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Introduction

THIS BOOK had its origin in curiosity and skepticism. The curiosity, which engaged me as an historian, had to do with why in 1990s America—fifty years after the fact and thousands of miles from its site—the Holocaust has come to loom so large in our culture. The skepticism, which engaged me as a Jew and as an American, had to do with whether the prominent role the Holocaust has come to play in both American Jewish and general American discourse is as desirable a development as most people seem to think it is. The years I've spent working on this book have helped to satisfy the curiosity, and confirmed the skepticism. In this Introduction I'll be outlining for the reader the approach I've taken to the historical question, to make what I have to say easier to follow. I'll also suggest some of the grounds of my skepticism, so that the reader will know "where I'm coming from." 





Part of my puzzlement about how Americans became so "Holocaust conscious" had to do with timing: why now? Generally speaking, historical events are most talked about shortly after their occurrence, then they gradually move to the margin of consciousness. It was in the 1920s and 1930s, not the 1950s and 1960s, that novels, films, and collective consciousness were obsessed with the carnage of Passchendaele and the Somme. By the fifties and sixties—forty years and more after the events of the Great War—they had fallen down a memory hole where only historians scurry around in the dark. The most-viewed films and the best-selling books about the Vietnam War almost all appeared within five or ten years of the end of that conflict, as did the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington. With the Holocaust the rhythm has been very different: hardly talked about for the first twenty years or so after World War II; then, from the 1970s on, becoming ever more central in American public discourse—particularly, of course, among Jews, but also in the culture at large. What accounts for this unusual chronology? 

The other part of my puzzlement was: why here? There is nothing surprising about the Holocaust's playing a central role in the consciousness of Germany, the country of the criminals and their descendants. The same might be said of Israel, a country whose population—or much of it—has a special relationship to the victims of the crime. To a somewhat lesser extent, this could be said of nations occupied by Germany during the war which were the scene of the deportation to death (or the actual murder) of their Jewish citizens. In all of these countries the parents or grandparents of the present generation directly confronted—resisted, assisted, in any case witnessed—the crime; in all cases, a fairly close connection. In the case of the United States none of these connections is present. The Holocaust took place thousands of miles from America's shores. Holocaust survivors or their descendants are a small fraction of 1 percent of the American population, and a small fraction of American Jewry as well. Only a handful of perpetrators managed to make it to the United States after the war. Americans, including many American Jews, were largely unaware of what we now call the Holocaust while it was going on; the nation was preoccupied with defeating the Axis. The United States was simply not connected to the Holocaust in the ways in which these other countries are. So, in addition to "why now?" we have to ask "why here?"

Although these questions haven't been looked at systematically by scholars—perhaps because they haven't been looked at systematically—there is something of a tacit consensus on the answer. This answer—sometimes explicitly, always implicitly, Freudian—treats the current centrality of the Holocaust as an inevitable development. "Trauma," according to the standard dictionary of psychoanalysis, is "an event in the subject's life defined by its intensity, by the subject's incapacity to respond adequately to it, and by the upheaval and long-lasting effects that it brings about in the psychical organization." For a time the trauma can be repressed, but "repressed material ... has a permanent tendency to re-emerge into consciousness."1 Indeed, in the Freudian canon, "trauma" and "repression" define each other. Trauma is that which is so unbearable that it has to be repressed; repression is the consequence of something too traumatic to be borne; together they inevitably give rise to "the return of the repressed." The Holocaust, according to this influential explanation, had been a traumatic event, certainly for American Jews, more diffusely for all Americans. Earlier silence was a manifestation of repression; the explosion of talk in recent years has been "the return of the repressed." 

For all of its elegance, I don't find this schema persuasive in explaining the evolution of Holocaust consciousness in the United States. Its applicability to various European countries, and to Israel, has been treated by other writers, and won't much concern us here. In the United States, in the special case of Holocaust survivors, the succession of trauma, repression, and return of the repressed often seems plausible. (Even here, though, as we'll see, survivors in the late 1940s frequently wanted to talk about their Holocaust experiences and were discouraged from doing so.) And surely there were some American Jews—perhaps even some gentiles—for whom the Holocaust was a traumatic experience. But the available evidence doesn't suggest that, overall, American Jews (let alone American gentiles) were traumatized by the Holocaust, in any worthwhile sense of that term. They were often shocked, dismayed, saddened, but that's not the same thing, certainly not for purposes of setting in train the inexorable progression of repression and the return of the repressed. Characteristically, it is simply assumed that the Holocaust must have been traumatic. And if it wasn't talked about, this must have been repression.

There is another way to look at the evolution of Holocaust consciousness in the United States, one that doesn't involve conjuring up such dubious entities as a "social unconscious." In the 1920s the French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs began to study what he was one of the first to call "collective memory." Instead of viewing collective memory as the past working its will on the present, Halbwachs explored the ways in which present concerns determine what of the past we remember and how we remember it. (There is a grim appropriateness in adopting Halbwachs's approach to the study of Holocaust memory. When, in occupied France, he protested the arrest of his Jewish father-in-law, Halbwachs was sent to Buchenwald, where he died.)2

Collective memory, as Halbwachs used the phrase, is not just historical knowledge shared by a group. Indeed, collective memory is in crucial senses ahistorical, even anti-historical. To understand something historically is to be aware of its complexity, to have sufficient detachment to see it from multiple perspectives, to accept the ambiguities, including moral ambiguities, of protagonists' motives and behavior. Collective memory simplifies; sees events from a single, committed perspective; is impatient with ambiguities of any kind; reduces events to mythic archetypes. Historical consciousness, by its nature, focuses on the  historicity of events—that they took place then and not now, that they grew out of circumstances different from those that now obtain. Memory, by contrast, has no sense of the passage of time; it denies the "pastness" of its objects and insists on their continuing presence. Typically a collective memory, at least a significant collective memory, is understood to express some eternal or essential truth about the group—usually tragic. A memory, once established, comes to define that eternal truth, and, along with it, an eternal identity, for the members of the group. Serbs' central memory, the lost Battle of Kosovo in 1389, symbolizes the permanent Muslim intention to dominate them. The partitions of Poland in the eighteenth century gave that country an "essential" identity as "the Christ among nations," crucified and recrucified by foreign oppression. The annual pilgrimage of French workers to the Mur des Fédérés, site of the slaughter of communards in 1871, was a reminder of the eternal enmity between proletariat and bourgeoisie.

Thinking about collective memory in this way helps us to separate ephemeral and relatively inconsequential memories from those that endure and shape consciousness. "Remember the Alamo," "Remember the Maine" and "Remember Pearl Harbor" were briefly very resonant, but were pretty much abandoned when their work was done. There are "memory spasms" on the occasion of round-numbered anniversaries—the bicentennial of the American Revolution, the quincentenary of Columbus's first voyage—but the flurry of commemorations on such occasions doesn't signify that we're in the presence of important collective memory.

In the Jewish tradition, some memories are very long lasting. The ritualized remembrance of the Exodus from Egypt and of the destruction of the Temple symbolize the permanence of God's guardianship of the Jews—and of His wrath when they stray. Other Jewish memories have had a contingent existence, depending on current needs. The suicide at Masada was absent from Jewish memory for almost two thousand years, though the text describing the event was readily available. This was not because Masada was a "trauma" that was "repressed," but because traditional Judaism focused on survival and holy study rather than on military resistance. The tradition remembered Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai and the establishment of the academy at Yavneh, not Eleazar ben Yair and the mass suicide. Zionists in the twentieth century found Masada more relevant to their self-understanding and self-representation, and a new collective memory emerged. Some memories, once functional, become dysfunctional. The concluding chapters of the Book of Esther tell of the queen's soliciting permission to slaughter not just the Jews' armed enemies but the enemies' wives and children—with a final death toll of seventy-five thousand. These "memories" provided gratifying revenge fantasies to the Jews of medieval Europe; in the present era of ecumenism these chapters have simply disappeared from Purim commemoration; most American Jews today are probably unaware that they exist. 

If in looking at Holocaust memory in the United States we take Halbwachs's approach, relating memory to current concerns, we're led to look at just what those concerns have been, how they've been defined, and who has defined them. We'll consider how those concerns have, in one period, made Holocaust memory seem inappropriate, useless, or even harmful; in another period, appropriate and desirable. As we examine the changing fortunes of Holocaust memory, we'll be struck by how they relate to changing circumstances and, particularly among American Jews, changing decisions about collective self-understanding and self-representation.

One way of looking at these contrasting notions of the operation of collective memory is to say that Freud treats memory as imposed, while Halbwachs treats it as chosen. But that doesn't get it quite right unless we qualify the word "chosen." People often think of "choice" as implying free choice, but the sort of choices we're speaking of are shaped and constrained by circumstances. (The circumstances we'll be looking at include the cold war and the continuing conflict in the Middle East, changing attitudes toward the muting or the parading of ethnic differences, changes in attitudes toward victims, and strategies of communal survival.) Often people take the word "choice" to imply a thoughtful decision arrived at after consideration of all the pros and cons, a calculation of advantages and disadvantages. But while, as we'll see, there are some examples of that sort of choice in matters having to do with Holocaust memory, more often than not we'll find intuitive choices, or tacit choices, made without much thought for their consequences. And we always have to ask ourselves whose choices we're talking about. Concerning our collective memories, as in other aspects of collective consciousness, most of us are pretty conformist and take our cues from others. Finally, there is the institutionalization of memory, something that Halbwachs thought particularly important. An accumulation of previous choices, considered and unconsidered, has produced a set of institutions dedicated to Holocaust memory and a substantial cadre of Holocaust-memory professionals. Together, these provide self-perpetuating momentum to the centering of the Holocaust, independent of any further decision-making. 

So the story of how the Holocaust was first marginalized, then came to be centered in American life will be a story of choices only in the attenuated sense just described. American Jews will be at the heart of the story, since Jews have taken the initiative in focusing attention on the Holocaust in this country. But it will be far from an exclusively Jewish story. For one thing, American Jews, no less than other Americans, have been shaped by American culture, and even in the construction of their Jewish consciousness have responded to political, social, and cultural changes that have affected all Americans. And though it was Jewish initiative that put the Holocaust on the American agenda, we have to ask what characteristics of late-twentieth-century American society and culture made gentile Americans receptive to that initiative. Some of the influences that have shaped how, and how much, we talk about the Holocaust are well known and can be traced in the printed record; others are more obscure and can be reconstructed only from archival sources. And these influences have interacted in complicated ways. I'll do my best to make the story understandable, but I can't make it straightforward, or free of contradictions.





