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The Holocaust: Bystanders and Upstanders

?WHY teach this material?

Rationale

In Lesson 14, students learned about the horrors of the Holocaust. After confronting
these crimes of incredible proportion, students often ask, “How could this have hap-
pened? Why didn’t anyone stop the Nazis?” Students started to address this question in
the previous lesson. In this lesson, students will explore stories of individuals, groups, and
nations who made choices to resist the Nazis and rescue Jews and other victims of perse-
cution. They will also explore stories of bystanders—individuals, groups, and nations who
knew about the persecution of Jews and others but decided to remain silent. These stories
raise profound moral and civic questions for students: Under what circumstances do we
stand up to injustice and violence? Under what circumstances do we stand by while injus-
tice continues? To whom are we responsible? What are the consequences of our choices—
for ourselves, our families, and our communities? Activities in this lesson are designed to
help students reflect on their own decision-making process as individuals living in a larger
society.

LEARNING GOALS

The purpose of this lesson is to help students:

• Reflect on these guiding questions:
•How did individuals, groups, and nations respond to information about persecu-
tion of the Jews and others by the Nazis? What were the consequences for action?
For inaction?

•What is a bystander? What is an upstander?
•Why do some people stand by during times of injustice while others try to do some-
thing to stop or prevent injustice?

•What can be learned from this unit that can help guide decision-making in times
of conflict?

• Practice these interdisciplinary skills:
• Interpreting primary and secondary source documents
• Sharing ideas through an oral presentation
•Drawing distinctions between the past and today
• Synthesizing material from several sources to draw conclusions
• Applying concepts about human behavior and decision-making to our own lives

• Deepen understanding of these key terms:
• Bystander
•Upstander
•Universe of responsibility
• Rescuer

To deepen your understanding of the ideas in this lesson, read Chapter Eight in Facing
History and Ourselves: Holocaust and Human Behavior.
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• Consequences
•Historical context

(See the main glossary in the unit’s “Introduction” for definitions of these key
terms.)

?WHAT is this lesson about?

The history of the Holocaust is not one of only perpetrators and victims. Historian Raul
Hilberg argues that most of the people who had an impact on the Holocaust (and were
impacted by the Holocaust) “were neither perpetrators nor victims.” He explains:

Many people . . . saw or heard something of the event. Those of them who lived in
Adolf Hitler’s Europe would have described themselves, with few exceptions, as
bystanders. They were not “involved,” not willing to hurt the victims and not wishing
to be hurt by the perpetrators. . . . The Dutch were worried about their bicycles, the
French about shortages, the Ukrainians about food, the Germans about air raids. All
of these people thought of themselves as victims, be it of war, or oppression, or “fate.”1

Professor Ervin Staub would agree. Himself a survivor of the Holocaust, he believes that
bystanders play a far more critical role in society than people realize: “Bystanders, people
who witness but are not directly affected by the actions of perpetrators, help shape society
by their reactions. . . . Bystanders can exert powerful influences. They can define the
meaning of events and move others toward empathy or indifference. They can promote
values and norms of caring, or by their passivity of participation in the system, they can
affirm the perpetrators.”2 There are different degrees of bystander behavior. For example,
historian Paul Bookbinder distinguishes between collaborators and bystanders. Collab-
orators are those that were not directly involved in the round-up and murder of
Holocaust victims, but who may have assisted the Nazis by providing them with informa-
tion or supplies. On the other hand, he points out that bystanders neither directly coop-
erated with the Nazis or helped the Jews, and should therefore be judged differently than
collaborators.

Many bystanders to the Holocaust claim that they were not aware of the horrible atroci-
ties being committed by the Nazis. When asked about this, Holocaust survivor Primo
Levi has replied with a question of his own. “How is it possible that the extermination of
millions of human beings could have been carried out in the heart of Europe without
anyone’s knowledge?”3 In The Destruction of European Jews, Raul Hilberg proved that
many had the opportunity to know about the killings:

Organizing the transportation of victims from all over Europe to the concentration
camps involved a countless number of railroad employees and clerical workers who
had to work the trains and maintain the records. National Railroad tickets were
marked for a one-way trip. Currency exchange at the borders had to be handled.
Finance ministers of Germany moved to seize the pensions of victims from banks, yet
the banks requested proof of death. Many building contracts and patents for ovens
and gas chambers were required. . . . The railroads were an independent corporation
which was fully aware of the consequences of its decisions. The civilian railroad work-
ers involved in operating rails to Auschwitz were simply performing their daily tasks.
These were individual people making individual decisions. They were not ordered or
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Facing History students have connected the blind and mute figures in Samuel Bak’s painting, The Family, to the silence
and inaction of bystanders during the Holocaust.
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even assigned. Orders from the SS to the railroads were not even stamped “secret”
because that would admit guilt of something abnormal in the bureaucracy. The many
clerical workers who handled these orders were fully aware of the purpose of
Auschwitz.4

