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            We dedicate this book to rescuers whose acts of kindness and humanity during those dark days serve as a beacon of hope for all of us.

      

      
      
            
Foreword


            Victor Frankl, the founder of logotherapy, recalls lying at night in his bunk at Auschwitz. Next to him his fellow inmate lay tossing and turning, uttering tortured screams. Frankl wondered whether he should rouse him from his dreams. But rouse him—to what? At Auschwitz reality was more frightening than nightmares. Frankl decided to let him alone. 

            The Holocaust is our nightmare, unprecedented in its cruelty, a world turned topsy-turvy, an admixture of fantasy and reality. But the Holocaust cannot be let alone. Wisdom requires that the world be roused from the confusion of the nightmare, its miasma entered so that the distinctions beween decency and depravity, goodness and evil can be restored. To live beyond the void of the Holocaust, cognitive and moral discriminations must be exercise. We know that even in the midst of that impenetrable darkness there were scattered sparks of sanctity. These must be gathered, identified, and understood. To do so honestly, calmly, and with as much scientific integrity as can be mustered is of ultimate significance. 

            It may well be that one of the latent consequences of the Oliners’ pioneering study is its challenge to many of the tacit assumptions of philosophers and social scientists about the character of human nature. According to George Santayana, the American philosopher of naturalism, “In human nature generous impulses are occasional or reversible; they are spent in childhood, in dreams, in extremities, they are often weak or soured in old age. They form amiable interludes like tearful sentiments in a ruffian, or they are pleasant self-deceptive hypocricies acted out, like civility to strangers because such is in society the path of least resistance. Strain the situation, however, dig a little beneath the surface, and you will find a ferocious, persistent, profoundly selfish man.” 

            This Hobbesian portrait of human nature, convinced of the duplicitous and superficial character of human benevolence, is no eccentric view. Sigmund Freud’s description is no less morose. For him, “People view their neighbor in order to gratify their aggressiveness, to exploit his capacity for work without recompense, to use him sexually without his consent, to seize his possessions, to humiliate him, to cause him pain, to torture and to kill him.”1 Tear away the mask of his public persona, and his natural viciousness lies stripped bare. Scratch a saint, a villain bleeds; beneath each white man, Jim Crow dwells; behind every gentile, an antiSemite lurks. Anna Freud doubted the authenticity of altruism because the altruist’s very enjoyment of the act of self-sacrifice belies his or her selflessness. Not surprisingly, the word “altruism” emerged late in the nineteenth century, as a term coined by Auguste Comte. The secular version of original sin establishes an a priori bias against good acts and good people. It explains in part the social sciences’ neglect of the subject of altruism and the uniqueness of the Altruistic Personality Project. 

            In the recent past, many voices expressed a wariness of such an investigation and its focus, a fear that it could mitigate the gravity and extensiveness of the devastation. The fear was that shining light on the rescue behavior of non-Jews would somehow brighten and thereby deny the darkness of the cavern. However, such understandable apprehension, made still more real by revisionist historians who minimize and even deny the existence of the Holocaust, dismisses the moral and intellectual imperatives calling for the honest documentation, analysis, and evaluation of good acts and good people. Moreover, the objections ignore the meaning of the reality of heroic people and acts for the understanding of the tragedy of destruction. The rescuers offer strong empirical refutation of the claim that nothing could be done, that individuals in totalitarian societies are helpless, and that complicity was the only alternative left to those overrun by the Nazi juggernaut. Rescuers’ behavior belies the rationalizations of the bystanders, the nonrescuers delineated so effectively by the Oliners in their study. There are no heroes without villains. Through a view of the rescuers, the acts of the predators and spectators may be exposed in all their horror. 

            In proportion to the villainy of the perpetrators of evil and their mute conspirators, the acts of altruism are scandalously few. Given the smallness of their number, ought they then to be given so much attention? From the time of Sodom and Gomorrah throughout history, there have always been too few righteous men and women. Yet surely that does not minimize the significance of the behavior of that noble minority. Additionally, we simply do not know how many were involved in the conspiracies of goodness. No systematic search for rescuers has been instituted by any national or international body. Regretably, there are no Wiesenthals to search out the rescuers and their accomplices in protecting, hiding, feeding, and saving the hunted. A major institution, such as Yad Vashem, financially restricted in its activities, must wait upon the initiative and energy and goodwill of the rescued to come forth with evidence and testimony on behalf of the rescuers. It is forced to adopt a passive role, made more difficult by the modesty of the rescuers and the clandestine nature of their rescue during the war years. Nevertheless, the number of rescuers revealed has risen dramatically over the past 40 years. In the absence of complete information, it is specious to conclude that merely a bare handful risked their lives to help. Many of the millions of Jews who survived the slaughter could not have done so without the care and protection of non-Jews in every country the Nazis occupied. 

            Paradoxically, confronting goodness may be more painfully challenging than confronting evil. It is one thing to study and condemn the sadistic behavior of a Klaus Barbie but quite another to study and acknowledge the rescue behavior of a Herman Graebe. The latter presents us with a hard mirror. Would I rescue a pregnant woman, a hungry and homeless child, an aged, frightened couple—provide them with food and shelter, dispose of their refuse, and care for them in their sickness—knowing that doing so might bring disaster upon my family and myself from Nazi pursuers and their informers? The rescuers’ goodness shakes the foundations of my claims to virtue. The behavior of flesh-and-blood rescuers compels me to think long and hard about my own goodness and to imaginatively rehearse my choices in analogous situations. 

            Now some four decades after the Holocaust there are positive indications of increased academic and popular interest in the phenomenon of gentile rescuers of Jews. The Oliners’ work on the Altruistic Personality promises to consolidate a major change in the attitudes and concerns toward this neglected group. The Altruistic Personality Project also opens up a much-neglected area in the social sciences. It stimulates philosophers, theologians, educators, and all of us to question the nature of moral education after the Holocaust. Are these rescuers, who transcended the circles of their own lives to defend the persecuted of other faiths and fates the moral models we wish to present to our children as heroes to be emulated? Is altruism to be regarded as an esteemed virtue? If so, how can the altruistic personality be fostered? Would we encourage parents in their homes and teachers in their classrooms to point to these rescuers as exemplars to be imitated? Given the psychological and cultural backgrounds that inform the character education of these altruists, so carefully analyzed by the Oliners, how would we train our children, write our texts, and live our lives? The responses to such questions affect the very character and shape of civilization. 

            Robert Penn Warren wrote of “the compulsion to try to convert what now is was, back into what was is.” A post-Holocaust weariness has seduced many into accepting the bleak wisdom of Ecclesiastes: “Only that shall happen which has happened, only that occur which has occurred.” The phenomenon of altruism, so painstakingly analyzed in this study, lends empirical and interpretive substance to the realm of human possibility. That men, women, and children of our time were able to jump out of their parochial skins and transcend the surrounding culture of hate or indifference toward those different from themselves remains critical evidence that there is far more to human nature than exploitive selfishness, and more to the future than the doom of cyclical repetition. 

            We began the Foreword with a dream and conclude it with another. The disciples of the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidism, tell of a dream he had. In the dream, the very incarnation of the Evil Impulse appears in the form of a sinister heart. The Baal Shem Tov seizes the heart and pounds it furiously. He would destroy evil and redeem the world. As he pummels it, he hears an infant’s sobbing emitted from the heart. He stops beating it. In the midst of evil is a voice of innocence; there is goodness entangled in evil. 

            The dream may have its philosophic roots in the Zohar legend: “When God came to create the world and reveal what was hidden in the depths and disclose light out of darkness, they were all wrapped in one another, and therefore light emerged from darkness, and from the impenetrable came forth the profound. So too from good issues evil and from mercy issues judgment, and all are intertwined, the good impulse and the evil impulse, right and left, Israel and other peoples, white and black—all depend on one another.”2 Neither evil nor good exists in a pure state. They coexist intertwined. Wisdom lies in disentangling the knots in the skein of history. 