I said at the outset that besides the "strictly historical" question I've just been discussing, I bring to this project skepticism about the bottom line—about whether all the attention paid to the Holocaust is as desirable as it's usually said to be. In fact, there are two separate balance sheets. One has to do with the consequences for American Jewry of putting the Holocaust at the center of its self-understanding and self-representation; the other with the consequences of heightened awareness of the Holocaust for American society at large.

The meaning for American Jewry of its centering of the Holocaust is inseparable from the context in which that centering has taken place. One of the most important elements of that context has been the decline in America of an integrationist ethos (which focused on what Americans have in common and what unites us) and its replacement by a particularist ethos (which stresses what differentiates and divides us). The leaders of American Jewry, who once upon a time had sought to demonstrate that Jews were "just like everybody else, except more so," now had to establish, for both Jews and gentiles, what there was about Jews that made them different. 

What does differentiate American Jews from other Americans? On what grounds can a distinctive Jewish identity in the United States be based? These days American Jews can't define their Jewishness on the basis of distinctively Jewish religious beliefs, since most don't have much in the way of distinctively Jewish religious beliefs. They can't define it by distinctively Jewish cultural traits, since most don't have any of these either. American Jews are sometimes said to be united by their Zionism, but if so, it is of a thin and abstract variety: most have never visited Israel; most contribute little to, and know even less about, that country. In any case, in recent years Israeli policies have alternatively outraged the secular and the religious, hawks and doves—a less than satisfactory foundation for unity. What American Jews do have in common is the knowledge that but for their parents' or (more often) grandparents' or great-grandparents' immigration, they would have shared the fate of European Jewry. Within an increasingly diverse and divided American Jewry, this became the historical foundation of that endlessly repeated but empirically dubious slogan "We are one."

As I remarked earlier, there is a circular relationship between collective identity and collective memory. We choose to center certain memories because they seem to us to express what is central to our collective identity. Those memories, once brought to the fore, reinforce that form of identity. And so it has been with the Holocaust and American Jewry. The Holocaust, as virtually the only common denominator of American Jewish identity in the late twentieth century, has filled a need for a consensual symbol. And it was a symbol well designed to confront increasing communal anxiety about "Jewish continuity" in the face of declining religiosity, together with increasing assimilation and a sharp rise in intermarriage, all of which threatened demographic catastrophe. The Holocaust as central symbol of Jewishness has furthered in the late twentieth century what German Jews in the early nineteenth century had called Trotzjudentum, "Jewishness out of spite": a refusal to disappear, not for any positive reason, but, nowadays, so as not to grant Hitler a "posthumous victory."

Many Jewish commentators have warned that a Holocaust-centered Judaism would not work to ensure Jewish survival—that it would be a turnoff, alienating the young. Whether or not this proves to be true in the long run, so far this hasn't happened. At bar and bat mitzvahs, in a growing number of communities, the child is "twinned" with a young victim of the Holocaust who never lived to have the ceremony, and by all reports the kids like it a lot. 3 Adolescent Jews who go on organized tours to Auschwitz and Treblinka have reported that they were "never so proud to be a Jew" as when, at these sites, they vicariously experienced the Holocaust.4 Jewish college students oversubscribe courses on the Holocaust, and rush to pin yellow stars to their lapels on Yom Hashoah (Holocaust Remembrance Day). And it's not just the young. Adult Jews flock to Holocaust events as to no others and give millions unstintingly to build yet another Holocaust memorial.

Another, parallel development in contemporary American culture has furthered this development. There has been a change in the attitude toward victimhood from a status all but universally shunned and despised to one often eagerly embraced. On the individual level, the cultural icon of the strong, silent hero is replaced by the vulnerable and verbose antihero. Stoicism is replaced as a prime value by sensitivity. Instead of enduring in silence, one lets it all hang out. The voicing of pain and outrage is alleged to be "empowering" as well as therapeutic.

Transformations on the individual level are mirrored at the level of the group. The historian Charles Maier of Harvard, with perhaps a little exaggeration, has described modern American politics as "a competition for enshrining grievances. Every group claims its share of public honor and public funds by pressing disabilities and injustices. National public life becomes the settlement of a collective malpractice suit in which all citizens are patients and physicians simultaneously."5 All of this, of course, meshes with the new emphasis on separate group identity rather than on "all-American" identity. In practice, the assertion of the group's historical victimization—on the basis of race, ethnicity, gender, or sexual orientation—is always central to the group's assertion of its distinctive identity.

The growth of a "victim culture" wasn't the cause of American Jewry's focusing on the Holocaust in recent decades, but it has been an important background condition. As we'll see, in the 1940s and 1950s American Jews believed they had more reason than others to shun a victim identity, and this resulted in conscious decisions to downplay the Holocaust. By the 1980s and 1990s many Jews, for various reasons, wanted to establish that they too were members of a "victim community." Their contemporary situation offered little in the way of credentials. American Jews were by far the wealthiest, best-educated, most influential, in-every-way-most-successful group in American society—a group that, compared to most other identifiable minority groups, suffered no measurable discrimination and no disadvantages on account of that minority status. But insofar as Jewish identity could be anchored in the agony of European Jewry, certification as (vicarious) victims could be claimed, with all the moral privilege accompanying such certification. 6

The grounding of group identity and claims to group recognition in victimhood has produced not just a game of "show and tell," with members of the class waving their arms to be called on to recount their story. In Jewish discourse on the Holocaust we have not just a competition for recognition but a competition for primacy. This takes many forms. Among the most widespread and pervasive is an angry insistence on the uniqueness of the Holocaust. Insistence on its uniqueness (or denial of its uniqueness) is an intellectually empty enterprise for reasons having nothing to do with the Holocaust itself and everything to do with "uniqueness." A moment's reflection makes clear that the notion of uniqueness is quite vacuous. Every historical event, including the Holocaust, in some ways resembles events to which it might be compared and differs from them in some ways. These resemblances and differences are a perfectly proper subject for discussion. But to single out those aspects of the Holocaust that were distinctive (there certainly were such), and to ignore those aspects that it shares with other atrocities, and on the basis of this gerrymandering to declare the Holocaust unique, is intellectual sleight of hand. The assertion that the Holocaust is unique—like the claim that it is singularly incomprehensible or unrepresentable—is, in practice, deeply offensive. What else can all of this possibly mean except "your catastrophe, unlike ours, is ordinary; unlike ours is comprehensible; unlike ours is representable."

Matter-of-fact references by blacks to their "ghetto" (a century-old usage) are condemned as pernicious attempts to steal "our" Holocaust. Let Ted Turner, denouncing what he regards as Rupert Murdoch's autocratic behavior, refer to Murdoch as a "fiihrer," and the Anti-Defamation League (I'm not making this up) sends out a press release demanding an apology for Turner's having demeaned the Holocaust.7 The greatest victory is to wring an acknowledgment of superior victimization from another contender. Officials of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum tell, with great satisfaction, a story of black youngsters learning of the Holocaust and saying, "God, we thought  we had it bad."8

Apart from being our ticket of admission to this sordid game, American Jewish centering of the Holocaust has had other practical consequences. For many Jews, though this is much less true now than it was a few years ago, it has mandated an intransigent and self-righteous posture in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. As the Middle Eastern dispute came to be viewed within a Holocaust paradigm, that tangled imbroglio was endowed with all the black-and-white moral simplicity of the Holocaust. And in this realm the Holocaust framework has promoted as well a belligerent stance toward any criticism of Israel: "Who are you, after what you did to us (or allowed to be done to us), to dare to criticize us now?" (I should say here, and will attempt to show later on, that contrary to the convergent claims of anti-Semites and self-congratulatory Jewish publicists, I don't think all the invocations of the Holocaust have had any significant influence on American policy toward Israel. That policy has been based primarily on considerations of Realpolitik, and to a lesser extent on calculations of American Jewish political influence.)

Turning the Holocaust into the emblematic Jewish experience has also, I think, and as I'll try to show, been closely connected to the inward and rightward turn of American Jewry in recent decades. If, as Cynthia Ozick has written, "all the world wants the Jews dead," and if the world was, as many have argued, indifferent to Jewish agony, why should Jews concern themselves with others?9 Once again, we're dealing with a complex phenomenon in which cause and effect are all mixed up. But I think the centering of the Holocaust in the minds of American Jews has contributed to the erosion of that larger social consciousness that was the hallmark of the American Jewry of my youth—post-Holocaust, but pre-Holocaust-fixation.

In a way, the guarding of the memory of the Holocaust is very much in the Jewish tradition; certainly, forgetting the Holocaust—hardly an option—would be contrary to tradition. As Yosef Yerushalmi has reminded us, the Hebrew Bible contains the verb "to remember," in its various declensions, 169 times (along with numerous injunctions not to forget).10 Yet what Jews are enjoined to remember is almost always God's handiwork; secular history, insofar as such a category is even admitted by the tradition, gets short shrift.11 Mourning and remembering the dead are, of course, traditional Jewish obligations. But Judaism has consistently disparaged excessive or overly prolonged mourning. Cremation is forbidden because it would dispose of the body too soon, but also forbidden is embalming, because it would preserve the body too long. Mourn, to be sure, is the message, but then move on: "choose life." One of the things I find most striking about much of recent Jewish Holocaust commemoration is how "un-Jewish"—how  Christian—it is. I am thinking of the ritual of reverently following the structured pathways of the Holocaust in the major museums, which resembles nothing so much as the Stations of the Cross on the Via Dolorosa; the fetishized objects on display like so many fragments of the True Cross or shin bones of saints; the symbolic representations of the Holocaust—notably in the climax of Elie Wiesel's Night—that employ crucifixion imagery. Perhaps most significantly, there is the way that suffering is sacralized and portrayed as the path to wisdom—the cult of the survivor as secular saint. These are themes that have some minor and peripheral precedent in Jewish tradition, but they resonate more powerfully with major themes in Christianity.12

Finally, there is the question of how we present ourselves to, how we wish to be thought of by, that vast majority of Americans who are not Jewish. The principal "address" of American Jewry—the representation of Jewishness and the Jewish experience visited by more Americans than any other, and for most the only one they'll ever visit—is the Holocaust museum on the Mall in Washington. There surely isn't going to be a second Jewish institution on the Mall, presenting an alternative image of the Jew. And there surely isn't going to be another set of legislatively mandated curricula about Jews in American public schools, besides the proliferating Holocaust curricula zealously promoted by Jewish organizations—something to balance the existing curricula, in which, for enormous numbers of gentile children (Jewish ones too, for that matter), the equation Jew-equals-victim is being inscribed.