Testimonies of soldiers and townspeople support Hilberg’s claim. Herbert Mochalski, a
German soldier, shares, “It’s nonsense when a German soldier says that he never saw any-
thing, that the soldiers didn’t know anything. It’s all simply not true.”5 And villagers who
lived near concentration camps recall the horrible stench of burning flesh in the air and
seeing ashes, tufts of hair, and bone fragments falling onto their streets.6 Additionally,
news reports of the atrocities made headlines in international newspapers. As early as
summer of 1941, the Chicago Tribune covered a story about hundreds of Jews being
deported from Berlin on obviously trumped-up charges.7 By the fall of 1942, the New
York Times published this headline: Slain Polish Jews Put at a Million.8

Thus, ample evidence points to the conclusion that people around the world had access
to information about the deportations, concentration camps, and death camps. Yet,
Primo Levi presents another obstacle to action—the idea that some people may not have
wanted to acknowledge the horrible crimes that were being committed. He writes:

In spite of the varied possibilities for information, most Germans didn’t know because
they didn’t want to know. Because, indeed, they wanted not to know. . . . In Hitler’s
Germany a particular code was widespread: those who knew did not talk; those who



did not know did not ask questions; those who did ask questions received no answers.
In this way the typical German citizen won and defended his ignorance, which
seemed to him sufficient justification of his adherence to Nazism. Shutting his mouth,
his eyes and his ears, he built for himself the illusion of not knowing, hence not being
an accomplice to the things taking place in front of his very door.9

The Germans were not the only people who avoided facing the truth around them.
During the war, Jan Karski, a courier for the Polish Resistance, tried to alert people to the
mass murder of European Jews. He later recalled:

The extermination of the Jews was without precedent in the history of mankind. No
one was prepared to grasp what was going on. It is not true, as sometimes has been
written, that I was the first one to present to the West the whole truth of the fate of
the Jews in occupied Poland. There were others. . . . The tragedy was that these testi-
monies were not believed. Not because of ill will, but simply because the facts were
beyond human imagination. I experienced this myself. When I was in the United
States and told [Supreme Court] Justice Felix Frankfurter the story of the Polish Jews,
he said, at the end of our conversation, “I cannot believe you.” We were with the
Polish ambassador to the U.S., Jan Ciechanowski. Hearing the justice’s comments, he
was indignant. “Lieutenant Karski is on an official mission. My government’s author-
ity stands behind him. You cannot say to his face that he is lying.” Frankfurter’s
answer was, “I am not saying that he is lying. I only said that I cannot believe him,
and there is a difference.”10

This story of Justice Frankfurter, himself a non-practicing Jew, exemplifies how even
some American Jews found it difficult to acknowledge the horrors that were occurring in
Europe.

By the end of 1942, it was impossible for the international community to deny the fact
that millions of innocent Jews and other victims were being murdered by the Nazis. The
governments of the United States, Britain, and the Soviet Union even made a joint state-
ment acknowledging the mass murders for the first time. Yet, they continued to do noth-
ing to stop or prevent more innocent deaths. Why was this the case? President Roosevelt
worried that because of antisemitic sentiment in the United States, he would not be able
to get public and congressional support to help European Jews escape the Nazis.11 Jewish
organizations asked U.S. officials if the military could bomb the train tracks leading to
Auschwitz in order to prevent the arrival of more victims to this extermination camp.
Officials responded that all air power was needed to fight the war against Germany, that
bombing the tracks “might provoke even more vindictive action by the Germans,” and
that “the most effective relief which can be given victims of enemy persecution is to
insure speedy defeat of the Axis.”12 Still, Americans dropped bombs near Auschwitz on
ten different occasions. And, the British refused to allow more European Jews to emigrate
to British-controlled Palestine. Golda Meir, who later became prime minister of Israel,
describes how the British were worried about angering Arab leaders in Palestine and,
therefore, “remained adamant” in their decision to keep Jews out of Palestine, even if it
meant they would die in gas chambers in Europe.13 Thus, when faced with what they saw
as difficult choices, Allied nations typically chose not to actively help Jews escape Nazi
persecution.