            The research on altruism in our times searches to reveal valuable information lost in the debris of the Holocaust. It is a search beyond camera history. The recording of history cannot be equated with the meaning in history. History is not memory. The gathering of historical data does not interpret itself or redeem society. As historian Yoseph Yerushalmi observes in his book Zakhor, “the choice for Jews as for non-Jews is not whether or not to have a past but what kind of past shall one have.”3 While history is irreversible, we have the power to decide what of our past belongs in our future. To choose a past is not to dissemble, but to attend to events in a way that frees the future from the grasp of the past. To reveal the unrecorded altruistic acts of anonymous men and women and to interpret their meaning are not only projects of historical integrity but significant contributions to the morale of humankind. The history of the Holocaust requires “keeping faithfully a double memory … a memory of the best and of the worst” (Camus).4 Repression of either side of the ledger both distorts history and paralyzes the future. 

            In calling attention to the best of those times, this book serves as a beacon for moral education and morale for post-Holocaust generations. The courage and commitment documented in the following pages should challenge the hopelessness about the future which has dispirited many among us. It is no small matter to know that there were men and women in that hell who lived Isaiah’s prophesy, who were “as hiding places from the wind, and shelters from the tempest; as rivets of water in dry places as shadows of a great rock in a weary land.” 

            Harold M. Schulweis
 Founding Chairman of the Foundation
 to Sustain Righteous Christians,
 sponsored by the International Center
 for Holocaust Studies of the ADL

            
      

      
      
            
Preface


            On a summer dawn in 1942, a pajama-clad twelve-year-old boy lay quietly hugging the tar paper of a sloping rooftop in the Bobowa Ghetto in Poland. The squalid ghetto, in which he—like all neighboring Jews—had been forced to live for the last two months, appeared to be deserted. His father, stepmother, grandfather, stepbrother, and stepsister were gone. Under a barrage of blows they, along with all the other inhabitants of the ghetto, had been shoved onto trucks leaving for an unknown destination. As he had prepared to go with them, his stepmother, holding the small children to her breast, had whispered savagely: “Antloif mein kind, und du vest bleiben beim leben” (Run away so that you will stay alive). She had pushed him away, and he had run blindly to the rooftop on which he now lay. 

            He had been there for almost an entire day and night, watching the terrorized ghetto inhabitants and listening to their screams. He had seen one child stabbed with a bayonet and another thrown from a window. Gradually the shouting subsided, the occasional gunshots were heard no more, and the roaring trucks disappeared. Whereas earlier he had heard mostly German voices, toward late afternoon he detected some Polish words amid muffled laughter. He looked down to see two men dragging a mattress from the empty house behind them. One he recognized—a Pole who had done some business with his father. He waited until they left, climbed down from the roof, and carefully entered the empty houses one by one in search of some clothes to replace his pajamas. He could find no shoes. 

            No sooner had he managed to get dressed than he heard the sound of scuffling boot heels. He peeked cautiously around the corner of a building. Six men in German uniforms, three of whom were speaking Ukranian, were doing a house-to-house, cellar-tocellar search. He watched one of them push open the door of a house and saw a young woman rushing out shouting that no one else was there. Then he heard a baby cry. One of the soldiers hit the woman, knocking her down, and went into the house. He heard a single pistol shot. 

            The boy pushed away from the wall of the house and began worming his way through the hedges along the sides of the buildings until he neared the barbed wire fence surrounding the ghetto. There he came face to face with a young Polish boy with whom he had frequently fought. “Jude!” “Jude!” (Jew! Jew!) the young Pole shouted. Intent on choking the voice giving him away, the young Jewish lad attacked him, and the Polish boy ran away. He stumbled into an old, broken-down house on the edge of the ghetto and hid in a small closet, where he spent the night. When morning came, he managed to crawl through an escape hole not far from the main gate of the ghetto, undetected by the German soldier on guard. He was now in the Polish sector of town. 

            He walked and walked along the muddy summertime roads in his bare feet, eventually coming upon a farmer wearing a coarse homespun jacket and wooden shoes. He asked the farmer for a bit of bread. The farmer smiled and said, “Come to my house and I’ll give you some.” It was from the farmer that he heard that the Germans had killed all the Jews from the Bobowa Ghetto—shooting them into a mass grave with machine guns all day long, piling dead and live bodies, which they covered with chemicals and earth. For all the boy knew, he was now the only surviving Jew from the Bobowa Ghetto, not daring to reveal to anyone who he was and having no place to go. 

            And then he thought of Balwina. Balwina was a Polish peasant woman who lived in the nearby village of Bystra. He did not know her well, but he knew that his father had attended school with her and that both his father and grandfather sometimes traded with her. Forced to give up all his possessions before being herded into the ghetto, his grandfather had sold their cow and horse to Balwina, and she had given him a fair price. When the boy delivered the animals to her, Balwina had invited him in and given him some milk and cookies. These fragmented warm recollections were all the lad had to go on, but he made his way to her house. 

            He knocked on the door and identified himself. “It’s Shmulek,” he said, “Aron’s son.” Balwina opened the door and said “For heaven’s sake, what are you doing here? It’s very dangerous. Where did you come from? Hurry, come on in.” She bolted the door, listened to his story, dried his tears, fed him, and kept him hidden in her attic for several days. She then advised him: 

            
                  You know what I suggest? I can’t keep you here because the neighbors will recognize you. You don’t look Jewish. You don’t have a beard yet, and you speak Polish very well, just like a Polish peasant boy. You look just like one of our Polish Christian boys, and I suggest you change your name right now and pretend to be a peasant. Find yourself a job helping out on a farm or tending cows. You mustn’t cry. There is not a Jew in Poland who is not a fugitive from death itself, and tears will not help. 

            

            Balwina gave him a new name, Jusek Polewski; taught him the Polish catechism, and also taught him to read some Polish. Several days later, he left her house and hired himself out as a Polish farm helper to a childless couple living several kilometers away. Only Balwina and her family knew who and where he was. She sent her young son, Staszek, to visit him from time to time. Staszek brought news of impending threats and also served to authenticate his fabricated identity. Shmulek, alias Jusek, had many brushes with death thereafter, but he managed to survive. All his family did indeed perish, with the exception of one cousin and his wife. They had been hidden for three years by a Polish peasant family who shared with them their meager rations and bestowed on them every manner of kindness. 

            Today Shmulek is the senior author of this book. He is married, the father of three sons, and a professor of sociology at Humboldt State University in California. But this book is not Shmulek’s story.1 It is Balwina’s and that of the Polish couple who hid his cousins. More accurately, it is a study of those people—that small percentage of people—who risked their lives to help some Jews survive the Holocaust. 

            World War II brought a new dimension of evil to the world; suffering, misery, and dehumanization were its hallmarks. Millions perished. Millions of defenseless Poles, Yugoslavs, Russians, Gypsies, and other noncombatants were killed. But Jews were its special victims. Defined by the Nazis as outside humanity, Jews were collectively targeted for death. Six million of them were murdered—more than 60 percent of all Jewish men, women, and children living in Nazi-occupied Europe. The grisly extermination process proceeded very rapidly and with great efficiency despite the fact that Jews had lived in their national communities as friends, colleagues, neighbors, and cocitizens. Its success was due to the relentlessness with which the Nazis pursued their prey and the collaboration of native populations, as well as to the fact that the majority of the world’s citizen’s simply stood by. 

            Yet, in the very midst of this catastrophe, there were exemplars of great humanity. Outstanding among them are those nonJews who committed themselves to helping Jews despite the awesome personal risks. This group, whom we call rescuers, refused to abdicate their responsibilities to Jews even while the majority of their neighbors abandoned them. They undertook their task without monetary compensation and with full cognizance that detection might result in death to themselves and frequently to their families as well. If perpetrators and collaborators constitute the tragedy of this human experience, rescuers constitute its hope. 

            What enabled this group to choose its markedly divergent path? They seem to defy what we think we know about human nature. That people act in the service of their own self-interest is a maxim we are quite likely to accept. We are not even startled when they behave demonically. What we find difficult to accept or explain are behaviors that appear self-transcendent. 

            Our study was designed to provide an understanding of European rescuers of Jews during World War II, but its goal transcends this particular group or European historical moment. The world is filled with groups marked for special cruelty. The Holocaust ushered in a new death technology, as awesome in its implications as nuclear technology. Whereas nuclear warfare threatens to turn all of us into ashes, Holocaust technology created a means whereby selected populations could be plucked out from among their neighbors and destroyed. The Holocaust thus points not only to the fragility of Jews but to the precariousness of any group that might have the misfortune of being so arbitrarily designated. If we are to live in a world free from the threat of Holocausts, we will need to create it. If we can understand some of the attributes that distinguished rescuers from others, perhaps we can deliberately cultivate them. 