So I wind up asking a traditional question—a question often mocked but sometimes appropriate. I ask about our centering of the Holocaust in how we understand ourselves and how we invite others to understand us: "Is it good for the Jews?"





Then there's the balance sheet for our nation as a whole. There are many reasons why concern with the Holocaust among the 2 or 3 percent of the American population that is Jewish came to pervade American society. I will mention one important reason here, if only because it is often nervously avoided. We are not just "the people of the book," but the people of the Hollywood film and the television miniseries, of the magazine article and the newspaper column, of the comic book and the academic symposium. When a high level of concern with the Holocaust became widespread in American Jewry, it was, given the important role that Jews play in American media and opinion-malting elites, not only natural, but virtually inevitable that it would spread throughout the culture at large. 

Whatever its origin, the public rationale for Americans' "confronting" the Holocaust—and I don't doubt that it is sincerely argued and sincerely accepted—is that the Holocaust is the bearer of important lessons that we all ignore at our peril. Where once it was said that the life of Jews would be "a light unto the nations"—the bearer of universal lessons—now it is the "darkness unto the nations" of the death of Jews that is said to carry universal lessons. There is a good deal of confusion, and sometimes acrimonious dispute, over what these lessons are, but that has in no way diminished confidence that the lessons are urgent. Individuals from every point on the political compass can find the lessons they wish in the Holocaust; it has become a moral and ideological Rorschach test.

The right has invoked the Holocaust in support of anti-Communist interventions abroad: the agent of the Holocaust was not Nazi Germany but a generic totalitarianism, embodied after 1945 in the Soviet bloc, with which there could be no compromise. On a philosophical level, the Holocaust has been used by conservatives to demonstrate the sinfulness of man. It has provided confirmation of a tragic worldview, revealing the fatuousness of any transformative—or even seriously meliorative—politics. For other segments of the right, the Holocaust revealed the inevitable consequence of the breakdown of religion and family values in Germany. And, as is well known, the "abortion holocaust" figures prominently in American debate on that question.

For leftists, the claim that American elites abandoned European Jewry during the war has been used to demonstrate the moral bankruptcy of the establishment, including liberal icons like FDR. For liberals, the Holocaust became the locus of "lessons" that teach the evils of immigration restriction and homophobia, of nuclear weapons and the Vietnam War. Holocaust curricula, increasingly mandated in public schools, frequently link the Holocaust to much of the liberal agenda—a source of irritation to American right-wingers, including Jewish right-wingers like the late Lucy Dawidowicz.


For the political center—on some level for all Americans—the Holocaust has become a moral reference point. As, over the past generation, ethical and ideological divergence and disarray in the United States advanced to the point where Americans could agree on nothing else, all could join together in deploring the Holocaust—a low moral consensus, but perhaps better than none at all. (This banal consensus is indeed so broad that, in a backhanded way, it even includes that tiny band of malicious or deluded fruitcakes who deny that the Holocaust took place. "If it happened," they say in effect, "we would deplore it as much as anyone else. But it didn't, so the question doesn't arise.") And in the United States the Holocaust is explicitly used for the purpose of national self-congratulation: the "Americanization" of the Holocaust has involved using it to demonstrate the difference between the Old World and the New, and to celebrate, by showing its negation, the American way of life. 

The idea of "lessons of the Holocaust" seems to me dubious on several grounds, of which I'll here mention only two. One might be called, for lack of a better word, pedagogic. If there are, in fact, lessons to be drawn from history, the Holocaust would seem an unlikely source, not because of its alleged uniqueness, but because of its extremity. Lessons for dealing with the sorts of issues that confront us in ordinary life, public or private, are not likely to be found in this most extraordinary of events. There are, in my view, more important lessons about how easily we become victimizers to be drawn from the behavior of normal Americans in normal times than from the behavior of the SS in wartime. In any case, the typical "confrontation" with the Holocaust for visitors to American Holocaust museums, and in burgeoning curricula, does not incline us toward thinking of ourselves as potential victimizers—rather the opposite. It is an article of faith in these encounters that one should "identify with the victims," thus acquiring the warm glow of virtue that such a vicarious identification brings. (Handing out "victim identity cards" to museum visitors is the most dramatic example of this, but not the only one.) And it is accepted as a matter of faith, beyond discussion, that the mere act of walking through a Holocaust museum, or viewing a Holocaust movie, is going to be morally therapeutic, that multiplying such encounters will make one a better person. The notion that lessons derived from such encounters are likely to have any effect on everyday personal or political conduct seems to me extremely dubious on pedagogic grounds. We appear to be following the principle Thomas De Quincey advanced in 1839: "If once a man indulges himself in murder, very soon he comes to think little of robbing, and from robbing he comes next to drinking and Sabbath-breaking, and from that to incivility and procrastination." 13

Another ground on which I find the idea of lessons of the Holocaust questionable can be called pragmatic: what is the payoff? The principal lesson of the Holocaust, it is frequently said, is not that it provides a set of maxims, or a rule book for conduct, but rather that it sensitizes us to oppression and atrocity. In principle it might, and I don't doubt that sometimes it does. But making it the benchmark of oppression and atrocity works in precisely the opposite direction, trivializing crimes of lesser magnitude. It does this not just in principle, but in practice. American debate on the bloody Bosnian conflict of the 1990s focused on whether what was going on was "truly holocaustal or merely genocidal"; "truly genocidal or merely atrocious." A truly disgusting and not a merely distasteful mode of speaking and of decision-making, but one we are led to when the Holocaust becomes the touchstone of moral and political discourse.

The problem transcends the Bosnian tragedy, which is simply its most dramatic illustration. It is connected to the axiom of the uniqueness of the Holocaust and its corollary, that comparing anything to the Holocaust is illegitimate, indeed indecent. I have suggested that the very notion of uniqueness is vacuous, but rhetorically—for ideological or other purposes—the claim of uniqueness (or its denial) can be powerful. Whatever its success, the intention of talking in Germany of the uniqueness and incomparability of the Holocaust is to prevent Germans from evading confrontation with that which is most difficult, painful, and therefore probably most useful to confront. Let us remember the context in which many Germans—decent Germans—objected to the so-called relativization of the Holocaust in recent years. The context included the insistence of Chancellor Helmut Kohl's party that as a price for supporting a law against denying the Holocaust, the law had to include a provision making it illegal to deny the suffering of Germans expelled from the East after 1945. In this German context—and context, as always, is decisive—"relativization" meant equating crimes against Germans to crimes by Germans. Which, of course, many Germans wished to do. Those Germans who insisted on the uniqueness of the Holocaust, who condemned its relativization, did so to block what they correctly regarded as a move to evade confrontation with a painful national past, evade the implications of such a confrontation for the present and future. 14

The identical talk of uniqueness and incomparability surrounding the Holocaust in the United States performs the opposite function: it promotes evasion of moral and historical responsibility. The repeated assertion that whatever the United States has done to blacks, Native Americans, Vietnamese, or others pales in comparison to the Holocaust is true—and evasive. And whereas a serious and sustained encounter with the history of hundreds of years of enslavement and oppression of blacks might imply costly demands on Americans to redress the wrongs of the past, contemplating the Holocaust is virtually cost-free: a few cheap tears.

So, in the end, it seems to me that the pretense that the Holocaust is an American memory—that Americans, either diffusely, as part of Western civilization, or specifically, as complicit bystanders, share responsibility for the Holocaust—works to devalue the notion of historical responsibility. It leads to the shirking of those responsibilities that do belong to Americans as they confront their past, their present, and their future.





In this introduction I've sketched the historical approach and the moral concerns that inform the chapters that follow. I'm sure almost every reader will have at least some quarrels with the historical account; I can't imagine that there is any reader who will share all of my evaluations. My aim in writing this book—at once modest and grandiose—is to provoke discussion about the questions it raises: how we got to where we are concerning the memory of the Holocaust, and whether where we are is where we want to be.




Part One

THE WAR YEARS

 




1. "We Knew in a General Way"

WE BEGIN at the beginning, with the response of American gentiles and Jews to the Holocaust while the killing was going on. Though we'll be concerned mostly with how the Holocaust was talked about after 1945, the wartime years are the appropriate starting point. They were the point of departure for subsequent framing and representing, centering or marginalizing, and using for various purposes the story of the destruction of European Jewry. 

At the same time, America's wartime response to the Holocaust is what a great deal of later Holocaust discourse in the United States has been about. The most common version tells of the culpable, sometimes willed obliviousness of American gentiles to the murder of European Jews; the indifference to their brethren's fate by a timid and self-absorbed American Jewry; the "abandonment of the Jews" by the Roosevelt administration—a refusal to seize opportunities for rescue, which made the United States a passive accomplice in the crime.

By the 1970s and 1980s the Holocaust had become a shocking, massive, and distinctive thing: clearly marked off, qualitatively and quantitatively, from other Nazi atrocities and from previous Jewish persecutions, singular in its scope, its symbolism, and its world-historical significance. This way of looking at it is nowadays regarded as both proper and natural, the "normal human response." But this was not the response of most Americans, even of American Jews, while the Holocaust was being carried out. Not only did the Holocaust have nowhere near the centrality in consciousness that it had from the 1970s on, but for the overwhelming majority of Americans—and, once again, this included a great many Jews as well—it barely existed as a singular event in its own right. The murderous actions of the Nazi regime, which killed between five and six million European Jews, were all too real. But "the Holocaust," as we speak of it today, was largely a retrospective construction, something that would not have been recognizable to most people at the time. To speak of "the Holocaust" as a distinct entity, which Americans responded to (or failed to respond to) in various ways, is to introduce an anachronism that stands in the way of understanding contemporary responses. 

