military officials think him a
splendid fellow and a social asset in their gatherings is
part of what allowed him to keep them from cracking

(Continued on page 17)
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(Continued from page 5)

down on his enterprise.2! This deceptive opportunism
enabled Schindler to sustain his Jewish workers at a
distinctly higher level of health than Jewish workers
elsewhere. and to pull strings to relocate his workers to
Brunnlitz from Poland when it became clear that
Plaszow would be shut down and the Jews would
otherwise all be shipped to Auschwitz. Schindler's Nazi
contacts and his ability to dissemble or keep up false
appearances when necessary were non-virtuous motives
put to virtuous ends. It is clear that Schindler himself
understood them in this way.

However. the use of a vice for a virtuous end does not
make the vice any less of a v-ice. Here we must make a
distinction. In some cases rescuers who found lying and
dissembling morally objectionable and distasteful
nevertheless learned to engage in these practices in
service of the greater good of saving lives. Magda
Trocme. one of the two moral stalwarts of the oft-noted
rescue activities of the French village of Le Chambon.
says how difficult it was for her to learn to lie to Vichy
officials. to participate in the creating of false identifica­
tion papers. and the like.22 In such circumstances
Magda has not come to possess the vices of being a liar.
dissembler. or opportunist; because her participation in
these morally questionably activities was so exclusively
motivated by the desire to save lives. her character lacks
the motivational structure of a true liar. dissembler. or
opportunist. ..

Schindler is a different story. He· was already an
opportunist and a dissembler. At first he used these
traits to build his financial enterprise, and, more
generally, to sustain contacts that he hoped would be
valuable to him in some way later. Later. when he came
to put these very same vices to the goal of rescue, it was
still no less true of him that he was opportunistic. lying.
and manipulative. Here, in contrast to Magda Trocme,
while we are grateful that Schindler possessed just the
vices' necessary to sustain his rescue operation under the
noses of the Nazis, it remains true that these vices were
dimensions of his character. In this way he is, in terms
of his total character, a less admirable human being than
Magda Trocme.

That having been said, there is nothing in the
possession of these dishonorable traits that casts any real
doubt on the virtue of Schindler's actual motivations
for rescue. Some reviewers and an occasional inter­
viewed survivor have implied that Schindler's motives
were less than fully moral. because he possessed these
vices)3 It is true that these sleazy aspects of Schindler' s
character are not generally found in tandem with highly
moral motives. Nevertheless. Schindler is dealing here
with life or death matters. It is perfectly consistent to
treat people in a manipulative manner. yet to balk at
their murder and to want to do something to stop it. for
no other reason than compassion for the potential
victim. or belief that such murder is wrong. In fact. as
Nechama Tec reports. some rescuers of Jews were
themselves distinctly anti-Semitic)4 If someone can
dislike Jews and think they are evil. yet take personal
risks to rescue them because. despite these attitudes. he
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or she does not think Jews should be killed. it should be
even less surprising that a manipulative. opportunistic,
fortune hunter like Schindler could become a morally
motivated rescuer. 25

To summarize, then. Schindler possessed several
unsavory traits of character that render him a good deal
less than a saint. Yet none of these traits counts as
evidence against the genuine moral goodness of his
motives for rescue. at least once these became dominant
over his desire for financial prottt.

Limitations to Schindler's Moral Motives

To say that Schindler's motives were unquestionably
moral ones is not to say that they were among the
highest or most admirable forms of moral motive.
There is a plurality of types of moral motive, not all
equally admirable. Schindler's motives were in impor­
tant ways quite limited in their moral scope and signifi­
cance. This is brought out tellingly in a scene in the
film to which nothing corresponds in the book, a scene
that has rightly come in for a good deal of criticism.
The war has just ended and Schindler is planning to
leave his workers to find refuge with the Americans,
rather than with the nearby Russian troops. The workers
give him a ring in token of their gratitude. and he
breaks down crying with remorse at having not saved
more Jews. The moral assumption implied by this
outburst-that Schindler was concerned about all Jews,
that he was motivated by a principle of concern for
all-is at odds with his moral motivation as portrayed in
the rest of the film. His primary motivation has been
compassion for Jews who .work for him, and, somewhat
secondarily, for Jews he knows of (e.g.• relatives of his
workers. Jews mentioned by those close to him as being
in need. employees of a nearby uniform factory). While
Schindler has shown some recognition of the plight of
Jews across Europe, he has not given a hint of rising to
the level of moral motivation of, say Andre Trocme, the
pastor of Le Chambon (and husband of Magda
Trocme), who set out very deliberately and systematical­
ly to make Le Chambon a haven of refuge for any
Jewish or other refugee who might be capable of
making their way there.26 Andre Trocme and other
rescuers had a breadth of moral vision and sweep of
moral concern that Schindler appeared distinctly to
lack.