            Since its inception in 1982, the project has received hundreds of letters reflecting a wide range of interests and sentiments. Most of them are supportive, expressing the hope that the study will contribute to the promotion of a more caring society, enhance the prospects of world peace, or simply serve as an antidote to an overwhelming sense of cynicism. Still haunted by unresolved issues, numerous rescuers, survivors, or their families have written to tell us of yet other rescuers who perished, and of their hopes that the study will help lay to rest many painful memories. Some letters are troubled and troubling. One letter simply states that the study is futile: The world is evil, and there is no such thing as “altruism.” Others reflect ambivalence about the project’s efforts to find answers and concerns about reawakening past nightmares suppressed over the years. 

            But the most disturbing concerns of all have been raised by some survivors. Highlighting the activity of this small minority, many say, will lull people into believing that the horrors never occurred. “Be prepared for a great deal of criticism,” warned one Auschwitz survivor. “The memories of those years are too surfeited with tragedy to allow for much of goodness.” Such anguish was revealed most deeply at a conference intended to honor rescuers that was sponsored by the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Council and held in Washington, D.C., in September 1984. Some fifty rescuers and many of those they rescued were among the invited and honored guests. One of the scheduled events was a dialogue between rescuers and rescued, organized along national lines—Dutch rescuers with Dutch rescued, Polish rescuers with Polish rescued, and so on. It was a pioneering effort at such communication. But no one quite foresaw the depths of the wounds. Even amid those who were acknowledged rescuers, some survivors could not restrain themselves from shouting accusations as they recalled those years during which their lives had been dominated by brutal behaviors at the hands of others. 

            We need to break through these walls of bitterness and recrimination, for pessimism and despair feed on themselves. Our purpose is not to bury the past but rather to help illuminate its full scope with all its dimensions. The story of rescue must be told not only for the sake of historical accuracy but also because social inquiry itself is a moral enterprise, reflecting what cultures and nations choose to remember, study, and above all leave as a message for posterity. Sholem Asch said it best of all: 

            
                  It is of the highest importance not only to record and recount, both for ourselves and for the future, the evidences of human degradation, but side by side with them to set forth evidences of human exaltation and nobility. Let the epic of heroic deeds of love, as opposed by those of hatred, of rescue as opposed to destruction, bear equal witness to unborn generations.2
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Why Risk One’s Life?


World War II is rightfully remembered as a time of exceeding cruelty and barbarism. Nowhere was this brutality more evident than in the treatment of Jews, six million of whom were exterminated by unprecedentedly ruthless means in a period of about five years. Yet, also during this period, somewhere between 50,000 to 500,000 non-Jews risked their lives and frequently those of their families to help Jews survive. Although they constituted but a fraction of the total population under Nazi occupation, their significance transcends their numbers. 

We regard the rescue of Jews as an example of an altruistic behavior. To be sure, there were those who helped Jews out of greed and self-interest; these individuals are not the subjects of our study. The individuals we are interested in are those who helped out of humanitarian considerations alone—without material rewards of any kind. What makes their behavior of particular interest is not only the fact that it was undertaken in the context of terror but that it was undertaken on behalf of an “outsider” minority group, marginal under normal conditions and increasingly rejected and despised as the poisonous seeds of Nazism spread all over Europe. 

The true number of rescuers is unlikely ever to be known. Many perished in the effort; they became another wartime casualty, their specific activities lost in a statistic of over forty million World War II deaths. Among those who survived, many refused to identify themselves even after the war was over. Some refused to do so because they did not want public recognition for doing what they thought was their simple human duty. Others were afraid of revealing their activities—“Jew lover” was an unrewarding title in many places long after the Nazi menace had abated. Some continue to fear the shadowy hand of threatening neo-Nazi groups. Any counts of rescuers are thus, at best, estimates. 

If the definition of rescue is limited to those who risked their lives without monetary compensation, the lower figure of 50,000 is more reasonable. This is the estimate given by Mordecai Paldiel,1 director of Yad Vashem’s Department of the Righteous in Israel, But even the highest estimate, a million,2 represents less than one-half of 1 percent of the total population under Nazi occupation. Clearly, then, even many basically good and decent folk, personally sympathetic, nonetheless regarded the fate of others as separate and distinct from their own—not quite pertinent enough, not quite important enough to compel intervention. What we need to understand is why rescuers could not share this perception of the fate of Europe’s Jews. 

Much of human behavior can be explained as the result of broad social forces—political, economic, and social organizations compel the assumption of social roles that shape us. Living in any society demands submission to its organized patterns and behavioral requirements. Within such dominating structures, the individual often appears to be powerless. The existence of rescuers informs us, however, that individuals are not entirely powerless. We seek to understand the source of their power to resist the forces around them and why they chose to manifest that power in an act of altruism toward an outsider group despite the risks. 

In search of answers we interviewed almost 700 persons living in several countries in Nazi-occupied Europe—406 rescuers, 126 nonrescuers, and 150 survivors. The rescuers in our sample were all identified as such by Yad Vashem, Israel’s memorial to the victims of the Holocaust. Part of Yad Vashem’s charge is to honor those who risked their lives to rescue Jews, in fulfillment of which a commission of eighteen members appointed by Yad Vashem investigates and determines who shall be designated a rescuer. The commission makes its determination based on evidence submitted by rescued survivors (or their friends and relatives), as well as ancillary documentation and personal interviews. Three overriding criteria determine selection: the rescuer had to be motivated by humanitarian considerations only, risked his or her own life, and received no remuneration of any kind for his or her act. As of this writing, Yad Vashem has identified some 6,000 such rescuers—at the time of the collection of our data, the number was approximately 5,500. The important point about Yad Vashem’s list is that all those identified thereon are authenticated rescuers—their activities corroborated by external documentation—and their humanistic motivations are attested to by the rescued survivors themselves. Ninety-five percent of the rescuers we interviewed are Yad Vashem designees; the remaining 5 percent are individuals we identified by virtue of our interviews with rescued survivors, using criteria similar to those established by Yad Vashem. 

Most of our respondents are from Poland, Germany, France, and Holland, but also included are representatives from other countries, including Italy, Denmark, Belgium, and Norway. Most still live in their native countries; a few have emigrated to the United States or Canada. We designed a questionnaire and trained interviewers who met with each respondent for a period of several hours. The interviews were taped and subsequently translated into English, transcribed, coded, and analysed. Analyses were both qualitative and quantitative in character. 

Our interviews were guided by several key questions, including: Was rescue primarily a matter of opportunity—that is, a question of external circumstances? If so, what were they? Was rescue a matter of personal attributes—particular learned values and personality characteristics? If so, what were they? Implicit in these questions is the notion that there may exist something called an “altruistic” personality; that is, a relatively enduring predisposition to act selflessly on behalf of others, which develops early in life. For this reason we were interested not only in what our respondents did during the war and the circumstances of their wartime lives but also in their parents and their youthful characteristics and behaviors as well as their current behaviors. 

We included a sample of nonrescuers because explanations regarding rescue needed to address not only what rescuers may have shared in common but also whether their particular attributes were in some way different from others. If no discernible differences are found, then we must either conclude that rescue behavior was a matter of chance—that is, not really explainable—or that we have failed to look for those factors that might provide reasonable explanations. 

Our comparison group consists of people not identified as rescuers either by Yad Vashem or our own means of corroboration but who lived in the same countries at the same time as the rescuers did. During the course of interviewing our 126 nonrescuers, we became aware of an important difference among the members of this group. In response to the question of whether they had done anything out of the ordinary during the war to help other people or to resist the Nazis, 53 responded yes; it turned out that they were either members of resistance groups or had helped Jews or sometimes both. Although we had no reason to doubt their claims, we did not have corroborating external evidence. Rather than exclude them from our study, we labeled them “actives”—that is, persons who by their self-reports either participated in resistance activities or helped Jews. The remaining 72 nonrescuers said they had done nothing out of the ordinary during the war either to help other people or resist the Nazis. We labeled this group “bystanders.” The statistical comparisons we report are based on two types of comparisons: (1) similarities or statistically significant differences between rescuers and all nonrescuers, including actives and bystanders, and (2) similarities or statistically significant differences between rescuers and bystanders only. 

The sample of survivors served supplementary purposes only. They were helpful in illuminating some of the diversity of rescue conditions and rescuers, and we used their testimony in comparing rescuers’ assertions of their reasons for rescue with survivors’ perceptions of reasons. 