The sheer number of victims of the Holocaust continues to inspire awe: between five and six million. But the Holocaust took place—we know this, of course, but we don't often think of its implications—in the midst of a global war that eventually killed between fifty and sixty million people. There are those for whom any such contextualization is a trivializing of the Holocaust, a tacit denial of the special circumstances surrounding the destruction of European Jewry. Certainly such contextualization can be used for these purposes, as when the French rightist Jean-Marie Le Pen dismisses the Holocaust as a mere "detail" of the history of the Second World War. But it was the overall course of the war that dominated the minds of Americans in the early forties. Unless we keep that in mind, we will never understand how the Holocaust came to be swallowed up in the larger carnage surrounding it. By itself, the fact that during the war, and for some time thereafter, there was no agreed-upon word for the murder of Europe's Jews is not all that significant. What is perhaps of some importance is that insofar as the word "holocaust" (lowercase) was employed during the war, as it occasionally was, it was almost always applied to the totality of the destruction wrought by the Axis, not to the special fate of the Jews. This usage is emblematic of wartime perceptions of what we now single out as "the Holocaust."

There are many different dimensions to the wartime marginality of the Holocaust in the American mind: what one knew, and what one believed; how to frame what one knew or believed; devising an appropriate response. In principle these questions are separable; in practice they were inextricably entwined. In this chapter we'll look at the perceptions and responses of the American people as a whole; in Chapter 2, at American Jews; in Chapter 3, at the American government.





Although no one could imagine its end result, all Americans—Jews and gentiles alike—were well aware of Nazi anti-Semitism from the regime's beginning in 1933, if not earlier. Prewar Nazi actions against Jews, from early discriminatory measures to the enactment of the Nuremberg Laws in 1935 and culminating in Kristallnacht in 1938, were widely reported in the American press and repeatedly denounced at all levels of American society. 1 No one doubted that Jews were high on the list of actual and potential victims of Nazism, but it was a long list, and Jews, by some measures, were not at the top. Despite Nazi attempts to keep secret what went on in concentration camps in the thirties, their horrors were known in the West, and were the main symbol of Nazi brutality. But until late 1938 there were few Jews, as Jews, among those imprisoned, tortured, and murdered in the camps. The victims were overwhelmingly Communists, socialists, trade unionists, and other political opponents of the Hitler regime. And it was to be another four years before the special fate that Hitler had reserved for the Jews of Europe became known in the West.

The point should be underlined: from early 1933 to late 1942—more than three quarters of the twelve years of Hitler's Thousand-Year Reich—Jews were, quite reasonably, seen as among but by no means as the singled-out victims of the Nazi regime. This was the all-but-universal perception of American gentiles; it was the perception of many American Jews as well. By the time the news of the mass murder of Jews emerged in the middle of the war, those who had been following the crimes of the Nazis for ten years readily and naturally assimilated it to the already-existing framework.

Only in the aftermath of Kristallnacht were large numbers of Jews added to the camp populations, and even then for the most part briefly, as part of a German policy of pressuring Jews to emigrate. Up to that point, German Jewish deaths were a tiny fraction of those inflicted on Jews by murderous bands of Ukrainian anti-Soviet forces twenty years earlier. Though American Jews responded with deeper dismay and horror to prewar Nazi anti-Semitism than did gentile Americans, their reaction was not unmixed with a certain weary fatalism: such periods had recurred over the centuries; they would pass; in the meantime one did what one could and waited for better days.

In the West, the onset of the war resulted in less rather than more attention being paid to the fate of the Jews. The beginning of the military struggle—and dramatic dispatches from the battlefronts—drove Jewish persecution from the front pages and from public consciousness. Kristallnacht, in which dozens of Jews were killed, had been on the front page of the New York Times for more than a week; as the wartime Jewish death toll passed through thousands and into millions, it was never again featured so prominently. 2

From the autumn of 1939 to the autumn of 1941 everyone's attention was riveted on military events: the war at sea, the fall of France, the Battle of Britain, the German invasion of the Soviet Union. As Americans confronted what appeared to be the imminent prospect of unchallenged Nazi dominion over the entire European continent, it was hardly surprising that except for some Jews, few paid much attention to what was happening to Europe's Jewish population under Nazi rule. That the ghettoization of Polish Jewry and the deportation of German and Austrian Jews to Polish ghettos had brought enormous suffering no one doubted. Beyond this, little was known with any certainty, and the fragmentary reports reaching the West were often contradictory. Thus in December 1939 a press agency first estimated that a quarter of a million Jews had been killed; two weeks later the agency reported that losses were about one tenth that number.3 (Similar wildly differing estimates recurred throughout the war, no doubt leading many to suspend judgment on the facts and suspect exaggeration. In March 1943 The Nation wrote of seven thousand Jews being massacred each week, while The New Republic used the same figure as a conservative daily estimate.)4

In the course of 1940, 1941, and 1942 reports of atrocities against Jews began to accumulate. But these, like the numbers cited, were often contradictory. In the nature of the situation, there were no firsthand reports from Western journalists. Rather, they came from a handful of Jews who had escaped, from underground sources, from anonymous German informants, and, perhaps most unreliable of all, from the Soviet government. If, as many suspected, the Soviets were lying about the Katyn Forest massacre, why not preserve a healthy skepticism when they spoke of Nazi atrocities against Soviet Jews? Thus, after the Soviet recapture of Kiev, the New York Times correspondent traveling with the Red Army underlined that while Soviet officials claimed that tens of thousands of Jews had been killed at Babi Yar, "no witnesses to the shooting ... talked with the correspondents"; "it is impossible for this correspondent to judge the truth or falsity of the story told to us"; "there is little evidence in the ravine to prove or disprove the story."5

The most important single report on the Holocaust that reached the West came from a then-anonymous German businessman, and was passed on in mid-1942 by Gerhard Riegner, representative of the World Jewish Congress in Switzerland. But Riegner forwarded the report "with due reserve" concerning its truth. Though the main outlines of the mass-murder campaign reported by Riegner were all too true, his informant also claimed to have "personal knowledge" of the rendering of Jewish corpses into soap—a grisly symbol of Nazi atrocity now dismissed as without foundation by historians of the Holocaust. By the fall of 1943, more than a year after Riegner's information was transmitted, an internal U.S. State Department memorandum concluded that the reports were "essentially correct." But it was hard to quarrel with the accompanying observation that the 1942 reports were "at times confused and contradictory" and that they "incorporated stories which were obviously left over from the horror tales of the last war." 6

Such embellishments as the soap story furthered a will to disbelieve that was common among Jews and gentiles—an understandable attitude. Who, after all, would want to think that such things were true? Who would not welcome an opportunity to believe that while terrible things were happening, their scale was being exaggerated; that much of what was being said was war propaganda that the prudent reader should discount? One British diplomat, skeptical of the Soviet story about Babi Yar, observed that "we ourselves put out rumours of atrocities and horrors for various purposes, and I have no doubt this game is widely played."7 Indeed, officials of both the U.S. Office of War Information and the British Ministry of Information ultimately concluded that though the facts of the Holocaust appeared to be confirmed, they were so likely to be thought exaggerated that the agencies would lose credibility by disseminating them.8

If American newspapers published relatively little about the ongoing Holocaust, it was in part because there was little hard news about it to present—only secondhand and thirdhand reports of problematic authenticity. News is event-, not process-oriented: bombing raids, invasions, and naval battles are the stuff of news, not delayed, often hearsay accounts of the wheels of the murder machine grinding relentlessly on. And for senior news editors the experience of having been bamboozled by propaganda during the First World War was not something they'd read about in history books; they had themselves been made to appear foolish by gullibly swallowing fake atrocity stories, and they weren't going to let it happen again.

Perhaps another reason for limited press attention to the continuing murder of European Jewry was that, in a sense, it didn't seem interesting. This is not a decadent aestheticism but is in the very nature of "the interesting": something that violates our expectations. We are interested in the televangelist caught with the bimbo, the gangster who is devout in his religious observance: vice where we expect virtue, virtue where we expect vice; that which shatters our preconceptions. To a generation that was not witness to the apparently limitless depravity of the Nazi regime, the Holocaust may tell us something about what mankind is capable of. But Americans in the early forties took it for granted that Nazism was the embodiment of absolute evil, even if the sheer scale of its crimes was not appreciated. The repetition of examples was not, as a result, "interesting." (For some dedicated anti-Communists, including a number of Jewish intellectuals writing for  Partisan Review and The New Leader, it was Soviet iniquity, played down in the press during the wartime Russian-American honeymoon, that was more interesting, and more in need of exposure.)

Throughout the war few Americans were aware of the scale of the European Jewish catastrophe. By late 1944 three quarters of the American population believed that the Germans had "murdered many people in concentration camps," but of those willing to estimate how many had been killed, most thought it was 100,000 or fewer. By May 1945, at the end of the war in Europe, most people guessed that about a million (including, it should be noted, both Jews and non-Jews) had been killed in the camps.9 That the man in the street was ill informed about the Holocaust, as about so much else, is hardly shocking. But lack of awareness was common among the highly placed and generally knowledgeable as well: only at the very end of the war did ignorance dissipate. William Casey, later the director of the Central Intelligence Agency, was head of secret intelligence in the European theater for the Office of Strategic Services, the predecessor of the CIA.