As news of Nazi atrocities spread, people throughout Europe confronted difficult choices.
They were asked to hide Jews or to take in Jewish children as their own; they were asked

Lesson 15 • 258



to forge documents or to shuttle Jews to safety in neutral countries such as Switzerland or
Sweden. Often, these requests were denied. People had their own survival and their own
families to worry about. Stories of bystanders included in this lesson, like the residents of
Mauthausen or Christabel Beilenberg, indicate that individuals did not act to prevent
violence against Jews and others out of fear for their own safety or the safety of their fam-
ily. Some individuals who acknowledged the violence and persecution against Jews did
not know what to do when confronted with this information. Father John S. was a Jesuit
seminarian in Hungarian-occupied Czechoslovakia at the time Jews were being deported
to Auschwitz. He recalls looking through a hole in a fence and seeing a Nazi guard bru-
tally attack a Jew. “I just didn’t know what to do. At that time I was immobilized. . . . It
was beyond my experience—I was totally unprepared,” he shared, reflecting a response
shared by others during the Holocaust.14 Thus, there are many reasons to explain why so
few people in Nazi-occupied Europe were involved in resistance movements, protest
marches, or plots to assassinate Hitler. Denial, self-preservation, lack of preparation, anti-
semitism, opportunism, and fear all played a role in shaping decisions to act, or not to
act, when faced with knowledge of Nazi atrocities.

Decisions to help Jews were also influenced by political context and geography. In
Denmark, nearly the entire nation took part in rescuing Jews and very few Danes were
punished for their efforts. In Germany, however, the government imprisoned anyone
caught sheltering a Jew, and in Poland the penalty was death. Also, rescuers faced greater
challenges in areas with histories of fervent antisemitism, such as parts of Poland, because
they not only had to worry about being found out by the Nazis, but they had to fear
being reported by one of their neighbors. In Italy and France the civilian population was
more sympathetic to the Jews (and more resentful of the Nazis). Thus, rescuers in some
areas, such as France or Italy, were more likely to confront benign indifference, or even
assistance, than their counterparts in other regions, such as Poland, Ukraine, and Austria.

Even under the most challenging conditions and in regions with long histories of anti-
semitism, individuals took extreme personal risks to rescue Jews. About two percent of
the Polish Christian population chose to hide Jews. In Lithuania, Senpo Sugihara, the
Japanese consul, provided visas to 3,500 Jews. Those visas not only protected Jews from
deportation but also allowed them to emigrate to Shanghai, China—then under Japanese
rule. Le Chambon, a small French community, sheltered thousands of Jews, and nearly all
of Denmark’s Jews were saved because of the efforts of an entire population. According to
historian Johannes Tuchel, head of the German Resistance Memorial Center, between
20,000 and 30,000 non-Jewish Germans played a role in helping 1,700 of Berlin’s Jews
escape Nazi persecution. There are hundreds of stories of individuals such as Oskar
Schindler, Raoul Wallenberg, and Marion Pritchard who sacrificed wealth and risked
their lives to save Jews and other victims.

Facing History uses the term “upstander” to describe individuals, groups, or nations who,
when bearing witness to injustice, decide to do something to stop or prevent these acts
from continuing. Ervin Staub is alive today because of upstanders. As a six-year-old in
Budapest, Hungary, he was hidden from the Nazis, and then he and other family mem-
bers survived with the protective passes created by Raoul Wallenberg (and then some
other embassies in Budapest). Later, in his writings as a psychologist he wrote:

Goodness, like evil, often begins in small steps. Heroes evolve; they aren’t born. Very
often the rescuers make only a small commitment at the start—to hide someone for a
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day or two. But once they had taken that step, they began to see themselves differ-
ently, as someone who helps. What starts as mere willingness becomes intense involve-
ment.15

Nechama Tec and Ervin Staub discussed the sociology and motivations of rescuers at the
Second Annual Facing History Conference. Both agreed that the decision to rescue Jews
had little to do with the rescuer’s religion, nationality, schooling, class, or ethnic heritage.
Most rescuers were independent individuals who refused to follow the crowd. They also
had a history of performing good deeds and did not perceive rescue work as anything out
of the ordinary. Guido Calabresi, former dean of the Yale School of Law, believes that
many Italians chose to hide Jews and others fleeing persecution because of a sense of
shared humanity. He explains:

An awful lot of people didn’t worry about law, didn’t worry about politics, didn’t
worry about rules which told them to turn people in, but just looked at the individual
in need, the mothers’ and fathers’ sons and daughters before them, and this led them
to hide and protect that person at the risk of their own lives.16

While every upstander had their own reasons for risking their own well-being to rescue
children, women, and men fleeing persecution by the Nazis, one trait shared by most of
these individuals and communities is a feeling of responsibility or caring for others, even
for strangers. A study of the Holocaust would be incomplete without learning about the
acts of rescue and resistance because these stories provide evidence of the capacity to act
with courage and compassion out of respect for human dignity. In the preface to the film
The Courage to Care, which documents the efforts of rescuers in France, the Netherlands,
and Poland, Holocaust survivor, author, and Nobel Peace Prize winner Elie Wiesel
remarked:

Let us not forget, after all, that there is always a moment when the moral choice is
made. Often because of one story or one book or one person, we are able to make a
different choice, a choice for humanity, for life. And so we must know these good
people who helped Jews during the Holocaust. We must learn from them, and in grat-
itude and hope, we must remember them.17