Altruism is such a complex concept that some clarification of its historical and theoretical background is in order.

The word altruism is rooted in the Latin alter, which simply means “other.” It is credited to August Comte, who coined it about 150 years ago. The word itself was widely disseminated through the works of Herbert Spencer toward the latter part of the nineteenth century.3 Although it was favored and popularized by social reformers and explored by philosophers and theologians, with few exceptions, social scientists tended to ignore the term until recent times. Pitirim Sorokin4 gave the concept some academic respectability in the 1940s when he turned his attention to its meaning and dimensions and began to study it as a sociopsychological phenomenon. But not until the 1960s did other social scientists begin a serious study of the phenomenon. Not coincidentally, perhaps, this period overlapped with a renewed interest in the scientific study of morality, based largely on the seminal works of Jean Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg. 

Comte conceived of altruism as devotion to the welfare of others, based in selflessness.5 This probably comes closest to its consensual meaning as given in Webster’s Third New International Dictionary—“uncalculated consideration of, regard for, or devotion to other’s interests….” This suggests that the act needs to be performed entirely for its own sake apart from any considerations of self-satisfaction, pleasure, or utility. Is such behavior possible? Skeptics such as Machiavelli and Hobbes would argue that humans are incapable of acting out of any other motive than their own self-interest. Even those who might have a more benevolent view of human behavior—such as Helvetius, Plato, Marx, Freud, and mainstream psychologists6—suggest that people rarely act out of any motive higher than enlightened self-interest. Whereas Machiavellianism implies manipulating or even harming others for the sake of self, enlightened self-interest counsels helping others in light of reciprocal claims. Thus, what appears like altruism turns out at best to be intelligent consideration of the self. 

On the other hand, Émile Durkheim believed that altruism exists in every society.7 Altruism exists, said Durkheim, whenever individuals abnegate their interests in favor of obedience for the sake of society. No society could exist unless its members acknowledge and make sacrifices on behalf of each other. Thus, said Durkheim, altruism is not merely “a sort of agreeable ornament to social life” but its fundamental basis. 

Most definitions center on selflessness and motivation as critical elements of altruism. However, the degree of selflessness necessary and the type of motivation required vary considerably. At one extreme are those who insist that the altruistic actor must have no concern for self8 and derive no benefit from the act;9 at the other are those who say that an act that satisfies both the self and the other can nonetheless be considered altruistic.10 In between are those who maintain that it is sufficient that costs outweigh gratification.11 Proposals regarding the types of motivations necessary range from mere intention to help,12 to helping for any reasons other than external rewards,13 to insistence on specific internal states (such as empathy,14 or lack of concern with restitution),15 specific values (such as love or compassion),16 personal norms,17 or principles of justice.18

Each of the above presents its own set of conceptual and pragmatic problems. For example, if we say that the actor does not benefit, does this mean that he or she must derive no internal pleasure from the act? And does this exclude incidental benefits, derived as unforeseen by-products of the act? How can we assess practically whether expectation or gratification is outweighed by costs or rule out the possibilities of restitution or compensation as motivating mechanisms even if people say they performed the act for other reasons? Such problems, of course, are not unique to the construct of altruism. Any attempt to characterize internal psychological states is hindered by similar difficulties in knowing or quantifying another’s thoughts or feelings. 

For the purpose of our study, we prefer a definition that relies on objective, measurable criteria. We characterize a behavior as altruistic when (1) it is directed towards helping another, (2) it involves a high risk or sacrifice to the actor, (3) it is accompanied by no external reward, and (4) it is voluntary. Rescue behavior in the context of the Holocaust meets these criteria. The behavior was clearly directed toward helping; it was very high risk, threatening life itself; it was accompanied by no external reward, according to the rescued survivors’ Yad Vashem testimony; and it was certainly voluntary—no external coercions required it. 

The above criteria could encompass a variety of altruistic behaviors, such as saving drowning people, pulling people out of burning buildings, searching for those lost on the high seas, or abandoning one’s career in order to care for ailing parents. But rescue behavior in the context of the Holocaust has special dimensions that make it a particular form of altruism. 

One distinguishing characteristic of Holocaust rescue activity was its duration. For a small number of rescuers, the activity was confined to a few hours or a few days—for most, though, it continued from two to five years. Second, help was extended to a group that differed from the actors in culture, ethnicity, and religion. Such differences were highlighted and exaggerated by a constant barrage of Nazi propaganda that defined Jews as outside the pale of humanity. 

Finally, Holocaust rescue activity differed from altruistic behaviors rooted in approved social norms. In the context of World War II, the rescue of Jews was legally prohibited, and broad extralegal norms were at best ambivalent and at worst supportive of Nazi policies. Rescuers could anticipate little external approval. Even if they had reason to believe that intimate friends or neighbors might approve, they could not disclose their activities to them. Any rewards had to be self-administered. Thus, we are looking at a particular form of altruism—marked by life-threatening risks to self and a long duration in time, extending to a “pariah” group marked for death, and occurring in the context of a disapproving or, at most, equivocal normative social climate. 

Our study is part of an as yet small but accumulating body of literature addressing rescue behavior, primarily the work of historians and social scientists during the last twenty years.19 Historians and other Holocaust scholars point to the fact that some form of rescue activity occurred in many countries and regions under Nazi occupation20 and that thousands of individuals died as a consequence of helping Jews.21 On a national level, Bulgaria,22 Denmark,23 and Italy24 managed to keep Jewish victimization to a relatively low level because of the cooperation of elite officials and local populations generally resistant to anti-Semitism. But rescue also occurred in those countries in which local populations were virulently anti-Semitic, themselves participated in murdering Jews, and among which Jewish victimization was extraordinarily high (for example, Rumania25 and Lithuania).26

In some cases, rescue was undertaken by formally organized networks. In Poland, for example, Zegota was specifically organized to help Jews, whereas in the Netherlands, the National Organization for Assistance to Divers (Landelijker Organisatie voor Hulp aan Onderduikers, also known as the LO) sheltered Jews along with other fugitives.27 Religious groups representing assorted denominations also participated in rescue, including for example, the Protestant CIMADE (Comité d’Inter-Mouvements Auprès des Evacués) and the Huguenot congregation of Pastor Trocmé in France, the Caritas Catholics in Germany, and Father Marie-Bénoit’s network in Italy and France.28 Although networks could obviously help larger numbers of victims then could individuals acting alone, single individuals sometimes masterminded the rescue of hundreds and even thousands of Jewish lives. This was the case, for example, with Herman Graebe,29 Oskar Schindler30 and Raoul Wallenberg.31

Although not the focus of our study, it is important to note that Jews themselves participated in resistance and rescue. When allowed, they participated in general resistance groups, frequently in disproportionate percentages,32 and also formed their own fighting groups, such as the Jewish Fighting Organizations of Warsaw and Bialystok in Poland,33 the Jewish Action Groups in Holland,34 and the Jewish Fighting Organization in France.35 Jewish partisan groups in Eastern Europe were not only fighting units but also provided shelter for Jews, although they themselves were frequently the hunted targets of other, non-Jewish partisan units.36 Jews also worked to find shelters, arrange for emigration, and relieve general suffering in such organizations as the OSE (Organisation de Secours d’Enfants) and Jewish Scouts in France37 and DELASEM in Italy. Although increasingly attacked for their naive and misguided policies,38 some Nazi-appointed Jewish councils nonetheless were able to help Jews emigrate and to provide other services.39 Zionist groups such as Hashomer Hatzair and Hechalutz,40 as well as Jewish communists and socialists and other individuals of varying political persuasions, were also engaged in such efforts. 

In an effort to identify the social groups most likely to be involved in rescue, several researchers have focused on the demographic characteristics of rescuers. Thus, for example, males, older Germans, independents (particularly small businessmen), and white-collar workers were more represented than were females and blue-collar workers among Judenfreunde (friends of Jews) and Rassenschänder (those who had sexual relations with Jews) in Gestapo Files at Düsseldorf.41 Males and older Germans (born before 1910) were also more represented among seventy German helpers interviewed in 1966.42 But although the over-forty age group and the middle class were also most likely to extend kindness to Jews in a small town in the Rhineland area of Germany, females outnumbered the males there.43 On the other hand, socioeconomic class was found to be only weakly related to rescue in Poland.44 Thus, at best, the demographic evidence is fragmentary—suggestive but inconclusive. 