The most devastating experience of the war for most of us was the first visit to a concentration camp.... We knew in a general way that Jews were being persecuted, that they were being rounded up ... and that brutality and murder took place at these camps. But few if any comprehended the appalling magnitude of it. It wasn't sufficiently real to stand out from the general brutality and slaughter which is war.10



William L. Shirer, the best-selling author of Berlin Diary, who during the war was a European correspondent for CBS, reported that it was only at the end of 1945 that he learned "for sure" about the Holocaust; the news burst upon him "like a thunderbolt."11


How many Americans had knowledge of the Holocaust while it was going on is as much a semantic as a quantitative question. It calls for distinctions among varieties of awareness, consciousness, belief, attention. There was an inclination on the part of many to avert their eyes from things too painful to contemplate. Life magazine, in 1945, printed a letter from a distressed reader: 


Why, oh why, did you have to print that picture? The truth of the atrocity is there and can never be erased from the minds of the American people, but why can't we be spared some of it? The stories are awful enough but I think the picture should be retained for records and not shown to the public.12



The picture in question was not of Jewish bodies stacked like cordwood at a liberated concentration camp, but of a captured American airman on his knees, being beheaded by a Japanese officer. (Inundated as we have been in recent decades by images of violence—oceans of blood, in vivid color, brought by television into our living rooms—it is easy to forget how much less hardened sensibilities were in the forties.) War doesn't put concern for civilians—especially civilians who are not one's own citizens—anywhere on the agenda. War is about killing the enemy, and in World War II this included killing unprecedented numbers of enemy civilians. War isn't about softening one's heart, but about hardening it. A much-decorated veteran of the Eighth Air Force:


You drop a load of bombs and, if you're cursed with any imagination at all you have at least one quick horrid glimpse of a child lying in bed with a whole ton of masonry tumbling down on top of him; or a three-year-old girl wailing for Mutter... Mutter... because she has been burned. Then you have to turn away from the picture if you intend to retain your sanity. And also if you intend to keep on doing the work your Nation expects of you.13



It has often been said that when the full story of the ongoing Holocaust reached the West, beginning in 1942, it was disbelieved because the sheer magnitude of the Nazi plan of mass murder made it, literally, incredible—beyond belief. There is surely a good deal to this, but perhaps at least as often, the gradually emerging and gradually worsening news from Europe produced a kind of immunity to shock. A final point on disbelief. Accounts of the persecution of Jews between the fall of 1939 and the summer of 1941 often spoke of "extermination" and "annihilation." This was not prescience but hyperbole, and prudent listeners took it as such. By the following years, when such words were all too accurate, they had been somewhat debased by premature invocation. 





Probably more important than "knowledge" in the narrow sense is how knowledge is framed. We have already seen how prewar experience—indeed, experience down through 1942—placed Jews among but not as the singled-out victims of Nazism. (As of the spring of 1942, the Germans had murdered more Soviet prisoners of war than Jews.)14 This kind of preexisting framework lasted for most Americans through the remainder of the war. But there were other reasons why the particularly savage and systematic program of murdering European Jewry tended to be lost amid the overall carnage of war.

For most Americans, the Pacific conflict was a matter of much greater concern than the war in Europe. Working fourteen hours a day in the Brooklyn Navy Yard, the future playwright Arthur Miller observed "the near absence among the men I worked with ... of any comprehension of what Nazism meant—we were fighting Germany essentially because she had allied herself with the Japanese who had attacked us at Pearl Harbor."15 American soldiers and sailors were continuously engaged in combat with the Japanese from the beginning to the end of the war—first retreating, then advancing across the islands of the Pacific. It was not until the last year of the war, after the Normandy invasion, that there was equal attention given to the European theater. Certainly in popular representations of the war, especially in the movies, it was the Japanese who were America's leading enemy. "Axis atrocities" summoned up images of American victims of the Bataan Death March—not of Europeans, Jewish or gentile, under the Nazi heel.

When wartime attention did turn to Nazi barbarism, there were many reasons for not highlighting Jewish suffering. One was sheer ignorance—the lack of awareness until late 1942 of the special fate of Jews in Hitler's Europe. The Nazi concentration camp was the most common symbol of the enemy regime, and its archetypal inmate was usually represented as a political oppositionist or member of the resistance. Probably one of the reasons for this was that the seemingly natural framework for the war was one of actively contending forces: the dramatically satisfying victim of Nazism was the heroic and principled oppositionist. By contrast, Jews killed by the Nazis were widely perceived, less inspirationally, as passive victims, though sometimes they were portrayed as opponents of Nazism to fit the script. Thus the editor of the  Detroit Free Press explained that the Nazi prisoners he saw liberated had been in the camps because "they refused to accept the political philosophy of the Nazi party.... First Jews and anti-Nazi Germans, then other brave souls who refused to conform."16

In the Hollywood version of the camps, which perhaps reached more Americans than any other, it was the dissident or résistant who was the exemplary victim. One of the few wartime Hollywood films that depicted Jewish victimhood and resistance was None Shall Escape, which concludes with a rabbi exhorting his people to resist the Nazis—which they do, "dying on their feet" and taking some German troops with them. The rabbi's speech included a line about "tak[ing] our place along with all other oppressed peoples," and the rebellion ended beneath a cruciform signpost on a railroad platform, the rabbi and his people dying at the foot of a cross.17

If some of the reasons for deemphasizing special Jewish victimhood were more or less spontaneous, others were calculated. In the case of Germany—unlike Japan—there was no offense against Americans to be avenged, no equivalent of "Remember Pearl Harbor." The task of American wartime propagandists was to portray Nazi Germany as the mortal enemy of "free men everywhere." That the Nazis were the enemy of the Jews was well known; there was no rhetorical advantage in continuing to underline the fact. The challenge was to show that they were everyone's enemy, to broaden rather than narrow the range of Nazi victims. In meeting this challenge, the Office of War Information resisted suggestions for a focus on Jewish victimhood. Leo Rosten, head of the OWI's "Nature of the Enemy" department and a popular Jewish writer, responding to a suggestion that atrocities against Jews be highlighted, said that "according to [our] experience, the impression on the average American is much stronger if the question is not exclusively Jewish."18 Indeed, it was stronger among one segment of the population engaged in fighting the Nazis. In November 1944 the army magazine Yank decided not to run a story of Nazi atrocities against Jews on the grounds—as related to the man who wrote the story—that "because of latent anti-Semitism in the Army, he ought, if possible, to get something with a less Semitic slant."19

There was another reason for not emphasizing Hitler's "war against the Jews": to sidestep the claim that America's struggle with Germany was a war for the Jews.20 The claim that American Jews were dragging the country into a war on behalf of their brethren in Europe was a stapie of prewar isolationist discourse. The  America First Bulletin had spoken of "numerous groups which fight for America's entry into the war—foreign and racial groups which have special and just grievances against Hitler." This view was endorsed by Charles Lindbergh in a notorious speech.21 Public assertions of this kind ceased with Pearl Harbor, but they had a lively underground existence thereafter. In 1943 former ambassador William Bullitt was telling people that "the Roosevelt administration's emphasis on the European war as opposed to the Asian one was the result of Jewish influence."22

The charge of Jewish warmongering had often focused on Hollywood. Shortly before Pearl Harbor, Senator Gerald Nye of North Dakota held hearings on the subject, summoning for interrogation those with "Jewish-sounding" names.23 The Nye hearings were called off after the war began, but there was continued sensitivity on this score in Hollywood. And it was reinforced by Washington. A June 1942 Government Information Manual for the Motion Pictures feared that "there are still groups in this country who are thinking only in terms of their particular group. Some citizens have not been aware of the fact that this is a people's war, not a group war."24 Hollywood executives probably didn't need prodding on this score. Responding to a 1943 suggestion that a film be made about Hitler's treatment of the Jews, studio heads who were polled replied that it would be better to consider a film "covering various groups that have been subject to the Nazi treatment [which] of course would take in the Jews."25

Along with the minimizing of particular Jewish victimhood was the development of formulas stressing Nazi "godlessness," which exaggerated Nazi animus toward Christian denominations. Wartime discourse was filled with references to the "Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish" victims of Nazism. (It was during the Hitler years that American philo-Semites invented the "Judeo-Christian tradition" to combat innocent, or not so innocent, language that spoke of a totalitarian assault on "Christian civilization.")26 A variant of this theme acknowledged the present Jewish priority in victimhood but held that, once finished with Jews, Hitler would turn on others.27

For all of these reasons, in all media and in almost all public pronouncements, there was throughout the war not much awareness of the special fate of the Jews of Europe. Sometimes this was simply due to a lack of information, sometimes the result of spontaneous and "well-meaning" categories of thought and speech. When downplaying Jewish victimhood was conscious and deliberate, the purposes were hardly vicious: to emphasize that the Nazis were the enemy of all mankind, in order both to broaden support for the anti-Nazi struggle and to combat the charge that World War II was a war fought for the Jews. Among those who minimized special Jewish suffering there were surely some with less high-minded motives, but there is little reason to believe they had much influence. In any event, the result was that for the overwhelming majority of Americans, throughout the war (and, as we will see, for some time thereafter) what we now call the Holocaust was neither a distinct entity nor particularly salient. The murder of European Jewry, insofar as it was understood or acknowledged, was just one among the countless dimensions of a conflict that was consuming the lives of tens of millions around the globe. It was not "the Holocaust"; it was simply the (underestimated) Jewish fraction of the holocaust then engulfing the world. 



2. "If Our Brothers Had Shown More Compassion"

BUT WHAT OF American Jews? Their contemporary response to the Holocaust has been the topic of a lot of discussion in recent years. Virtually all writers on the subject, mixing sadness and anger in varying proportions, deplore what they describe as the woefully thin and inadequate nature of that response. Of the two book-length treatments of the subject, one is entitled The Deafening Silence; the other asks rhetorically, Were We Our Brothers' Keepers?—and returns the expected answer.1 Weighing heavily in the evaluation is the voice of the survivors. Elie Wiesel: 


While Mordecai Anielewicz and his comrades fought their lonely battle in the blazing ghetto under siege ... a large New York synagogue invited its members to a banquet featuring a well-known comedian.... The factories of Treblinka, Belzec, Maidanek and Auschwitz were operating at top capacity, while on the other side, Jewish social and intellectual life was flourishing. Jewish leaders met, threw up their arms in gestures of helplessness, shed a pious tear or two and went on with their lives: speeches, travels, quarrels, banquets, toasts, honors....