At the same time, we must be careful not to simplify our understanding of human behav-
ior to one of good versus evil, or upstanders versus bystanders and perpetrators. Through
his experience writing the book The Courage to Care about rescuers during the Holocaust,
Phillip Hallie shares, “I learned that ethics is not simply a matter of good and evil, true
north and true south. It is a matter of mixtures, like most of the other points on the
compass, and like the lives of most of us. We are not all called upon to be perfect, but we
can make a little, real difference in a mainly cold and indifferent world.”18 The response
of the United States to the Holocaust exemplifies Hallie’s sentiment. In January 1944,
after years of ignoring the plight of the Jews, President Roosevelt set up the War Refugee
Board. It saved about two hundred thousand Jews through diplomacy, bribery, and trick-
ery. John Pehle, Jr., the man who headed the group, later remarked that “what we did was
little enough. It was late. Late and little, I would say.”19 Thus, the actions of the United
States during the Holocaust are neither all good nor all evil, but “a matter of mixtures,”
as Hallie points out.20 Likewise, how does one judge the decision made by Marion
Pritchard to kill a Dutch policeman in order to protect the Jews who were hiding in her
home? In reflecting on her decision and the choices others made during the war,
Pritchard is troubled by a “tendency to divide the general population during the war into
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the few ‘good guys’ and the large majority of ‘bad guys.’ That seems to me to be a dan-
gerous oversimplification.” She explains:

The point I want to make is that there were indeed some people who behaved crimi-
nally by betraying their Jewish neighbors and thereby sentenced them to death. There
were some people who dedicated themselves to actively rescuing as many people as
possible. Somewhere in between was the majority, whose actions varied from the min-
imum decency of at least keeping quiet if they knew where Jews were hidden to find-
ing a way to help them when they were asked.21

Ultimately, an awareness of the range of responses to the Holocaust reveals the significant
consequences of choosing to act, or not to act, in the face of injustice. Through large and
small acts of kindness, thousands of Jews and other victims were saved. At the same time,
the inaction of the majority allowed millions of children, women, and men to suffer hor-
rible deaths. Albert Einstein, the Nobel Prize–winning scientist who emigrated from
Germany because of his Jewish heritage, declared, “The world is too dangerous to live
in—not because of the people who do evil, but because of the people who sit and let it
happen.” As members of an increasingly global community, it is within all of our interests
to gain a deeper understanding of the conditions that encourage individuals, groups, and
nations to intervene in the face of injustice. In a commencement address to law students,
Calabresi remarked on how the range of responses during the Holocaust provides a hope
and a warning to all of us. He said:

We should remember that the capacity to do good . . . unexpectedly to do something
which is profoundly right, even if profoundly dangerous, is always there. But more
important, some good people made catastrophically bad decisions. . . . All of us, I and
you, are as subject to being careless, uncaring. We will all thoughtlessly applaud at
times we shouldn’t. Or even dramatically at times . . . mislead ourselves into following
what seem like good reasons . . . to a dreadful decision. . . . I would like to leave with
you the ease, the simplicity, of making mistakes. Not to dishearten you—far from it
—but in the hope that it will both make you more careful, more full of care of others
in need, and more understanding of those who do wrong because they can be, they
are, you and me. . . . I emphasize this to remind you that the choices which reoccur,
do make a difference. If not always or even often to the world, they will make a differ-
ence to the children of some mothers and fathers around us as we all struggle to live.22

The stories of upstanders highlight the “capacity to do good” that “is always there,” while
the stories of bystanders, and perpetrators, suggest how easy it is for good people to make
bad decisions. Calabresi’s words can be helpful in answering students who ask why they
are learning about the Holocaust: “In the hope that it will make you more careful, more
full of care of others in need, and more understanding of those who do wrong because
they can be, they are, you and me.”23

Related reading in
Facing History and Ourselves: Holocaust and Human Behavior

“What Did People Know?” pp. 364–66
“Bystanders at Mauthausen,” pp. 370–72
“From Bystanders to Resisters,” pp. 373–75
“Protest at Rosenstrasse 2-4,” pp. 376–78
“Fateful Decisions,” pp. 378–80
“Choosing to Rescue,” pp. 380–81
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“Links in a Chain,” pp. 382–84
“The Courage of Le Chambon,” pp. 385–87
“A Nation United,” pp. 393–95
“The Response of the Allies,” pp. 402–5
“Should Auschwitz Have Been Bombed,” p. 407

?HOW can we help students engage with this material?

Duration: two class periods
Suggestion for how to divide this lesson over two class periods: During the first day, stu-
dents can interpret one story together as a class and then receive their assigned text.
Before the end of class, groups might have a few minutes to begin reading the text
together. For homework, students can finish reading and interpreting their assigned
bystander or upstander story. Day two can begin with students meeting in groups to
review their reading before they present this story to the class.