Implicitly or explicitly, investigations of human behavior are based in some theoretical explanation. Historians, sociologists, and anthropologists prefer to explain rescue activity as the result of specific events, social forces, and institutions or culture. In general, they pay scant attention to psychological processes. Because our study is more rooted in the latter, and to illuminate its context, a brief description of the five major theoretical orientations that have been applied to explain altruistic behavior follows. 

According to sociobiologists, genes are the source of altruistic behaviors.45 They maintain that no species could survive unless certain individuals within it were ready to sacrifice themselves for the welfare of the group and that such inclinations are transmitted genetically. Species that do not transmit such genetic predispositions to a sufficient proportion of their members perish. Although this hypothesis has yet to be proved conclusively, it is highly probable that biological factors do contribute to altruistic behavior. A promising avenue of research may lie in an examination of emotive and brain systems, as Panksepp has recently proposed.46 However, it appears unlikely that biology alone accounts for altruistic behavior. Evidence suggests that not only humans but also higher animal primates learn many of their skills—aggressive as well as nurturant—from their caregivers.47

According to psychoanalytic theory, learning, rather than genetically transmitted predispositions, explains altruistic behaviors. It is only through identification with others and the constraints imposed by society that individuals learn to mute their innate aggressiveness and help others. Identification fosters the development of the superego, and altruistic behaviors emerge as a result of guilt for moral transgressions, imposed by the superego,48 and through the internalization of certain values and standards,49 largely developed in early childhood. In fact, psychoanalytic theory denies the existence of selfless motivation, for, according to Freud, all behavior is ultimately rooted in satisfying the self.50 Psychoanalytic theory offers one of the most comprehensive explanations of human behavior, but many of its essential propositions have as yet to be validated. It has not been clearly demonstrated, for example, that the source of altruistic behaviors lies in egoistic or selfish concerns. As critics have noted, Freud was heavily influenced by the biology of his times, now disputed in many of its essentials.51 Moreover, he made large-scale inferences based on a small number of clinical cases. 

Cognitive developmental theorists such as Piaget52 and Kohlberg53 propose that individuals progress through stages of moral reasoning as a result of mental maturational processes interacting with experience. Kohlberg identified six stages of progressive moral reasoning, each one superior to the preceding one by virtue of more adequately resolving issues relating to justice. Evidence bearing on the relationship between articulated moral reasoning and helpful behavior indicates that the latter is only partly explained by the level of moral reasoning.54 Long before they are capable of mature moral reasoning, some young children already exhibit helping behaviors despite cost to themselves.55 And many adults who cannot necessarily articulate high levels of moral reasoning also display altruistic behaviors—as Iris Murdoch noted, “An unexamined life can be virtuous.”56

Whereas psychoanalysts and cognitive developmentalists infer internal psychological processes as critical for altruistic behavior, social learning theorists prefer to concentrate on the observable and demonstrable. Altruistic behaviors, they maintain, are indeed learned, but basically through reinforcement and modeling. Learners may experience the reinforcement directly through externally administered rewards, or vicariously, as when they observe altruistic models rewarded for their behavior.57 Internal states, such as values, cognition, and emotions, are not considered to cause the behavior but are themselves the results of reinforcement.58 Yet, in the absence of apparent external rewards, it is not always clear where and how reinforcement occurs. We are left to infer some internal reward system—such as pleasure in meeting another’s needs or in fulfilling some value. This suggests that external reinforcement, including the observation of models, may be important in influencing altruistic behavior but that internal factors need also to be considered. 

Our study is rooted in a social psychological orientation, which assumes that behavior is best explained as the result of an interaction between personal and external social, or situational, factors. We view an altruistic behavior as the outcome of a decisionmaking process in which the internal characteristics of actors as well as the external environments in which they find themselves influence each other. 

Personal factors include personality characteristics and values. Situational factors are the immediate external environmental conditions over which the actor has no control but that nonetheless affect a decision. Some decisions are more rooted in personal dispositional factors, others are more dependent on situational factors. A passerby, for example, might consider whether he has the skills to save a drowning person, but he might not stop to consider his skills if the life of his child were at stake. 

In studying the role of personal factors in motivating our respondents’ wartime behavior, we make certain assumptions about the stability of personality. We met our respondents forty years after the event—forty years during which they had many experiences. Some married; others divorced and remarried; some acquired additional education and new occupations; others changed little. Some remained in their countries of birth; others emigrated; some became ill and disabled; others are relatively healthy. The war itself was a traumatic event, and what they did during the war also affected them. Yet we are assuming that despite any changes, there is a basic continuity in personality that extends over a lifetime—that the person we meet today is in essential ways very similar to the person of forty years ago. 

Such an assumption would probably have been accepted without question a few years ago, when most psychologists believed that personality is formed early, that childhood plays a determinant role in shaping it, and—although changes occur—that it remains largely stable after childhood. However, the recent work of some “life-span” researchers has challenged these beliefs.59 These researchers find change an ongoing process throughout life, from birth to old age. They point out that individuals vary markedly in their courses of development and also vary because of their particular conditions and experiences. Rather than accepting early childhood as the primary period during which individual personality is formed, they propose that any period in the life span can be a time for critical change.60 Although some psychologists are not quite as ready as they once were to give stability their unqualified endorsement, nonetheless few fully reject it. The emerging view is something of a compromise—yes, some things change and some things remain the same. 

Direct evidence bearing on the question of consistency in personality comes from longitudinal studies that take repeated measures of the same population at different times. These studies are almost unanimous in reporting a basic consistency in personality, particularly from early adulthood onward. Predispositions with regard to such matters as values,61 occupational interests,62 psychological well-being,63 neuroticism, extroversion, and openness to experience,64 as well as other self-reported personality traits, appear to change very little after the early twenties. To be sure, the evidence is not yet conclusive. The studies are few in number; their quality differs as do the measuring tools used and the characteristics investigated. But because they follow the same people over time, they offer the strongest evidence to date of a basic consistency in personality from young adulthood on. We therefore assume that despite the passage of years and change in external circumstances, the people we meet today have many of the same predispositions they manifested at the outbreak of the war. 

Predispositions represent an inclination toward a given behavior, not an inevitably programmed response. Thus, when we say that someone has an “altruistic personality,” it means not that he or she always acts altruistically but that this person is more likely than others to make altruistic decisions. Similarly, we are not proposing that early life experiences and personality inevitably determine an altruistic response, but that they influence perceived choices. 

This book examines what led rescuers to choose their particular course of action. It looks at what led them to place themselves and their families at risk on behalf of Jews—often unknown to them previously—and what experiences, values, and personality characteristics moved them to act while others stood silently by. We turn first to the political, legal, and social climate within which they acted.
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The Historical Context of Rescue



The Germans insisted that we [Jews] all be handed over to them. So we were arrested by the Italian military to save us from being handed over to the Ustases [the Croatian security police] and to the Germans. It was a measure of compassion to save us because the Italians had seen the terrible things that the Ustases did in the concentration camp in Belgrade…. One day the commanding officer came to me and said, “I think the situation is very precarious. The Germans may come any day. But I have”—and this was one of his most generous gestures—“an ambulance car here in the garage with enough gasoline to travel thirty kilometers to Italy, across the border. I have given the name of five persons to the driver because I am going on vacation and don’t want you to remain unprotected. So even if the Germans should come, you will be put in an ambulance car and taken to the kingdom.” I cannot imagine anyone but an Italian making such a gesture. He said, “I was always a fascist. I will not deny being a fascist, but I will never accept anti-Semitism and the persecution of the Jews.”



As this rescued Croatian Jew’s testimony illustrates, the response to the Holocaust differed not only from country to country but from individual to individual. To gain an understanding of how and why individuals made the difficult and dangerous decision to rescue Jews requires looking first at the general factors that enhanced or diminished the feasibility of helping Jews and the risks involved in doing so.1 These will be set in the context of an outline of the specific historical events and conditions that affected the efforts to rescue Jews in the five principal countries in which indigenous research teams conducted interviews for the Altruistic Personality Project: Germany, Poland, the Netherlands, France, and Italy. 

