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First the Nazis came for the Communists; and I didn’t speak up
because I wasn’t a Communist. Then they came for the Jews; and I
didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Jew. When they came for the
trade unionists I didn’t speak up, because I wasn’t a trade unionist.
And when they came for the Catholics I didn’t speak up because I
was a Protestant. Then they came for me... and by that time there

was no one left to speak for anyone.
— Attributed to Pastor Martin Niemoeller

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

P eople everywhere fervently hoped that the First World War

would be “the war to end all wars.” However, that conflict mere-

ly served to inaugurate thirty years of turmoil that culminated

in yet another war, the most destructive and horrifying in history. Before

World War II was over, European Jewry was dealt the severest blow it had

ever endured: Six million Jews were murdered in the Holocaust.

The end of World War I paved the way for major political transforma-

tions in Western Europe. In 1918, the German Empire collapsed and Kaiser

Wilhelm fled. The Weimar Republic, an experiment in liberal democracy,

was born. In Russia in November 1917, the Bolsheviks, led by Lenin and

Trotsky, established a new regime, the Soviet Union, and implemented rev-

olutionary social and economic reforms. Jewish communities from the

Rhine to the Volga were swept up in the sudden political changes. The

Russian Revolution brought Jews emancipation, while the Weimar

Republic allowed them full participation in German life.

In Eastern Europe, a new political map was drawn. From the ruins of the

Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires rose Austria, Poland, Hungary,

Czechoslovakia,Yugoslavia, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia.Their independ-

ence was guaranteed by the Versailles Peace Conference of 1919. In these

new states, however, Jews found that discrimination and anti-Semitism

persisted.

The year 1917 was also critical in the history of the Zionist movement.

The British government issued the Balfour Declaration, which sanctioned

“the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people.”

The 1920s were an age of experimentation in the life-styles, art, and lit-

erature—and a time of deep discontent. The painting, architecture, music,

fiction, and theater of this era express excitement and hope, as well as

anxiety and pessimism.

In Germany, the promise of the Weimar era was foreclosed by econom-

ic depression. Through demagoguery and violence, Hitler transformed the

anti-Semitic Nazi movement from a fringe element to the ruling party.

Upon coming to power, the Nazis made anti-Semitism official state policy

by enacting discriminatory laws, instigating violence against the Jews, and

spreading racist propaganda.

In 1938, world leaders acquiesced when Hitler annexed Austria and

occupied much of Czechoslovakia.When Germany invaded Poland in 1939,

however, Britain and France declared war.

Upon invading Poland, the Nazis took their anti-Semitic campaign fur-

ther. Before the outbreak of war, their main efforts centered on isolating

Jews through legislation and sporadic acts of violence, restricting Jewish

livelihoods, confiscating Jewish property, and encouraging emigration. In

Poland, they were confronted with the largest Jewish population in Europe.

The Nazis forcibly segregated the Jews into sealed ghettos, where many

died of starvation and disease. In 1941, when Hitler abrogated a non-

aggression pact with Stalin and invaded Russia, the Nazis began a system-

atic program of genocide.Via mass executions, they murdered hundreds of

thousands of Jews in the formerly Soviet-held territories. By 1942, they had

devised a more efficient means of annihilation: the death camp. Millions

of Jews and other people from all over Europe were brought to six indus-

trial killing centers in Poland, where most were murdered in gas chambers

and others worked and starved to death.

On May 9, 1945, after six devastating years, Great Britain and the United

States proclaimed victory in Europe.The total number of World War II fatal-

ities was estimated at a staggering thirty million. Six million of them were

Jews. Nearly two-thirds of the entire Jewish population of Europe had been

murdered.

Many of the Jewish survivors hoped to leave Europe and reconstruct

their lives in Palestine. But restrictions on immigration, promulgated by

the British White Paper of 1939, prevented their entry. They had to wait in

displaced-persons camps until the creation of the state of Israel in 1948.
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During this period, Jewry moved from the verge of annihilation to the

threshold of national independence.

ACTIVITIES

A VANISHED WORLD—BAR GRAPH

In this activity, students are asked to draw a bar graph. Graphic quality and

accuracy are less important in this exercise than students’ comprehension

of the staggering loss of Jewish population in Europe. Ask what percentage

of each country’s Jews vanished. What percentage of Europe’s Jews were

killed? How well did Hitler succeed in making Europe Judenrein (“free of

Jews”)? In which countries was he most successful? In which was he least

successful? What reasons are there for the disparity in the number of Jews

killed in different European countries? 

In recent years, certain writers have claimed that the Holocaust never

happened. One way to answer them is to ask, “Then where did six million

Jews go?”Ask the class if they can think of other evidence (e.g., records the

Nazis kept, testimonies of Nazis after the war, the testimonies of survivors,

and photos taken by the Allied liberators).

USING PRIMARY DOCUMENTS

THE NUREMBERG LAWS

Have the class read the Reich Citizenship Law. Be sure that they under-

stand it before you ask the following questions.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Previously, some Jews had sought escape from persecution by disassociating

themselves from Judaism, by changing their religion, or by assimilating

into the surrounding society. How did this law make this sort of choice 

all but impossible?

2. Why did the Nazis find it necessary to legally define who was a Jew?

3. How did the Nuremberg Laws serve to isolate Jews from other Germans? 

4.What basic civil rights did the laws take away from German Jews? What 

civil rights were taken away from Japanese Americans during World War II?

What were the similarities and differences? 

5.What would have happened to Jesus if he had been in Germany at the time?