Materials
Handout 1: Upstanders and Bystanders during the Holocaust (Readings 1–10)
Handout 2: Upstanders and Bystanders presentation preparation worksheet
Handout 3: Upstanders and Bystanders presentation preparation worksheet (sample)
Handout 4: Upstanders and Bystanders presentation note-taking guide
Handout 5: A scene from middle school (Ostracism Case Study)

Opener

To prepare students to look at these stories of upstanders and bystanders, students can
respond to the following prompt in their journals:

1. Identify a time when you went out of your way to help somebody else—a friend, a
family member, a neighbor, or a complete stranger. What were the consequences of
your actions for you and for others?

2. Identify a situation when you knew something was wrong or unfair, but you did not
intervene to improve the situation. What were the consequences of your actions for
you and for others?

3. Compare these two situations. What led you to act in one situation but not to inter-
vene in the other?

The purpose of having students respond to this prompt is not to make them feel badly
about themselves that they acted as bystanders. Rather, the purpose is for students to
begin to develop a deeper understanding of their own decision-making process. Because
these stories might be embarrassing or private, before students begin writing you might
want to inform them that they will not be required to publicly share what they write. You
can also reassure students that many people choose to act as bystanders, and that there are
sometimes very good reasons for choosing not to intervene in a particular situation.
Another way to help students feel more comfortable writing honestly is to share your
own answer to this journal prompt.

Focus a discussion of this prompt on the third question—the reasons why students acted
in some situations, but not in others. You can record their reasons on a two-column
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chart, where one column is labeled “reasons for bystander behavior” and the other col-
umn is labeled “reasons for upstander behavior.”

Main Activities

Lesson 14 focused on the experiences of perpetrators and victims during the Holocaust.
Explain to students that not everyone involved in this event fell into one of these two cat-
egories. Indeed, most of the individuals in Europe and around the world acted as
bystanders—people who are aware of injustice but choose to “stand by” while it occurs.
And, a small group of individuals acted as upstanders—people who act in ways to pre-
vent or stop injustice.

Divide the class into small groups of 3–4 students. Give each group one reading from
Chapter 8 of the resource book, “Bystanders and Rescuers.” Handout 1 includes excerpts
of ten of these readings. You can use the readings directly from the resource book or
select from these excerpts. Students will present the main ideas in their readings to the
rest of the class, including answers to questions such as:

• Identify the significant choices made in this story.
• How do you think this individual, group, or nation would explain their decisions?
• What might have been the consequences of their actions given their specific

context?
• To whom did he/she/they feel responsible?

Connecting images to ideas helps many students retain information. Therefore, we sug-
gest that each group designs a symbol that represents the choices made in this story. For
example, the image of a boat could represent how the Danes were able to rescue nearly all
of their Jewish citizens by shuttling them on fishing boats to Sweden. Students can dis-
play this symbol on a poster that can accompany their presentation. The poster might
include the name of the reading, the symbol that represents the choices made in this
story, and one thought-provoking quotation selected from the reading. You might also
ask students to point out where the story took place on a world map. This will help illus-
trate how individuals, groups, and nations from all over the world were in the position to
act as bystanders or upstanders during the Holocaust. Identifying the location of these
stories will also help students consider how the context, especially where the situation
took place, might have influenced the choices that were made and the consequences of
these choices. Handout 2 is a graphic organizer students can use to prepare for their pre-
sentations.

Before students are assigned texts and begin their group work, we suggest you model the
process of interpreting these readings by going over reading 1, “The Courage of Le
Chambon,” as a whole class. Here is a process you can use to review this text (this process
can be posted on the board as a reminder when students are working in small groups):

1. Have a student volunteer (or volunteers) read the passage aloud.
2. Read the questions on handout 2 aloud.
3. While one member of the group reads the passage aloud, the rest of the group marks

specific text that helps answer the questions.
4. Identify any confusing parts of the story. As a class, try to answer any questions you

have about the reading.
5. Once everyone understands the story, begin answering the questions.

Lesson 15 • 263



6. Prepare for your presentation. You might assign roles such as presenter, symbol
drawer, and quotation finder.

Handout 3 provides one example of how a student might answer questions about “The
Courage of Le Chambon.” Other questions raised by this story include:

• Why do you think all of the members of Le Chambon made the same choice to
protect the Jews and other victims of Nazi persecution?

• What does this story reveal about community, conformity, and peer pressure?
• What did the phrase “It was the human thing to do” mean to the people of Le

Chambon? What might this phrase have meant to perpetrators during the
Holocaust, such as head officers at Auschwitz? What does this phrase mean to you?

These questions could be prompts for journal writing and for large or small group discus-
sion.