In assessing the relationship between wartime conditions and the victimization or protection of the Jewish community in each country, we need to distinguish between the policies and conditions imposed by Nazi Germany and the responses of local leaders and officials. The Third Reich sowed and cultivated the seeds of anti-Semitism by disseminating propaganda, enacting discriminatory legislation in the territories it occupied, and relentlessly pressuring its allies to participate in the crusade against European Jewry. The extent of its success in making each country Judenrein (purified of Jews) depended partly on the fertility of the native soil for the seeds of Nazi prejudice. In areas where political antiSemitism was already widespread and virulent, the Germans received local cooperation in the implementation of the Final Solution or at least encountered public indifference to the plight of the Jews. In some places indigenous collaborators tried to carve out a niche for themselves and their nations in Hitler’s “new order” by assisting or emulating his campaign against the Jews for ideological or pragmatic reasons. Conversely, the plan to murder European Jews sometimes failed to take root or reach fruition in countries where anti-Semitism was weak, Jewish civic equality was firmly established, German influence was limited, or the local regime and populace were or became anti-German during the war. Ultimately the nature and extent of German control over a country were the primary determinants of the toll of Jewish lives there. When the decision to exterminate the Jews was made in 1941,2 Germany relied primarily on military force to attain this end. The greater Germany’s presence and power, especially in the form of the SS—which was in charge of carrying out the Final Solution—the greater was Germany’s capability to achieve its genocidal aim.3



This chapter was written by Lawrence Baron.



Because Hitler had no coherent blueprint for organizing his empire, but rather improvised occupation regimes and alliances on the basis of changing economic, ideological, racial, and strategic considerations, Germany’s system for ruling the countries it conquered and influencing its allies varied from country to country. The status accorded a nation or region in Germany’s diplomatic and military realm reflected which of the above criteria Hitler deemed most crucial at a particular stage in the war.4

Areas subjected to direct German control and a substantial SS presence had the least chance of resisting Nazi policies successfully. Three types of governance characterized German rule in these areas. The first, entailing incorporation into the Greater German Reich, was applied to countries and territories Hitler viewed as historically and racially German, such as AlsaceLorraine, Austria, and the Sudetenland. Here the German civil bureaucracy administered the law and the police and security apparatus of the Gestapo and SS enforced it. A second kind of rule was enforced in Poland in the newly created provinces of DanzigWest Prussia, German Silesia, and the Wartheland, which were designated for agricultural colonization by Germans. The racially “inferior” inhabitants of these provinces were slated for economic servitude or relocation by their German “superiors.” All Jews were immediately to be expelled from these lands, and SS agencies headed the program of population transfers. The third form of German control was exercised through German military commanders or civilian governors who relied on SS and Wehrmacht occupation troops to exact local obedience. The territories making up this zone consisted of the remainder of Poland, the military district Südost, which included Serbia and Nazi-occupied Greece, and the occupation zones carved out of the areas wrested from the Soviet Union—Bialystok Province, the Ostland (Belorussia, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania), and the Ukraine. These regions became centers for the killing of Jews. German rule was harshest in the second and third types of regimes because they were located in places where battlefront conditions and remoteness prevented scrutiny by the German public or by neutral and enemy countries. Moreover, these regions were populated by nationalities the Nazis held in contempt and that contained the largest concentrations of the Nazis’ main racial and ideological foes—namely, European Jewry and Russian Bolshevism. 

In other defeated and occupied countries, policy was set by German authorities, utilizing the existing bureaucracies or native collaborators to assist in its implementation. Under this sort of regime, the relative strength of the SS vis-à-vis the Wehrmacht, and the degree of autonomy granted to local administrators determined the possibilities for rescuing Jews. In the Netherlands a Reichskommissar (high commissioner) obtained the grudging compliance of Dutch officials through reprisals and coercion frequently employed by SS police and native fascists. The situation was similar in Norway, where a Reichskommissar governed in conjunction with the pro-Nazi regime of Vidkun Quisling and an SS detachment. The SS was somewhat weaker in Belgium and the occupied zones of France, which were under the jurisdiction of military governors. In both countries much of the internal administration remained in the hands of the native civil service. Until 1943, Denmark enjoyed the greatest independence of all conquered and occupied countries. In return for its rapid surrender and voluntary economic exploitation, Denmark was allowed to keep its king, parliament, and armed forces, which retained a good deal of their autonomy under a relatively lenient military occupation. When Germany eventually cracked down on the Danes, its worsening fortunes in the war prevented it from sending sufficient numbers of SS troops to round up the Jews. In general, German persecution of the Jews in Western Europe evolved more subtly and gradually than in Eastern Europe. 

The level of influence Germany exerted over its allies varied. In Croatia and Slovakia the Nazis created dependent and loyal satellite states by exploiting local ethnic rivalries. These proxy regimes represented authoritarian political factions that would not have come to power without Germany’s support. Sustained by German aid and restrained by the proximity (Slovakia) or presence (Croatia) of Axis troops, the governments of both states exercised a precarious sovereignty that could be terminated at the first sign of insurgency, as was the case in Slovakia in 1944. Vichy France’s latitude in relating to Germany was similarly circumscribed. By negotiating a truce limiting the German occupation of France, the Vichy leadership retained control over southern France and continued to play a secondary political role in the occupied sector of the country. German troops, however, remained poised to march into the “free” zone when this seemed strategically necessary—as it eventually did in November 1942. Other allies like Bulgaria, Hungary, Italy, and Rumania aided the German war effort in order to expand into territories they had long coveted. Although Germany tried to persuade them through diplomatic means to participate in the Final Solution, these countries adopted such policies only when they served their own pragmatic interests. Bulgaria and Rumania acceded to German requests for deporting Jews early in the war, when Germany’s military might was at its zenith, but then became increasingly uncooperative when German power began to wane in the face of Allied offensives. Although the liquidation of native Jews had not been the goal of the discriminatory measures promulgated by Hungary, Italy, and Vichy France, these measures paved the way for the Third Reich to pursue this goal once its troops occupied all or part of these countries. 

While the degree of direct control and indirect leverage Germany exerted over a country was the single most important factor affecting the victimization rate of the Jews there, national traditions of religious tolerance and civic equality could engender sympathy for the Jews that sometimes found expression in efforts to save them. In Northern and Western Europe the emancipation of the Jews accompanied the overall trend of political liberalization and economic modernization that swept this region in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Consequently, by the twentieth century, anti-Semitic and reactionary movements attracted only a minority following there. For example, the climate of Danish democracy nurtured a national commitment to protect the rights and lives of both refugee and native Jews alike. Similarly, the failure of Nazi racism to strike a responsive chord among the tolerant Italians resulted in Italy’s refusal to agree to deport any of the Jews residing under its jurisdiction. In Belgium and Holland many of the local officials serving the Germans initially protested or clandestinely undermined the persecution of their countries’ Jewish communities. Eighty percent of the Jews survived in Bulgaria, the one Eastern European country where anti-Semitism had never gained a strong foothold. To be sure, Germany often elevated antiSemitic groups into positions of power, but this did not necessarily mean that their policies for dealing with the Jews were identical to those of the Nazis. Despite the anti-Semitism of the conservative, authoritarian leaders of Vichy France, they still respected the French heritage of native Jews and strove to prevent their deportation while simultaneously sanctioning the deportation of foreign Jews.5

The status Jews enjoyed in a country before the war had other ramifications for the way they fared under German domination. Jewish acculturation and socioeconomic integration often created strong business or personal relationships with non-Jews. These relationships, in turn, provided Jews with an accessible network of native colleagues, friends, or relatives through intermarriage who could help them when Nazi rule or influence placed them in grave jeopardy. Thus, the successful rescue of the Danish Jews was partly attributable to their high level of assimilation and to close personal ties with Danish gentiles.6 Even in countries where the population was hostile or indifferent toward Jews, certain areas or cities with a history of hospitality to Jews became relative havens where it was more likely for Jews to find people willing to shield them from their Nazi tormentors. For example, though Berlin was the capital of the Reich, it had been the cosmopolitan home of a sizable and prominent Jewish community and served during the war as a hiding place for several thousand Jewish fugitives.7