If our brothers had shown more compassion, more initiative, more daring ... if a million Jews had demonstrated in front of the White House ... if Jewish notables had started a hunger strike.... Who knows, the enemy might have desisted.2



One book concludes by observing that "the Final Solution may have been unstoppable by American Jewry, but it should have been unbearable for them. And it wasn't."3


This way of framing the issue points to the existence of two separate though related questions, both highly charged. First, in the realm of feeling, did American Jewry display an unnatural disengagement or indifference in the face of the catastrophe facing Europe's Jews? Second, in the realm of action, did American Jewry, as a result of fear, timidity, or self-absorption, fail to press energetically for potentially effective strategies of rescue? 





To speak of an entity—"American Jewry"—is to go awry at the outset. It is even more misleading to speak, as many do, apropos those years, of the "American Jewish community." The use of the word "community" has become standard in recent decades, but it is a term of art—of aspiration or of exhortation, not of description. From the late 1960s one could speak of the overwhelming majority of American Jews being united in support of Israel, and this has produced, if not "community," at least some tenuous approximation of unity. But as of the early 1940s no common beliefs united an "American Jewry," which was, besides, considerably more socially diverse than it later became. There was the transfer of old-country divisions: Jews of German origin versus Ostjuden, and among the latter, a somewhat attenuated split between Litvaks and Galitzianers. For the Orthodox (themselves divided into warring camps), Reform Jews were not much better than apostates; for Reform Jews, the Orthodox were relics of a superstitious past they had put behind them. Secularists, who included most of the Jewish intelligentsia, called down a plague on all their houses. In New York, there were few shared values between the uptown Republican bankers of the American Jewish Committee and leftist trade unionists from the Lower East Side. Within the Jewish working class there was no love lost—or sense of solidarity—among socialists, Communists, and labor Zionists. In other immigrant groups, class struggles and ethnic struggles had often merged, producing increased communal solidarity—Catholic workers battling Protestant employers. But it was Jewish bosses who hired Jewish gangsters to terrorize Jewish workers in the garment industry (and sometimes vice versa). None of this is to deny the existence of some tenuous bonds of solidarity that transcended divisions, but there had been little in the American Jewish experience to strengthen such bonds, and much to weaken them.

This was even more true of the bonds that connected (or didn't connect) American Jews to the Jews of Europe—the extent to which worldwide ties of "peoplehood" were a felt reality and the basis of effective claims for international Jewish solidarity. Such ties are  made—unmade, remade—not found, which is obscured by the everyday fashion of speaking of them as "recognized" or "acknowledged." To say that they are made is not to say that they are any less real than if they are found. The Bill of Rights, which was made, is no less real than the Grand Canyon, which was found. When peoplehood is strongly felt, and acted upon, it is real; when it isn't, it isn't. A sense of Jewish peoplehood arose and flourished in response to historical circumstances: shared (traditional) religious observance, shared (Yiddish, Hebrew, Ladino) language, shared (pervasive, near-universal) exclusion from and persecution by dominant majorities, shared (distinctive) customs and traditions. When all of these ceased to be shared by much of American Jewry, a sense of peoplehood inevitably thinned and became a less widely shared element of consciousness. It is often said that real (primal) ties of Jewish peoplehood were replaced with an empty (vacuous) universalism. One can, to be sure, find examples of this—one can find examples of anything. But for the vast majority of American Jews for whom international ties of Jewish peoplehood atrophied, they were not replaced by loyalty to any universalist doctrines, but by loyalty to America.4

By World War II, the peak of mass immigration was forty years in the past, and of course many families had come even earlier. There were few fond memories of the old country, no Fiddler on the Roof idylls. Philip Roth is one among many who reports the "willful amnesia" he encountered when he tried to find out about life in Europe from his grandparents: "They'd left because life was awful, so awful, in fact, so menacing or impoverished or hopelessly obstructed, that it was best forgotten."5 The Landsmanschaften, hometown associations that had preserved a sense of connection with Europe, were rapidly declining, as were institutions that kept a common language alive. The circulation of Yiddish newspapers kept dropping; Yiddish theaters were closing. Shortly before the war, Abraham Cahan, the editor of the Jewish Daily Forward, America's leading Yiddish newspaper, resignedly remarked that "the children are becoming Americanized, and it is only natural; they live in this country and it treats them as its own."6 There was a gradual but steady drift from the consciousness in which one would be described—would think of oneself—as a Jew who happens to live in America, to the consciousness in which, to use a standard phrase of the time, one was an American who "happens to be Jewish." 

With Hitler's rise to power, and especially during the war, empathy with the Jews of Europe did indeed produce, among many American Jews, a greater sense of Jewish identification. But years of American acculturation had worked to limit the depth of that identification. The impact of those years on the young American Jew was summed up by Shlomo Katz in 1940:


The concept of the Jewish people throughout the world as a unit may not be strange to him ideologically [but] personally he has already lost the feeling of unity with the larger whole.... Only the slimmest cultural and psychic ties bind him to Jews of Poland, Palestine, Germany or Russia.... The immensity of the tragedy appalls him ... but not sufficiently to make him a living part of the drama. Between him and the European scene there lie years ... of life in America. These years, with all the cultural baggage that was accumulated in them, he does not share with Europe's Jews; and they stand between him and them.7



In the very year that Hitler was extruding Jews from the German state apparatus, President Roosevelt was welcoming them to Washington. "Dig me up fifteen or twenty youthful Abraham Lincolns from Manhattan and the Bronx," he said to a friend.8 The very visible presence of so many Jews among Roosevelt's closest aides led anti-Semites to call his administration the "Jew Deal." With the coming of the war, opportunities for full Jewish participation in American society, both substantively and symbolically, increased much further. If Colin Kelly, a pilot killed after sinking a Japanese ship, was one of the first American war heroes, the press also noted that his bombardier, Meyer Levin, had died with him. There were the celebrated "Four Chaplains" (two Protestants, a Catholic, and a Jew) who went down with the USS Dorchester after giving their life vests to sailors who had none. A popular wartime song looked forward to the day "when those little Yellow Bellies meet the Cohens and the Kellys." There was the all-but-obligatory inclusion of Jews in Hollywood platoon rosters: a Feingold in Bataan, a Weinberg in Air Force, a Diamond in Pride of the Marines, a Jacobs in Objective, Burma!, an Abraham in Action in the North Atlantic, and a Greenbaum in The Purple Heart.

Jewish participation in the American war effort was not, of course, limited to celluloid: more than a half million young Jews served in the armed forces, and naturally concern for their safety had first claim on their families and friends. Jewish American GIs were expected—always in principle and sometimes in practice—to crawl out under enemy fire to bring in wounded Irish Americans or Italian Americans, as the latter were expected to do for them. Members of the older immigrant generation surely tested much higher for feelings of international Jewish peoplehood. At the same time, and not unconnected with this, they were closer to a tradition that made it in principle impermissible to violate the laws of Sabbath observance to save the life of a gentile, let alone risk one's own life. The point is not that deep American loyalty and strongly felt ties of Jewish peoplehood are incompatible; whatever the difficulties of reconciliation in principle, they are rarely a problem in practice. But there was a certain psychological and rhetorical tension between the two, particularly in the cauldron of war. 

In recent years it has become not just permissible but in some circles laudable for American Jews to assert the primacy of Jewish over American loyalty. "We are Jews first and whatever else second," says Rabbi Haskel Lookstein, the author of a searing indictment of American Jews' reaction to the Holocaust.9 But in the early forties such assertions weren't just (publicly) unsayable; they were, except for some members of the immigrant generation, unthinkable for most American Jews.

There was another important factor working in these years to make American Jews, especially of the younger generation, think of themselves more as Americans and less as Jews. If since the 1960s there has been a revival of ethnic identity in American culture, this followed on a period in which ethnicity as a basis of identity seemed of dubious legitimacy. Indeed, the very word hardly existed: people spoke of "racial groups" or "race feeling." The only cognate to "ethnic" in common usage was "ethnocentric," which enlightened opinion, since the 1920s, had been insisting was a bad thing. Identity was properly based not on "blood" but on the values, habits, and animating vision of the culture in which you were raised. And that, for most American Jews except older members of the immigrant generation, was American culture. The revulsion against identity (and politics) based on "blood" or tribal loyalties was, of course, powerfully reinforced after 1933 when such notions came to be embodied in Der Stürmer. To the counterassertion " You may think you're an American, but Hitler knows you're a Jew," a plausible reply was "Thank you, but I prefer to go to other sources for my anthropology."10


There was an enormous range of responses to the Holocaust among American Jews: on the one hand, instances of psychic devastation verging on derangement; on the other, indifference verging on obliviousness. Trying to make any generalization about half-century-old feelings, privately expressed and seldom recorded, is, to put it mildly, not easy. It is particularly difficult in this case because the refiguring of memory has been pushed in two opposite directions. The insistence that American Jews must have been shattered by the news of the Holocaust works toward retrospective inflation of the depth of contemporary feelings. But there has also developed a ritualized discourse of guilt and repentance, which tends toward minimizing one's original reaction in order to play the repentant "bad son." Memoirs of the period abound with examples of both. 

The one thing that can be said with reasonable certainty is that, on the whole, recency of immigration—which meant stronger family connections to Europe—was closely tied to the depth of feeling the Holocaust evoked among American Jews. Baldly stated, it was the difference between contemplating that abstraction "European Jewry" being destroyed and imagining Aunt Minnie at Treblinka. Everything we know about differences in the responses of various segments of American Jewry suggests that this was the case. The Yiddish-language press had much greater coverage of the events of the Holocaust than the Anglo-Jewish press. It was in immigrant centers like the Lower East Side of Manhattan and the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn that wartime memorial activity was concentrated.

There is some truth to the assertion that defining oneself more as an American and less as a Jew served to diminish one's reaction to the Holocaust. Young Jews, particularly the better-educated, were not only farther from their roots but were more likely to be influenced by the pervasive downgrading of "racial" ties. But there is one great difficulty with explanations of the thin contemporary American Jewish response to the Holocaust which emphasize excessive Americanization and its corollary, decreased Jewish identity. The difficulty is that the same marginalization of the Holocaust in consciousness took place in the Yishuv—the Jewish community of Palestine—more than half of whose members had left Europe since 1933.