Once students are familiar with the process of interpreting stories of bystanders and
upstanders, they can repeat this process in small groups with their assigned reading. This
lesson is designed to run over two class periods. An appropriate time to end the first part
of the lesson would be during the group work time. Any work that was not finished dur-
ing class time can be completed for homework. Day two of this lesson can begin with
group members preparing for their presentations of their upstander or bystander story.

During the presentations, students can record notes about the factors that encouraged
bystander behavior and upstander behavior (see handout 4). This activity provides the
opportunity to help students understand the concept of the universal and the particu-
lar—that some themes, such as self-preservation, resonate for people all over the world
throughout history, but that these themes look different when played out in their unique
situation. For example, obedience for a German transportation officer who arranges for
millions of Jews to be shipped to concentration camps carried much more significant
consequences than obedience for an American teenager in California during the Third
Wave experiment. Encourage students not to draw direct parallels between their own
decisions to act (and not to act) and those of bystanders and upstanders during the
Holocaust. Help them understand how the specific historical context for individuals,
groups, and nations during World War II meant that, especially after 1939, almost every
choice carried life and death consequences. At the same time, the readings reveal that dif-
ferent contexts presented distinct opportunities and consequences for action. By referring
to where events took place on a map, students can see how the particular geography of a
place (i.e., Denmark’s location on the water across from Sweden) helped them to pursue
acts of rescue. And, while it is true that many Europeans could have faced imprisonment
in concentration camps and possible death if they were caught rescuing Jews, American
officials who tried to help Jews escape Europe, or who took action to prevent people from
being transported to Auschwitz, would not have faced these same consequences.

Also, when discussing the choices of bystanders and upstanders during the Holocaust,
invite students to draw from material they explored earlier in this unit. For example, in
the reading “Do you take the oath?” (from Lesson 9) a German worker in a defense plant
chooses to take the oath because if he doesn’t, he will lose his job and it would be diffi-
cult to find another. Likewise, in the reading “No Time to Think” (from Lesson 14), a
university professor mentions his fear of being ostracized by his peers for refusing to go
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along with Nazi beliefs. From the material in Lesson 12 about the lives of German youth
during the 1930s, students can imagine how teenagers would have faced ridicule from
peers and teachers, as well as poor grades in school, for any signs of resistance to Nazi
ideology. Additionally, given the context of widespread antisemitic and pro-Nazi propa-
ganda, it is possible that many bystanders did not act to stop or prevent the persecution
of Jews and others because they believed the lies they had been taught in school or read
in the newspapers; in other words, some bystanders may have actually thought it was
acceptable to mistreat Jews because Jews were believed to be dangerous and less than
human.

Follow-Through (in class or at home)

The purpose of this lesson, and of this unit as a whole, is to help students think about
the ethical consequences of decisions. As 8th graders and beyond, they will likely have to
confront some tough choices. We all do. Facing History has found that studying the rise
of the Nazis and the steps leading up to the Holocaust helps students confront questions
and define concepts that can be applied to their own role as individuals living in a com-
munity. Given these goals, as a follow-through activity, we suggest ending the lesson with
an activity that requires students to reflect on the range of choices in their own lives.

One way you might accomplish this goal is to have students re-interpret the Ostracism
Case Study they read during Lesson 2. Handout 5 includes a paragraph description of
this event from a middle school classroom. A student can read this story aloud and then
students can answer questions such as: Why do you think this event turned out this way?
How can you explain the actions of the girls and boys in this situation? Do you agree
with the choices made by the students in this classroom? Why or why not? After this dis-
cussion, you might ask students to reflect on how their interpretation of this event has
changed since the beginning of the unit. (Note: To answer this question, students might
need to review what they wrote during Lesson 2.)

As a final class activity or homework assignment, you can ask students to write a letter to
themselves reflecting on their own ideas about decision-making. Prompts that might help
students write these letters include the following:

• Whom do you feel you have a responsibility to care for and protect? How can your
answer to this question help you make decisions about how to act and how to treat
others?

• What have you learned from this unit that could help you make decisions in the
future?

• Under what circumstances do you think it is appropriate to stand by while conflict
or injustice occurs?

• Under what circumstances do you think it is especially important to stand up to
injustice?

• What is your responsibility as an individual who lives and works in larger commu-
nities—in a school, a family, a neighborhood, a nation, a world?

• What advice can you give to friends and/or family about their role as individuals
living in a larger community?

Assessment(s)

Students’ presentations, as well as responses on handout 2, will provide evidence about
students’ ability to identify factors that influenced the choices made by individuals,
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groups, and nations during the Holocaust. In their journal writing and their participation
in class discussions, should students be able to synthesize ideas from several of the read-
ings in order to draw some conclusions about the conditions that encourage upstander
and bystander behavior. Students’ interpretation of the Ostracism Case Study can reveal
the extent to which they are able to apply what they learned about human behavior and
choice-making through a study of the history of the Holocaust to an event closer to their
own lives. Their interpretations might include references to conformity, consequences,
responsibility, fear, peer pressure, inclusion, exclusion, membership, and belonging.