Jewish chances of survival decreased in areas where indigenous anti-Semitism had made deep political inroads before World War II. In contrast to Western Europe, Jewish emancipation in many parts of Central and Eastern Europe occurred later and was more broadly and effectively contested.8 Here local leaders sometimes equaled the Nazis in their desire to rid their countries of Jews. For example, Rumanian troops joined Germany’s invasion of Russia in 1941 and shocked and surpassed their SS accomplices with their savagery in massacring 200,000 Jews. Then the Rumanian government crowded Jews into the Transnistria region, where approximately 150,000 died from disease and starvation. When Rumania reneged on earlier promises to hand Jews over to Germany for deportation in late 1942, as German prospects of winning the war dimmed, 50 percent of Rumanian Jewry already had been killed.9 An even more fatal combination of circumstances existed in Nazi extermination zones, where strong German control and native anti-Semitism complemented each other. Here the Germans recruited local personnel to assist in the persecution of the Jews, whose maltreatment engendered a mixture of enthusiasm or indifference among the majority of the native population. For example, Lithuanian nationalism contained a significant antiSemitic streak that intensified under German influence during the 1930s and in reaction to Jewish collaboration with Soviet occupation forces in 1940. Thus, many Lithuanians responded to Germany’s “liberation” of their country in 1941 by slaughtering Jews on their own initiative or joining SS Einsatzgruppen (mobile killing squads) in executing Jews. Less than 10 percent of Lithuanian Jewry managed to survive the war.10

However, vocal opposition to Jewish persecution by local elites could legitimate the cause of helping the Jews for undecided citizens. Discontent over Nazi policy toward Jews often remained latent until it was vented in a public forum by respected native leaders. Such demonstrations of solidarity with the Jews sometimes restrained local bureaucrats and collaborators from implementing unpopular measures against the Jews. The vociferous condemnation of Bulgaria’s anti-Semitic laws by the Bulgarian Orthodox clergy, various professional organizations, and prominent politicians clearly contributed to the government’s lax enforcement of these laws and eventual refusal to deport native Jews.11 Guided by instructions from their government-in-exile, the highest ranking remaining Belgian officials refused to sanction anti-Jewish policies that violated the Hague Convention. This forced the Germans to rely on municipal mayors and the Jewish Council of Belgium (Association des Juifs de Belgique) to administer Nazi programs against the Jews. When both of these groups were not entirely cooperative, the Germans had to divert their own personnel to run the Final Solution there.12

Local attitudes toward Jews also had an impact on whether national resistance movements viewed the defense of the Jews as an essential part of their struggle. For example, the Danes expressed their commitment to preserving their democratic values and protecting their fellow citizens by rapidly shepherding most of the Jews residing in their country to nearby Sweden when the Germans tried to deport them in October of 1943.13 In Belgium the Armée Belge des Partisans (Belgian Partisan Army) sabotaged the bureaucratic machinery for notifying the Jews to report for the first deportations in July 1942. A month earlier the Front d’Indépendance (Independence Front) presided over the creation of the Comité de Défense des Juifs (Committee for the Defense of the Jews) to conduct Jewish relief and rescue work in Belgium. This sort of backing played a role in keeping the mortality rate of Jews in Belgium below 45 percent.14

Established Jewish leaders had few opportunities to intervene on behalf of their communities because, as a minority, Jews throughout Europe were at the mercy of German military power and native regimes. Consequently, the entreaties of Jewish elites achieved results only when local governments had the capacity to act independently of the Germans. When Jewish councils were under direct German supervision, as in Poland, they had no viable means to prevent the eventual deportation of their communities. Their sincere belief that their compliance would mitigate the harshness of German policy and thereby preserve a remnant of the Jews in the ghettos was completely misguided, failing to take account of the strength of the Nazi resolve to eradicate European Jewry. Jewish officials could play a more effective role in alleviating Jewish suffering when they dealt with regimes that were either satellites or allies of Germany, like Bulgaria and Rumania.15

While Jews required the support of either native regimes or resistance movements to survive in any significant numbers, some individuals saved themselves by joining local resistance groups or forming their own partisan bands. Jewish uprisings and resistance movements incurred massive German reprisals, but they also enabled some Jews to escape, hide, inform the outside world about Nazi genocide,16 and even rescue other Jews. In many countries the level of Jewish participation in the underground was higher than native involvement and disproportionately larger in relation to the size of the Jewish populations there. Zionist groups such as the Hashomer Hatzair (Young Watchmen) of Belgrade and the Dutch Hechalutz (Zionist Pioneers) committed themselves to resistance and rescue efforts. Many Jewish socialists and communists did likewise as a continuation of their previous political activism.17

The prospects for Jewish rescue notably improved when external assistance was available. This usually took the form of outside funding, which was used for bribing officials, procuring weapons, producing forged papers, and reimbursing gentiles who sheltered Jews for the expenses incurred in doing so. Diplomatic intervention on behalf of Jews by neutral governments also saved Jewish lives. The accomplishments of Raoul Wallenberg testify to the efficacy of this sort of formal intercession. In 1944 the United States belatedly established the War Refugee Board (WRB) to aid and rescue the victims of Nazism. Fearing the imminent deportation of Hungarian Jewry, the WRB solicited the help of a number of neutral countries to protect this endangered community. Sweden embraced the American proposal and appointed Wallenberg as a special envoy to Hungary whose sole mission was to avert the deportation of Jews. Taking advantage of his diplomatic immunity and money contributed by private organizations like the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, Wallenberg issued bogus Swedish “protective passports,” rented apartment buildings to serve as Jewish sanctuaries under Swedish protection, and personally whisked hundreds of Hungarian Jews off German transports on the pretext that they were wards of Sweden. Wallenberg’s example inspired other neutral embassies and the International Red Cross office in Budapest to protect Jews too. According to some estimates, the rescue campaign launched by Wallenberg may have saved as many as 100,000 Jews.18

Finally, a country’s location and topography could either facilitate or hinder the rescue of Jews; its distance from or proximity to potential escape routes to safer places contributed to the difficulty or ease of smuggling Jews successfully into such havens. Denmark’s proximity to neutral Sweden, for example, allowed the Danes to relocate most of their Jews there. Access to Spain, Switzerland, territories under Italian control, and Mediterranean sea routes to Palestine favored Jewish escape attempts from Vichy France and the countries of the Balkan Peninsula. Certain types of terrain were conducive to concealing groups of fugitives, sneaking them across borders, and mounting guerrilla maneuvers. The sparsely populated and rugged wilderness of eastern Norway, the extensive and thick forests of Belorussia, and the mountainous regions of southern France, Greece, and Yugoslavia served as natural arenas for these kinds of activities.19

Germany

In Germany the persecution of Jews was official government policy and had evolved gradually during the years when the Nazi regime attained the height, of its popularity and power. Here, unlike conquered or satellite states, the assault on the Jews could not be discredited as a program imposed by a victorious foreign tyrant or enacted to ingratiate a dominant ally. Any German opposition to the persecution of the Jews was interpreted as a form of treason. This does not mean that most Germans shared Hitler’s racism and sought the physical annihilation of European Jewry. Instead, they accepted anti-Semitic discrimination as just one plank in the Nazi platform for the restoration of German power. Their support for the Third Reich was predicated on Hitler’s overall success in overcoming the civil strife and depression that plagued Germany in the early 1930s and in freeing Germany from the shackles the Treaty of Versailles had clamped on the country’s irredentist and military aspirations. When Hitler succeeded in achieving these goals between 1933 and 1941, the suffering of the Jews seemed to be either a necessary or small price to pay for this national revival.20

To be sure, Nazi anti-Semitism built on a foundation of ideas that had developed in Germany since the nineteenth century. The emancipation of German Jewry had coincided with the unification of Germany in 1871. During the next forty years many Germans were disoriented and displaced by the problems the rapid wave of industrialization and urbanization that swept the Second Reich brought in its wake. Many critics of this modernization process blamed the loss of Germany’s traditional way of life and its attendant socioeconomic ills on the deleterious influence of the recently enfranchised Jews. Extremist parties espousing this viewpoint registered some electoral victories in the 1890s, and a few mainstream parties opportunistically jumped on the anti-Jewish bandwagon, thereby conferring political respectability on anti-Semitism. 