Perhaps the presence of this emotional breakdown
scene merely betokens one of Spielberg's lapses into
crude sentimentality, and manifests a Hollywood
sensibility of which Spielberg is one of the great
contemporary exemplars. Or possibly Spielberg may
yet again have succumbed to a temptation to make
Schindler seem more morally noble and heroic than he
actually was. A tinal possibility is that the scene was
included for a worthier purpose-to remind the viewer,
at precisely the moment that. cinematically (if not in
actual fact). the I100 "Schindler Jews" have decisively
been spared. that millions more were sent to their deaths.
and no one was there to save them.

Whatever the reason. Keneally's (and. generally.
Spielberg's) treatment of Schindler preserves the
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important moral truth that genuinely moral motives can
come in very localized and limited forms. In exception­
al circumstances, such as the threatening of life on a
mass scale. such limited motives can prompt extraordi­
narily good and noble action. Yet others may have
motives, even in the very same circumstances, that are
more admirable. and more worthy of emulation and
awe.

Schindler's moral limitations-and the limitations of
the film as well-should not be denied. But aside from
the thousands who have seen it. the film is being used in
hundreds of high' schools as a teaching lOop7 It
behooves us, therefore. to highlight the salutary moral
lessons that can be derived from Schindler's life as
depicted in the film-that people are capable of moral
change and may possess moral resources for goodness
of which they are not aware until placed in a situation
that calls them forth. that human compassion and
concern can be powerful human forces, that a single
individual's efforts can make a difference. and that one
need not be a saint to be capable of moral excellence.28

I would like to thank the staff of Facing HiSTOry. and
especially Phyllis Goldstein. for assistance in locating much of
the material used in this article. I am grateful also TO Sarah
Blum-Smith for comments on an earlier draft. and TO Jolm
Broughton for his superb editing.
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a circle of Jews in the factory who sustained Schindler"s contact
with the underground resistance, and were part of his rescue
activHies.

18. The interview is contained in a BBC documentary
broadcast on WPIX in New York as part of a larger program
called "Schindler: The Real Story" (date unknown).

19. In the BBC documentary interview, Emilie Schindler
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deception she had to practice.
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Schindler worker) said "To me he was a guy who made
money"(from WPIX/BBC "Schindler: The Real Story")
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24. Tec, When Light Pierced the Darkness, chap. 6.
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enamored of one's own role as a savior of lives (a characteriza­
tion applicable to Schindler) can be equated with an autono­
mously existing desire or hunger for power, in which those one
rescues are merely a means to satisfy that desire. While the
former motive probably played some role in sustaining
Schindler's rescue activities, it could not have been its basic
motivation, as it is dependent on a concern for the rescuee's
lives for their own sake.

26. For more on Andre and Magda Trocme, see reference in
footnote 22 and this author's "Moral Exemplars: Reflections on
Schindler, the Trocmes, and Others," in Lawrence Blum, Moral
Perception and Panicularity (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1994), The current article draws on some ideas from the
latter chapter,

27. Spielberg and Universal studios plan to, and have begun
to, send the film to every high school in the United States, and
have designated the curriculum development group Facing
History and Ourselves to prepare teaching material-called A
Guide to the Film 'SchmdTer's List' (with a foreword by
Spielberg)-to accompany the film.

28. I omit here the man,)' other moral lessons to be derived
from a study of Schindler s List and of the era it depicts-les­
sons about genocide, racism, intolerance, totalitarianism, the
need for individual responsibility in the face of injustice, the
pressure of group confonnity, and the like-that are so
assiduously conveyed in Facing History's material on Schindler,
and more fully in that organization's semester-long curriculum
unit on Nazism and the Holocaust.
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