RESISTANCE

Read aloud to the class the following quote by Holocaust survivor

Alexander Donat, and discuss.

It is pure myth that the Jews were merely “passive,” that they did not

resist the Nazis who had decided on their destruction. They fought

back against their enemies to a degree no other community any-

where in the world would have been capable of doing were it to find

itself similarly beleaguered. They fought against hunger and starva-

tion, against epidemic disease, against the deadly Nazi economic

blockade. They fought against the German murderers [ . . . ] And they

were utterly alone in their fight [ . . . ] And when, finally, we [ . . . ] took

up arms, we inscribed in the annals of history the epic of the Warsaw

Ghetto uprising.

It is interesting to note that the battle for the Warsaw ghetto lasted longer

than the Nazi conquest of France.

In addition to Warsaw, there were armed underground units in at least

forty other Jewish ghettos in Eastern Europe. Some openly rebelled; others

helped Jews escape and join partisan fighters in the forests of Poland,

Lithuania, and Russia. In France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Germany

itself, Jews joined resistance groups. Even in the death camps, Jews organ-

ized uprisings. While most of the rebels died, their actions made a state-

ment about human dignity and were even effective in crippling the Nazi

death machine. For instance, Sobibor was dismantled by the Germans two

days after the rebellion.The gas chamber at Treblinka, destroyed during the

revolt, was never rebuilt.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What obstacles did Jewish resistance movements face that other anti-

Nazi organizations did not have to confront?

2. Besides armed revolt, what were some other forms of anti-Nazi resistance? 

3. Why did Jews resist even though they had no hope of victory? 

4. Why do you suppose that a high percentage of the armed rebels were 

teenagers? Discuss possible reasons, including the existence of a net-

work of Zionist and Bundist youth groups and the fact that, unlike most

adults, teenagers did not have dependents to worry about.

RESEARCH PROJECTS

• Why did Zionism, which originated in the 19th century, become 

increasingly popular in Poland in the 1920s and 1930s?

• The 20th century has been noted for its increasing acceptance of brutality.

How did this manifest itself in Spain, Turkey, Germany, and Russia 

between 1914 and 1939?

• Explain how Nazi anti-Semitism differed from earlier forms.

• Did the western Allies know about the mass murders in the Nazi death

camps? What evidence is there? Once they knew for sure what was 

happening, why did they not do more to stop it?
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PREVIEW QUESTIONS

Answer these questions as you watch Out of the Ashes or as you explore the

accompanying multimedia presentations, historical documents, and maps.

1. How well were Jews assimilated in European society between World War I

and World War II? How did the situation differ from country to country?

2. What steps led to the Nazis achieving control of the government? 

3. Why did most Germans fail to protest Kristallnacht? 

4. How did Nazis tighten the screws of anti-Semitism after 1942? What was 

the Wannsee Conference? 

5. How did the Nazis deceive the Jews they murdered?

6. Give examples of Jewish resistance to the Nazis. Why was it so hard to 

mount an armed resistance?

7. How did the Danes and some Dutch resistance fighters defy Nazi attempts

to deport Jews? 

A VANISHED WORLD BAR GRAPH

Here are Jewish population figures in some European countries before and

after World War II. On a separate sheet of paper (preferably graph paper), con-

struct a bar graph depicting the change.

S
T

U
D

E
N

T
W O R K S H E E T

HERITAGE:
CIVILIZATION AND THE JEWS

P R O G R A M  E I G H T :

OUT OF THE ASHES
(1919 - 1947)

Austria

Belgium

Bulgaria

Czechoslovakia

Denmark

France

Germany

Greece

Hungary

Italy

Luxembourg

Netherlands

Norway

Poland

Romania

U.S.S.R.

Yugoslavia

1945 

7,000

40,000

47,000

44,000

5,500

200,000

80,000

12,000

200,000

33,000

1,000

20,000

1,000

50,000

430,000

2,600,000

12,000

1939 

60,000

90,000

50,000

315,000

6,500

270,000

240,000

74,000

400,000

50,000

3,000

140,000

2,000

3,350,000

800,000

3,264,000

75,000
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USING PRIMARY DOCUMENTS 

Your teacher will help you understand the following documents.

THE NUREMBERG LAWS

Adolf Hitler became Chancellor of Germany in 1933 and almost immediately

began a campaign against the Jews. The Nuremberg Laws of 1935 were the

most infamous anti-Jewish decrees ever passed in modern Germany. In the

first law, intermarriage between German gentiles and Jews was banned, and

Jews were prohibited from displaying the German flag.The Reich Citizens Law

stated: 

• A Jew cannot be citizen of the Reich. He cannot exercise the right to 

vote on political matters; he cannot hold public office [ . . . ]

• A Jew is anyone who is descended from at least three full Jewish 

grandparents [ . . . ]

The practical result of this law was to deprive Jews of civil rights they had

gained in 1870. Jews once again became subjects rather than citizens with

equal rights.

RESISTANCE

Just to survive in the Nazi camps was in and of itself a form of resistance.

However, there were many cases of active rebellion. The following is an eye-

witness account of the 1943 uprising in the Treblinka death camp.

There are now around 200 of us who are fully armed; the others attack

with axes, picks, and spades [ . . . ] The perimeter fences are cut through

and the posts uprooted with cries of “Hurrah!”—the gas chambers

burned down, and then the “bath”! German reinforcements are called in

from all directions as the shooting rocks the entire region and the flames

rise higher and higher [ . . . ] But our revolt has succeeded 100 percent.The

entire camp is in flames and completely destroyed.