Extensions

• Another resource that helps students explore the concept of bystander behavior is
Maurice Ogden’s poem “The Hangman,” on pp. 204–6 in the resource book. The
poem tells the story of a community in which the people are hanged, one by one,
by a mysterious stranger who erects a gallows in the center of the town. For each
hanging the remaining townspeople find a rationale, until the hangman comes for
the last survivor, who finds no one left to speak up for him as the final stanza
describes:

Beneath the beam that blocked the sky
None had stood as alone as I–
And the Hangman strapped me, and no voice there
Cried “Stay!” for me in the empty square.24

Students could demonstrate what they have learned in this lesson by analyzing how
the ideas in this poem relate to events in Nazi Germany.

• The video The Hangman is available from the Facing History library. Teachers who
have used the film indicated a need to show it several times to allow their students
the opportunity to identify and analyze the many symbols. After viewing the film,
students might discuss the filmmaker’s artistic decisions, such as why he turned the
animated people into paper dolls.

• Instead of using the reading “The Courage of Le Chambon,” you might want to
show an excerpt from Weapons of the Spirit, a documentary about Le Chambon.
The film was written, produced, and directed by Pierre Sauvage, one of the many
children rescued by the residents of this special town. The film is available through
the Facing History Resource Center. So is the film The Courage to Care and the
book that accompanies it. This film features the work of five rescuers in France, the
Netherlands, and Poland. Among those profiled are Marion Pritchard and the
Trocmes, whose stories are included in this lesson. The accompanying book
includes many more rescuers from both Eastern and Western Europe.

• Many teachers also use this famous quotation by Martin Niemoeller to help stu-
dents understand the impact of bystander behavior: “First they came for the
Communists, but I was not a Communist so I did not speak out. Then they came
for the Socialists and the Trade Unionists, but I was neither, so I did not speak out.
Then they came for the Jews, but I was not a Jew so I did not speak out. And when
they came for me, there was no one left to speak out for me.”25 Niemoeller was a
Protestant pastor in Germany who spent seven years in a concentration camp for
speaking against Hitler during his sermons.
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Upstanders and Bystanders during the Holocaust

The Courage of Le Chambon
(Excerpt from pp. 385–87 in Facing History and Ourselves: Holocaust and Human Behavior)

In the summer of 1940, the Germans invaded and took over sections of France. Over the next two
years they controlled nearly the entire country. During these years, French Jews were subjected
to some of the same treatment as Jews in other areas occupied by Germany. They were stripped
of their citizenship and they had to wear yellow armbands. Eventually, around 80,000 Jews,
including 10,000 children, were sent to concentration camps. Only 3,000 of them survived.

In Le Chambon, a tiny mountain town in southeast France, people were aware that Jews were
being murdered. The people of Le Chambon were Protestants in a country where most people are
Catholic. They turned their community into a hiding place for Jews and other victims of Nazi per-
secution. Magda Trocme, the wife of the local minister, explained how it all began:

Those of us who received the first Jews did what we thought had to be done—nothing more
complicated. . . . How could we refuse them? A person doesn’t sit down and say I’m going to
do this and this and that. We had no time to think. When a problem came, we had to solve it
immediately. Sometimes people ask me, “How did you make a decision?” There was no deci-
sion to make. The issue was: Do you think we are all brothers or not? Do you think it is
unjust to turn in the Jews or not? Then let us try to help!26

Even though the residents of Le Chambon tried to keep their secret from the police, rumors
spread about Jews finding safety in this village. In 1942, Magda Trocme’s husband, Andre, and his
assistant were arrested for helping Jews. After they were released, Andre continued his efforts to
help Jews, saying, “These people came here for help and for shelter. I am their shepherd. A shep-
herd does not forsake his flock. I do not know what a Jew is. I know only human beings.”27 Later,
Andre had to go into hiding for ten months to avoid getting arrested again. During this time,
everybody in the town hid Andre’s location from French and German police. Unfortunately, the
Gestapo were able to arrest Andre’s cousin, Daniel. Daniel Trocme was sent to a concentration
camp where he was murdered.

When they were interviewed forty years later, the people of Le Chambon did not regard them-
selves as heroes. They did what they did, they said, because they believed that it had to be done.
As one villager explained, “We didn’t protect the Jews because we were moral or heroic people.
We helped them because it was the human thing to do.”28 Almost everyone in the community
took part in the effort. Even the children were involved. The people of Le Chambon drew support
of people in other places. Church groups, both Protestant and Catholic, helped fund their efforts.
From 1940 to 1944, the residents of Le Chambon provided refuge for approximately 5,000 chil-
dren, women, and men who were fleeing Nazi persecution, including as many as 3,500 Jews.29

Glossary

Gestapo: German police

Refuge: a safe place
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Upstanders and Bystanders during the Holocaust

What Did People Know?
(Excerpt from pp. 364–66 in Facing History and Ourselves: Holocaust and Human Behavior)

Below is an interview with Walter Stier, the official responsible for the “special trains” that trans-
ported millions of Jews and other victims to concentration camps such as Auschwitz.

