
Student 
Guide

Discovering
American 

Jewish History 
Through 
Objects

How Do I Respond 
to a Crisis?
American Responses to the Holocaust



2nmajh.org/openbook

NOTES
Read the texts around the image. Beginning in 
the upper left corner, follow the commentary 
counter clockwise. Read each text out loud 
and discuss it with your partner. Make sure you 
carefully look at the image and use its details 
to support your opinions. You can choose 
whether to use the following questions to 
guide your discussion:

01 SAVE A LIFE, SAVE THE WORLD

This precept is found in the fourth chapter of 
Sanhedrin, a section of the Mishnah (the written record 
of oral laws developed after the destruction of the 
Second Temple in 70 CE.) that addresses court and trial 
procedures. In this text, the Mishnah described the 
warning that judges should give to witnesses in capital 
cases, to remind them of the heavy responsibility 
involved in sentencing someone to death.  

1.  Why do you think the Mishnah compared destroying 
a soul to destroying an entire world? Why is saving a 
life equivalent to saving an entire world?

2.  How do you think this text could be relevant to the 
Holocaust?

3.  Are there times that you think it is acceptable for a  
 human life to be taken, for example, during war or as  
 a result of the death penalty?

02 SPEAK OUT

Rabbi Stephen S. Wise (1874–1949) was born in 
Budapest, Hungary, and immigrated to New York as a 
child. He was a Reform rabbi, American Zionist leader, 
and president of the American Jewish Congress and 
World Jewish Congress throughout World War II. He 
organized mass protests against Nazi antisemitism and 
led efforts to organize the 1933 anti-Nazi boycott.

1.  What did Rabbi Wise want Jews to do? Why did he 
think that Jews needed to take action in order for 
Christians to take action?
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2.  Why did Rabbi Wise say that “[i]t is not the German 

Jews who are being attacked [, it] is the Jews?” Why 
did he make that distinction? 

3.  Think about an issue you care about. Where, 
geographically, is that issue taking place? Do you 
know why it is happening? Explain your response and 
what you think will happen if no one takes action.

03 BOYCOTT

Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, the American Jewish 
Congress organized protest rallies against Nazi actions 
in Germany and the United States. In 1933 it called for a 
nationwide boycott of German goods in response to 
violence against Jews and damage to Jewish businesses 
in Germany.

1.  What did Cohen want Jews to do and why? Restate 
his quotation in your own words.

2. What do you think Cohen’s speech and the “Boycott  
 Hitler” stamp’s message have in common? How do  
 you think they differ?

3.  Why do you think Cohen believed the American 
government would not officially recognize the 
dangers faced by German Jews?

4.  Can you think of any recent boycott movements? 
Have you, or would you, participate in a boycott? 
Why or why not?

04 QUIET DIPLOMACY

Cyrus Adler (1863-1940) is arguably the founder of what 
is now referred to as “Jewish studies” in America. Born 
in Van Buren, Arkansas, he began his career as honorary 
assistant curator of Semitics at the Smithsonian 
Institution, where he built the institution’s Hebraic 
collection. Adler also served as special commissioner to 
the Orient for the World’s Columbian Exhibition of 
1893 and as an editor of the Jewish Encyclopedia from 
1899 to 1905. He was instrumental in founding the 
American Jewish Historical Society, the Jewish 
Publication Society of America, and, in 1906, the 
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NOTES American Jewish Committee (AJC). He served on the 
AJC’s executive committee for the remainder of his life, 
and from 1929 onward as its president.  

1.  Why do you think the American Jewish Committee 
was asked to join a boycott of German products? 
What reason did Adler give for declining? 

2. The “Boycott Hitler” stamp also tried to discourage  
 people from boycotting German goods. How do you  
 think Adler’s and the stamp’s reasons were similar?  
 How were they different?

3.  What do you think Adler meant by “enlightened 
countries?” Which countries do you think would be 
included in that category today? Excluded?

4.  Do you think Adler’s response was sensible? Why or 
why not? According to Adler’s solution, who bore the 
responsibility for taking action? 