Germany’s defeat in World War I, the punitive terms of the Versailles treaty, the fall of the Hohenzollern monarchy and the concurrent rise of Germany’s first republic, and fear of Russian and domestic communism, broadened the appeal of anti-Semitic demagogues. They attributed these events to German Jews, who had allegedly “stabbed Germany in the back” by promoting the interests of “international Jewry,” the Western democracies, and the Soviet Union. The economic crises and political polarization that paralyzed the Weimar Republic lent more credibility to this conspiratorial outlook on the world.21

Initially, Hitler dealt with the “Jewish problem” through ostensibly legal and gradual steps, creating the impression that he was more moderate and less violent than the Nazi storm troopers (Sturmabteilung, or SA), who sporadically terrorized Jews. From 1933 until 1938, the Third Reich enacted legislation and issued propaganda that led incrementally to the vilification, disenfranchisement, legal identification, segregation, and expropriation of the property of German Jewry.22 German public opinion clearly preferred orderly discrimination to indiscriminate bloodshed.23 The SA’s Kristallnacht (crystal night, or night of broken glass) rampage against Jewish homes, shops, and synagogues in November 1938 marked the first state-sanctioned violence against the Jews, occasioned the first mass internment of Jewish men by the SS, and intensified the confiscation of Jewish wealth.24 The goal of all these measures was to force German Jews to emigrate, and 330,000 of them did so before the outbreak of war in 1939.25 After its conquest of Poland, Germany conscripted tens of thousands of German Jews to perform forced labor and considered the possibility of creating Jewish reservations in Poland or Madagascar.26

Although the administrative apparatus to carry out the systematic extermination of European Jewry was not formally established until the SS convened a conference of Nazi party and state officials at Wannsee, near Berlin, in January 1942, the bureaucratic preparations for the eventual deportation of German Jews had started the previous year with a ban on their emigration, the mandatory wearing of the Jewish star for identification purposes, and the rescission of their German nationality the moment they left Germany.27 This last measure reduced them to stateless persons, bereft of the protection of international law, when they were deported.28 In the last three months of 1941, tens of thousands of German Jews were taken to Lodz, Minsk, or Riga. Train transports to the Polish death camps began in 1942. Some “privileged” and elderly Jews were sent to the “model ghetto” at Theresienstadt, which more often than not served as a way station on the road to the gas chambers further east. In 1943, Germany rounded up Jews still working in German factories and shipped them to the extermination camps. By June, Nazi authorities proclaimed Germany Judenrein. Nevertheless, an estimated 25,000 German Jews survived the war. While the period of emigration between 1933 and 1941 enabled 60 percent of German Jewry to flee their homeland, more than 80 percent of the remaining 164,000 German Jews perished in the Holocaust.29

Throughout its ordeal, the German Jewish community could do only as much to ameliorate its situation as the Nazi government permitted. The German Jewish leadership formed the Reichsvertretung der Deutschen Juden (Reich Representation of German Jews) in 1933 to tend to the cultural, economic, and spiritual needs of its constituency. The leaders of the Reichsvertretung harbored the illusion that anti-Jewish hostility would wane as the economy improved and believed that some sort of accommodation with the Third Reich might still be achieved. When their hopes were dashed by the enactment of the Nuremberg Laws in 1935, they devoted themselves to promoting mass Jewish emigration consistent with Nazi policy in this period.30 In 1939, Germany changed the name of the Reichsvertretung to the Reichsvereinigung der Juden in Deutschland (Reich Association for Jews in Germany) and transformed it into an organization that merely implemented governmental orders. Its personnel and the Jewish Order Service (Ordnungsdienst) created by the SS in 1942 assisted in the deportations of German Jews. Armed Jewish resistance proved too costly. In 1942 a group of Jewish communists led by Herbert Baum killed five Germans in Berlin. The Gestapo retaliated by executing 250 Jews, deporting 250, and threatening to murder 250 more for every German killed by Jews in the future.31

The German resistance was weak in general and minimally concerned with the plight of the Jews. During the first years of Hitler’s rule, the political parties opposed to Nazism were either relentlessly suppressed, like the Social Democratic and Communist parties, or coopted, like the Catholic Center Party.32 Though the Catholic church and the dissident minority Lutheran Confessing church sometimes challenged Hitler’s policies, their resistance arose primarily “out of organizational egoism.”33 Thus, they denounced Nazi racial laws insofar as those laws jeopardized Jewish converts to their denominations and Jewish relatives of their members. Though clerical protest halted the euthanasia program in 1941, an equivalent outcry against the Final Solution never materialized.34 Traditional German elites representing the army, business, and civil service supported Hitler in 1933 because his political agenda resembled their own anticommunist, conservative, and nationalistic aims. By 1938 some of them feared the consequences of his reckless expansionist policies and resented the erosion of their own authority. Their first plots to overthrow Hitler were undercut by Germany’s initial military victories. When German troops subsequently encountered setbacks on the battlefield, these conspirators attempted to assassinate the Führer. But at no time was the rescue of Jews a priority of the resistance, though a few of its members participated in such efforts.35

Nevertheless, some Germans did come to the aid of the Jews. Church groups that originally helped only Christians of Jewish descent sometimes extended their protective services to include all Jews. This was true of the Büro Grüber run by Protestant pastor Heinrich Grüber, and the Caritas Catholica, led by Gertrude Luckner. At the end of February 1943, the German wives of Jewish men recently arrested for deportation marched daily in front of the building where their husbands were being held and successfully gained their release.36 Berlin served as a hiding place for about 5,000 Jews at one time, approximately 1,000 of whom survived the war.37

Yet the average German had either become intimidated by the Nazis or inured to the persecution of the Jews. He or she focused on the benefits Hitler had brought Germany before the war and on the outcome of battles during it. Since the government shrouded the Final Solution in secrecy by locating the death camps on foreign soil, rumors about the extermination camps were usually discounted as Allied propaganda. Even many of those whose sympathies were stirred by the plight of the Jews were deterred from acting on those feelings by their suspicions that colleagues, friends, or neighbors might be Nazi informers.38 It was difficult and dangerous to smuggle Jews out of a Germany surrounded by other occupied countries and by neutral Switzerland, which turned back “civilian refugees” seeking sanctuary there beginning in 1942.39 In short, concern over other matters, disbelief, fear, obedience to the state, objective obstacles, and plausible rationalizations for inaction prevented the development of extensive Jewish rescue operations in Germany. 

Poland

Approximately 3,300,000 Jews lived in Poland before the outbreak of World War II. It is estimated that over 3,000,000 of them perished in the Holocaust.40 Several crucial factors contributed to this staggering 90 percent fatality toll. From the outset of the occupation, German rule in Poland was direct and brutal. The SS and German police wielded great power throughout Poland despite the different types of administrative units that the Third Reich established there. Since the Nazis regarded the Poles as Untermenschen (subhumans) destined for immediate enslavement and future liquidation, they did not restrain their oppression of Jews or Poles in deference to local public opinion. Partitioned by two bordering enemies, isolated from its Western European defenders, and populated by a large Jewish community, Poland provided Germany with an ideal environment to initiate its policies of Jewish resettlement and ghettoization between 1939 and 1941. Germany located extermination camps on Polish soil and rapidly proceeded to transfer the Jews from nearby ghettos into these camps. Previous and wartime Polish antagonisms toward Jews delayed the development and limited the extent of organized Polish assistance to the Jews. Internecine Jewish disputes over how to respond to Nazi persecution also impeded the growth and efficacy of Jewish resistance movements. When armed Jewish resistance finally materialized in 1943, the majority of Polish Jewry had already been murdered. 

The blitzkrieg (lightning war) campaign conducted by Germany in September 1939 devastated Poland and decimated the ranks of the Polish military, leaving the nation defenseless against the reign of terror the Germans soon unleashed.41 For ideological reasons, the Nazis slated Poland for resettlement along racial lines. Recapturing territories lost after World War I, the Germans formally incorporated Danzig-West Prussia, the Wartheland, and German Silesia into the Reich. Dubbed the General Gouvernement der Besetzten Polnischen Gebiete (General Government of the Occupied Polish Territories), central Poland was placed under the jurisdiction of Nazi governor-general Hans Frank. The Nazis tried to colonize designated parts of Poland with German volunteers from the Reich, Volksdeutschen (ethnic Germans residing outside the Reich), and selected Poles who qualified for Germanization because they were members of Nazi or German organizations before the war, were married to Germans, raised their children as Germans, or were descended from Germans. While many Poles remained in these areas to serve as slave laborers for the colonists, over 1,000,000 Poles were ruthlessly uprooted and deported to the occupied territories, where they either toiled for the authorities or were eventually conscripted for labor in the Reich. To ensure that the Poles would never revolt, Germany summarily executed members of the Polish elite (clergy, intellectuals, politicians, professionals, and so on) who might potentially lead or participate in such a rebellion.42
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