The Palestine Post, on November 25,1942, carried a report from the Polish government-in-exile of an alleged order by Heinrich Himmler to kill all Polish Jews by the end of 1942. It got four brief paragraphs, with much more space and more prominence given to "Soviet Army Scores Smashing Victory" (at Stalingrad) and "Allies Advance on Tunis, Bizerta." Even the Pacific war news got bigger play than the Himmler order. On March 30 of the following year, "Premier of Bengal Dismissed" was given more space in the  Post than the bottom-corner story "Half Million Jews Killed in Warsaw," which reported—falsely as of this date—that all of Warsaw's Jews had been killed. Yehuda Bauer, a leading Israeli Holocaust scholar, writes that the wartime Palestinian press would "go into ecstasies about some local party-political affair, while the murder of the Jews of Europe is reported only in the inside pages."11 Dina Porat, in her study of the Yishuv and the Holocaust, observes that "the extermination ceased to command special attention once the details had become familiar." A month of mourning proclaimed when the scale of the ongoing catastrophe became clear in late 1942 "proved to be too great a burden on the public": only the first of weekly days of prayer was observed; movie houses that were to be closed for the month were reopened after their owners protested that their livelihoods were threatened. Overall, she concludes, "in Palestine daily life continued scarcely affected by the war," except for increased prosperity as a result of purchases by the British army, and spending by its soldiers.12

The comparison between Jews in the United States and in Palestine is relevant to the assertion that it was "excessive assimilation" that limited the American Jewish response to the Holocaust. It is equally interesting to see how closely the response of many American Jews paralleled that of non-Jewish Americans—a reminder that it is a mistake to think of two discrete populations. If American gentiles drastically underestimated the size of the Jewish death toll in Europe, so did many Jews. Shortly after the war, at a time when the figure of six million had been widely publicized, a young sociologist polled Chicago Jews about the Holocaust. Half of those surveyed seriously underestimated the extent of Jewish losses. A bookkeeper: "Does it run in the millions? No, it doesn't run into the millions. Well, maybe it's close to a million. No, it couldn't be that many." The wife of a garment manufacturer: "Hundreds of thousands, I'm sure of it. Of course they do say millions, but so many people we thought were gone have been accounted for, so who knows?"13

There were "very Jewish" Jews who, like so many gentiles, remained ignorant of the Holocaust until the end of the war. Eli Ginzberg, the son of a professor at the Jewish Theological Seminary and himself active in Jewish affairs before Pearl Harbor, worked in the Pentagon during the war. He rejected what he was told about concentration camps as "gross exaggerations." "The conception of mass genocide was beyond my imagination and it was not until the camps had been overrun by the U.S. forces that I realized that the impossible had indeed occurred." 14 Lieutenant Colonel Lewis Weinstein, also involved in Jewish communal activity, was a member of General Eisenhower's staff. In the spring of 1945 he was puzzled by a reference on a map to a "death camp." Inquiring of a colleague, he was told that "a million, perhaps two million Jews had been murdered at Auschwitz." Weinstein later wrote: "I was stunned. I had never heard such numbers. I had not known of the bestiality of systematic, scientific, high priority Nazi mass murder.... I had heard of murders in the hundreds, in the thousands—but millions of murders!? The information was shattering."15

While, overall and on average, American Jews knew more about the Holocaust than their non-Jewish neighbors, such instances of wartime ignorance abound. If the mainstream press contained little about the Holocaust while it was going on, the same was true of much of the Jewish press. Indeed, many Jewish periodicals have had a good deal more coverage of the Holocaust in 1973, 1983, and 1993 than they had in 1943. Sometimes—there is no way to know how often—this downplaying of the Holocaust may have been deliberate, a way to keep up morale. It is said (the matter is in dispute) that at the Theresienstadt concentration camp Rabbi Leo Baeck deliberately kept from his fellow prisoners his knowledge that deportation to Poland meant death: there was nothing they could do about it, and it would cause needless distress. Something like this calculation was made by the editor of the Jewish Publication Society. Early in the war he worried about the psychological effect of too much bad news on American Jews, and turned down manuscripts that dealt with the camps. "I think the time has come when a responsible organization like ours must call a halt to terrorizing the Jewish population in this country—the last Jewish population which still retains its self-confidence."16

Perhaps most striking is the extent to which, even among committed Jews, the Jewish dimension of Nazi criminality did not necessarily seem the most important, particularly for members of the younger generation. Shad Polier was the son-in-law of Rabbi Stephen'S. Wise, head of the American Jewish Congress. (After the war, Polier, with Wise's daughter Justine, headed the Congress for some years.) Writing to his wife in the immediate aftermath of Kristallnacht, Polier expressed satisfaction with President Roosevelt's recall of the American ambassador to Berlin as a gesture of protest against the Nazi-sponsored pogrom. But what really mattered, he told Justine, was what Roosevelt was going to do with respect to the embargo on arms to the Republicans in the Spanish Civil War, and on this score he was far from confident. 17

After the war began, and after the main outlines of the Holocaust had become known, it was common for Jewish writers to interpret Nazi atrocities in a universalist fashion—stressing that Jews were far from the only victims. A writer in the Zionist Jewish Frontier warned in 1944 against forgetting "what was done to the Czechs, the Poles, the Jews, the Russians."18 An American Jewish Committee staff memorandum urged emphasis on "the new spirit of Poland under the heel of the Nazis, the new spirit of kinship and camaraderie among all sections of the Polish population—Catholics, Protestants, Jews.... It should always be pointed out that Nazi tyranny does not discriminate between Jew and Pole."19 The editor of the Menorah Journal noted that "the sufferings of the Jews, inordinate and compounded as they are, constitute but parts of the suffering of all the victims of savagery today."20 Similarly, Rabbi Wise repeatedly reminded people that "as Jews we have borne the heaviest burden." But, he continued, consistent with the approved representation of the war as an ideological struggle, "Jews have become the victims of the Fascist terrorism because they are the unbowed protagonists of freedom, faith, democracy."21

One can't, of course, infer grassroots Jewish framings of the Holocaust from the statements of Jewish organizational spokesmen or from journalists who wrote for the Jewish press. Such people are unrepresentative of American Jewry as a whole, being simultaneously more Jewish and less Jewish than those for whom they claimed to speak. They are "more Jewish" in the obvious sense that most Jews don't have their degree of full-time commitment to Jewishness. And they are "less Jewish" in that their public role, the fact that they know what they say is being listened to by a gentile audience, may make their utterances less frank, less expressive of spontaneous feelings, more "correct," than conversation around the kitchen table.22


Overall, the framing of many, perhaps most, American Jews paralleled that of non-Jewish Americans in one crucial respect. In a close examination of the Jews of Rochester, New York, during the war, Abraham Karp concluded that they knew a great deal about torture and mass murder; they had read about atrocity after atrocity, "each new one dissipating to some degree the impact and immediacy of the earlier"; but they did not know about "the Holocaust." "That was a perception ... which came years later."23 

More highly charged than the question of American Jews' contemporary emotional response to the Holocaust, or how they framed it, is the question of their practical response. The commonly accepted view within American Jewry in recent years has been that American Jews were unforgivably delinquent in not continually and energetically pressing for rescue. This is not a merely historical observation; it became the foundation of a powerful mobilizing discourse of expiation.

In campaigns on behalf of Soviet Jewry in the 1970s, the slogan "Never again" was spelled out as meaning "Never again, as in the early forties, shall American Jews abandon threatened brethren abroad. This time we must do the right thing." The most systematic invocation of the theme of expiation has been in calls for total American Jewish solidarity with an embattled Israel. In a 1991 speech Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir said that the memory of inaction during World War II was "heavy on the conscience" of American Jews and motivated their activism on behalf of Israel. "Let us hope that they will find the strength to correct what they missed fifty years ago."24 Jonathan Pollard from his prison cell: "So what was I supposed to do? Let Israel fend for herself? If you think that this is what I should have done, then how can we condemn all those smug, self-righteous 'American' Jews during the Second World War who consciously participated in the abandonment of European Jewry?"25

How much did organized American Jewry do to press for rescue efforts? There were a number of specially focused efforts. Orthodox Jewish groups worked tirelessly to save endangered rabbis and yeshiva students, who, by traditional religious criteria, should have priority. The Jewish Labor Committee did what it could for Jewish trade unionists and socialists (but not Communists) who were in peril. Academic organizations tried to assist threatened scholars. Zionists in both the United States and Palestine gave priority to saving their European comrades over those who had turned to Eretz Yisrael only when they were themselves in danger. And, of course, all who could do so exerted themselves on behalf of members of their own families—which is, in a sense, what the above-named groups were doing. 

But in general, rescue was not a high-priority item for major American Jewish organizations, or their leaders, during the war. The archives of the American Jewish Committee and the American Jewish Congress show scant attention to the question. (The Anti-Defamation League of B'nai B'rith in these years concerned itself exclusively with domestic matters.) The largest wartime effort to unite American Jewry—the American Jewish Conference of 1943—did not originally include rescue on the agenda, and when it did come up, it got short shrift. There were a few mass meetings demanding "action," but usually without any clear notion of what form that action might take, and seeming to function more for catharsis than for serious mobilization. (The composer Kurt Weill said of the wartime pageant We Will Never Die, on which he collaborated, that it had "accomplished nothing.... All we have done is make a lot of Jews cry, which is not a unique accomplishment.")26 There were some private approaches to the Roosevelt administration by representatives of individual organizations and by joint delegations, but they were not assiduously pursued. The leading Jewish organizations boycotted and sought to discredit the one group that worked most energetically for rescue, the Emergency Committee to Save the Jewish People of Europe, founded by Peter Bergson, a representative of the "Zionist-revisionist" Irgun in the United States.

Why was this the case? Various, usually accusatory explanations have been offered. Many of these describe the failure to press for rescue as simply a corollary of American Jewish indifference. Beyond this, one prevalent explanation is that inaction was the result of the general timidity of American Jewry, and, in particular, its fear that agitation for rescue would exacerbate domestic anti-Semitism.27 There's no doubt that there often was reluctance among Jews to push Jewish issues in public. Paul Jacobs has described, from his childhood, a sensibility common among the older generation: "A Jew did not 'make rishis.'"