05 INTERNATIONAL PRESSURE

The 1936 Summer Olympics took place in Berlin. 
Leading up to the games, people around the world 
began to question the morality of holding the games in 
Germany with the Nazis in power. Debates about the 
relationship between politics and sports included 
whether conditions should be placed on Germany in 
order for countries to send their athletes to compete. 
African American athlete Jesse Owens won four medals 
at the games, defying the Nazi Party’s claim to Aryan 
supremacy.  

1.  What was the core disagreement between the two 
speakers?

2.  Are sports political? What about the Olympics? 
Explain your responses. If your answers differ, why?

3.  Can you think of a more recent example of a sporting 
event that became controversial or political? Do you 
think the relationship between sports and politics 
has changed or stayed the same between the 1930s 
and today?

4.  If you had been an Olympic athlete in 1936, would 
you have boycotted the German games? Why or why 
not?
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06 RESCUE

Breckinridge Long (1881-1958) was a personal friend of 
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and contributed to 
his 1932 presidential campaign. Roosevelt made Long 
the US ambassador to Italy, and during his tenure Long 
was criticized for advising against punishing Italy for 
invading Ethiopia. When war broke out in September 
1939, Long became special assistant secretary of state in 
charge of problems arising from the war, a position he 
held until January 1940, when he was appointed 
assistant secretary of state. He advocated for strong 
immigration restrictions during the war and actively 
prevented Jews from entering the United States. Long 
resigned from the State Department in November 1944 
and went into retirement.

In January 1939, Gilbert (1897-1975) and Eleanor (1903-
1989) Kraus, an affluent and secular Jewish American 
couple from Philadelphia, made a dangerous trip to 
Nazi-occupied Vienna, Austria, to rescue fifty Jewish 
children. Working within strict US immigration laws, 
the Krauses brought the children back to the United 
States and placed them with foster families. They hoped 
that the children would be reunited with their parents, 
although many of their families ultimately perished in 
the Holocaust.

1.  How do you think a dream can be luxurious? 
Impractical? 

2.  What do you think it takes to help someone even if it 
feels impractical? How does this change when the 
person in need cannot help themselves, as is the case 
with young children? 

3.  Have you ever wanted to help someone but you 
weren’t sure how? What did you do?  

07 FIGHT

About five hundred thousand Jews served in the armed 
forces during World War II, and thousands died in 
combat on the European and Pacific fronts, including 
women who volunteered for the Women’s Army Corps 
(WAC); and other Jewish women volunteered for 

NOTES
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military services on the home front. Jewish men and 
women also volunteered to work in defense industries, 
and Jews planted victory gardens and contributed to 
bond drives.

1.  Why did Nash join the army? What would you have 
done in that situation? Can you think of other 
reasons why American Jews fought in World War II?

2. For the German girl who Nash worked with, what was  
 the relationship between Germany and Hitler? What  
 relationship does the “Boycott Hitler” stamp create  
 between Germany and Hitler?

3.  What do you think Nash’s experience was like? How 
do you think being a Jewish woman affected her 
military service?

4.  Have you ever overheard a friend or classmate say  
 something hurtful to someone else? What did, or   
 would, you do in that situation?

08 SOUND THE ALARM

On January 13, 1944, three aides, including Josiah E. 
DuBois Jr. (1912-1983) presented treasury secretary 
Henry Morgenthau Jr. with a scathing report 
documenting a consistent pattern of deception by high-
ranking State Department officials. The report called 
the murder of European Jews “one of the greatest 
crimes in history” and charged the State Department 
with preventing the public from learning about German 
atrocities and undermining government and private 
rescue efforts. Shocked, Morgenthau brought a 
condensed version of the report directly to President 
Roosevelt. Six days later, the president established the 
War Refugee Board to create and implement American 
policy for rescuing European Jews.

1.  Why was DuBois convinced that State Department 
officials were guilty of obstructing the rescue of 
German Jews?

2.  What could be the consequences for speaking out 
about injustice? If someone was pressuring you to 
stay silent, what would you do?
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