To "make rishis" was to stir up a fuss of some kind, and it was a cardinal sin, for it supposedly made Jews vulnerable to the potential wrath of the Christian world. This world was conceived of as something like a potentially evil sleeping giant who, if awakened by a loud noise, might, and probably would, turn on the disturber of his peace and do him harm. 28



American Jews, and particularly Jewish organizations, were clearly worried about anti-Semitism in the wartime United States. Immediately after Pearl Harbor, the director of the Anti-Defamation League, noting an increase in anti-Semitism in recent years, warned his colleagues that it could be expected to increase further. "There will be hundreds of thousands of bereaved families, a substantial part of whom have been conditioned to the belief that this is a Jewish war."29 A widespread anti-Semitic slur was draft dodging, and Jewish defense agencies worked energetically to stress the presence of Jews in combat. (The American press had had some assistance from the ADL in discovering that Colin Kelly's cockpit mate was Meyer Levin.)

There is no direct evidence to sustain this explanation cum accusation—which doesn't mean that it's wrong, but reminds us that it's not necessarily right. It is sometimes said that the fact that the Jewish-owned New York Times did not give greater prominence to Nazi actions against Jews illustrates this syndrome. While it is true that the Times was coy about printing Jewish-sounding bylines on its front page, its reticence on atrocities against Jews has been greatly exaggerated—witness its massive coverage of Kristallnacht. Certainly one of the reasons why mainstream Jewish organizations opposed the Bergson group was its provocative style: it drafted a newspaper advertisement saying that "there's going to be a very happy Christmas this year because by December there just wouldn't be any Jews left for the Christian world to spit at."30 (The more important reasons for hostility to the Bergson group were defense of organizational turf against an upstart outsider and the perception, shared by the leaders of world Zionism and of the Yishuv, that Bergson's group represented terrorist thugs.)31 As measured by polls, anti-Semitism remained high in the United States during the war. In retrospect, it is clear that American anti-Semitism, though broad, was relatively shallow; otherwise, it could not have declined as precipitously as it did after 1945. But this, of course, was unknown to Jews during the war. It probably is true that fear of "making rishis" played a role in inhibiting Jewish wartime efforts for rescue.32

Another argument is that American Jews in general, and Rabbi Stephen Wise in particular, were so much in thrall to FDR that they were unwilling to confront his administration on the rescue issue. That American Jews in those years were deeply devoted to the president is clear. They believed, it was said, in three worlds:  die velt (this world), yene velt (the world to come), and Roosevelt. And though Wise's naïveté has sometimes been overstated, it is true that he was extravagantly deferential, not to say fawning, in his relations with FDR and inordinately proud of their alleged close relationship. A former student of Wise's recalled years later:


One day Rabbi Wise called some of his students into his office having returned from Washington. He told of a conference he had with President Roosevelt, and he dramatized it, as was his way. At one point he said, "...and then I said, Franklin, I think...." At that point I had the terrifying feeling that for the privilege of calling Roosevelt "Franklin" the Jewish people would pay heavily. He had obviously taken so much pride in that accomplishment.33



In the circumstances, there was no possibility of threatening the loss of Jewish political support as a lever with Roosevelt. James Baker, George Bush's secretary of state, is alleged to have said in 1992, when warned of Jewish political reprisals if he withheld loan guarantees from Israel, "Fuck 'em, they didn't vote for us anyway." Roosevelt could have said, if the question had arisen (it didn't), "Fuck 'em, they'll vote for me anyway." Even if a switch had been possible, the Republican alternative would surely have been worse. During the war, Republican campaigners, referring to Roosevelt's prominent Jewish associate Sidney Hillman, put up billboards across the nation: "It's Your Country—Why Let Sidney Hillman Run It."34 And without necessarily willing it, Republicans were well aware that it was they who benefited from all the talk of "Jew Deal" and "President Rosenfeld." In any case, it was against mostly Republican opposition that Roosevelt had led the United States into the war against Hitler. It probably is true that Wise was inhibited by the peculiarities of his relationship with FDR from pressing as hard as he might have wished on the issue of rescue. But would it have made any difference?

As far as overall Zionist priorities were concerned, in the United States as in Palestine, it is clear that working for the creation of a Jewish state took precedence over working to save Europe's Jews. Even David Ben-Gurion's sympathetic biographer acknowledges that Ben-Gurion did nothing practical for rescue, devoting his energies to postwar prospects. 35 He delegated rescue work to Yitzhak Gruenbaum, who insisted that "Zionism is above everything." When it was proposed that money for rescue be taken from the Jewish National Fund, devoted to the purchase of Arab land, Gruenbaum replied: "They will say that I am anti-Semitic, that I don't want to save the Exile, that I don't have a varm Yiddish hartz. ...Let them say what they want. I will not demand that the Jewish Agency allocate a sum of 300,000 or 100,000 pounds sterling to help European Jewry. And I think that whoever demands such things is performing an anti-Zionist act."36

Zionists in America—apparently spontaneously and without urging from the leadership in Palestine—took the same position. At a May 1943 meeting of the American Emergency Committee for Zionist Affairs, Nahum Goldmann argued, "If a drive is opened against the White Paper [the British policy of restricting Jewish immigration to Palestine] the mass meetings of protest against the murder of European Jewry will have to be dropped. We do not have sufficient manpower for both campaigns."37 A few months later, at the broad-based American Jewish Conference, the Zionists precipitated a split by insisting on a resolution calling for a Jewish state, thus driving out the non-Zionists. Subsequently the Zionist leadership of the conference disbanded a joint committee on which Zionists and non-Zionists had worked together on rescue-oriented activity, insisting that such matters could be handled by the conference itself. Whatever tenuous unity had existed on the rescue issue dissolved. In May 1944, at a meeting of the (renamed) American Zionist Emergency Council, Abba Hillel Silver worried that


our overemphasizing the refugee issue has enabled our opponents to state that, if it is rescue you are concerned about, why don't you concentrate on that and put the politics aside.... It is possible for the Diaspora to undermine the Jewish state, because the urgency of the rescue issue could lead the world to accept a temporary solution.... We should place increased emphasis on fundamental Zionist ideology.



Emmanuel Neumann agreed:


It is not a question of a conflict between stressing the refugee issue and stressing Zionist ideology. It is a matter of emphasis. The main issue is whether we place our stress on the present Jewish refugee problem or the eternal Jewish refugee problem.... The typical non-Jew thinks that the Jewish problem is the refugee problem perpetrated by Hitler. In reality, it is the recurrence of such tragedies that is peculiar to Jewish life and that has to be addressed. 38



The decision to give priority to postwar state-building over immediate rescue can easily be made to look appalling: ideological zealotry blind to desperate human need. But was it? One can criticize this or that choice, but overall the decision to "write off" European Jewry and concentrate on building for the future was based on a thoughtful, if chilling, appraisal of what was and was not possible. It was based on the belief, shared by most Jewish leaders, Zionist and non-Zionist alike, that little could be done for the Jews caught in Hitler's net. Speaking to the convention of the Zionist Organization of America, shortly after hearing of Gerhard Riegner's telegram from Switzerland, Nahum Goldmann lamented his generation's tragic position: "One-half of the generation is being slaughtered before our eyes, and the other half has to sit down and cannot prevent this catastrophe." He urged his audience not to despair, but instead to work for a Jewish state that would make future tragedies impossible.39 At a private gathering at about the same time, Goldmann said:


Nothing can be done to check them; we can only work for victory.... The only thing that would really impress Hitler would be the shooting of 100,000 Nazis in America; Americans, however, could never do that.... Even if we had done everything that was suggested here—and within twenty-four hours—it still would not have saved any Jewish lives. We are helpless; all we can hope to do is to establish a record, which will help us after the war.



The same concern that actions be taken "to establish a record" recurred when, some months later, Goldmann remarked that while prospects for rescuing Jews through negotiation with Germany were quite hopeless, "Germany should have been approached for the record, so that we may not go down in history as not having done the necessary."40

The belief that there was nothing to be done to rescue European Jews was common. When a delegation of Jewish leaders, after receiving the terrible news from Switzerland in 1942, planned for a meeting with FDR, all they could think of to ask for was "a statement, just as he made a statement after Lidice," warning that those responsible for the murder of Jews would be held accountable after the war. 41 The statement was issued promptly. In the spring of 1943 Max Weinreich of YIVO (the Yiddish Scientific Organization) prepared a petition to Roosevelt that was signed by hundreds of academics, again asking for a warning to the Nazis, and for the president to "apply hitherto unused methods to save the millions of European Jews doomed to death by the enemy of civilization." Lucy Dawidowicz, an associate of Weinreich's, reflected many years later that "for all of his intellectual brilliance, Weinreich was just as helpless as the rest of us when it came to practical suggestions. He could only propose 'hitherto unused methods.' "42 For the most part, Jewish leaders accepted the official Allied position that the only effective rescue strategy was rapid military victory. The National Jewish Monthly (B'nai B'rith) favored protest "for the record," but warned lest such activities "divert our energies one whit from the immediate task at hand.... There is only one way to stop the Nazi massacres, and that is by crushing the Nazis in battle, wholly, completely and irrevocably.... Everything for victory!" New Palestine (Zionist Organization of America) echoed this view: "spiritual catharsis" was all very well, but the main task was "doggedly, grimly, resolutely, defiantly [turning] our full attention to the task of crushing the enemy."43

Zionists, like non-Zionists, were not "writing off" European Jewry, as critics claim. The Jews of Europe were, in their view, already written off by circumstances beyond their control—Nazi domination of Festung Europa. Meanwhile, Zionists could take advantage of wartime sympathy for the plight of Europe's Jews, and the expected postwar political changes, to create what they believed to be a very different kind of "final solution" to the Jewish question.

In pursuit of their strategy, important gains were made. Before the end of the war three quarters of the members of Congress had gone on record in favor of a Jewish commonwealth in Palestine. Zionism had made even greater strides among American Jews. No doubt much of this—particularly among Jews, but to some extent among gentiles as well—was a kind of displaced action. One couldn't do what one most wanted to do—save the Jews of Europe. The energy thus frustrated was channeled into working for the postwar and the long term.


The defense of the Zionism-first strategy depends, of course, on the correctness of the calculation on which it was based. Granting, as I think one must, that the calculation was made in good faith, was it the case that in reality little could have been done by the American government to save European Jews? 
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