What’s the difference between a special and a regular train?
A regular train may be used by anyone who purchases a ticket. . . . A special train has to be
ordered. The train is specially put together and people pay group fares. . . .

But why were there more special trains during the war than before or after?
I see what you’re getting at. You’re referring to the so-called resettlement trains. . . . Those
trains were ordered by the Ministry of Transport of the Reich [the German government].

But mostly, at that time, who was being “resettled”?
No. We didn’t know that. Only when we were fleeing from Warsaw ourselves, did we learn
that they could have been Jews, or criminals, or similar people.

Special trains for criminals?
No, that was just an expression. You couldn’t talk about that. Unless you were tired of life, it
was best not to mention that.

But you knew that the trains to Treblinka or Auschwitz were—
Of course we knew. I was the last district; without me these trains couldn’t reach their desti-
nation. . . .

Did you know that Treblinka meant extermination?
Of course not!

You didn’t know?
Good God, no! How could we know? I never went to Treblinka. I stayed in Krakow, in
Warsaw, glued to my desk.

You were a . . .
I was strictly a bureaucrat!30

Glossary

Extermination: death

Bureaucrat: person working for an organization whose job it is to follow orders and procedures
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Upstanders and Bystanders during the Holocaust

Bystanders at Mauthausen
(Excerpt from pp. 370–72 in Facing History and Ourselves: Holocaust and Human Behavior)

After the Nazis invaded Austria, they took over buildings in a number of villages. One of those
buildings was Hartheim Castle. In 1939, the Nazis began using this building to kill individuals
deemed unfit for society because of physical or mental handicaps. As evidence of mass murders
mounted, Christopher Wirth, the director of the operation, met with local residents. He told
them that his men were burning shoes and other “belongings.” The strong smell? “A device had
been installed in which old oil and oil by-products underwent a special treatment . . . in order to
gain a water-clear, oily fluid from it which was of great importance to U-boats [German sub-
marines].” Wirth ended the meeting by threatening to send anyone who spread “absurd rumors
of burning persons” to a concentration camp. The townspeople took him at his word. They did
not break their silence.31

Here are two testimonies [reports] of people who lived in the town of Mauthausen where the
castle is located:

Karl S., a resident of Mauthausen
From a window in his father’s barn, Karl S. could see buses arriving at the castle, sometimes
two to three buses came as frequently as twice a day. Soon after they arrived, Karl remem-
bers that “enormous clouds of smoke streamed out of a certain chimney and spread a pene-
trating stench. This stench was so disgusting that sometimes when we returned home from
work in the fields we couldn’t hold down a single bite.” Karl mentioned that he did not know
for sure what was happening in the castle because only people from outside of the town
worked on the renovations of the building and because the Nazis did not allow townspeople
to get close to the building.32

Sister Felicitas, a former employee:
“My brother Michael, who at the time was at home, came to me very quickly and confiden-
tially informed me that in the castle the former patients were burned. The frightful facts
which the people of the vicinity had to experience at first hand, and the terrible stench of
the burning gases, robbed them of speech. The people suffered dreadfully from the stench.
My own father collapsed unconscious several times, since in the night he had forgotten to
seal up the windows completely tight. . . . When there was intense activity, it smoked day
and night. Tufts of hair flew through the chimney onto the street. The remains of bones
were stored on the east side of the castle and in ton trucks driven first to the Danube
[River], later also to the Traun [River].”33

Glossary

Renovations: repairs
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Upstanders and Bystanders during the Holocaust

Protest at Rosenstrasse 2-4
(Excerpt from pp. 376–78 in Facing History and Ourselves: Holocaust and Human Behavior)

There is evidence of only one successful protest in Germany against the Nazis. According to his-
torian Nathan Stoltzfus, it began on Saturday, February 27, 1943. It was the day the SS rounded
up the last Jews in Berlin—about ten thousand men, women, and children. Most were picked up
at work and herded onto waiting trucks. Others were kidnapped from their homes or pulled off
busy streets. It was not the city’s first mass deportation, but this one was different from any
other. This time, two thousand Jews in intermarriages were among those targeted. The Nazis had
excluded them from earlier deportations, but now they were to be treated like other Jews.

Aryan relatives of these Jews began to make phone calls when their loved ones did not return
home. They quickly discovered that their family members were being held at the administration
building of the Jewish community at Rosenstrasse 2-4. Within hours, relatives began to gather
there. Most were women. As the women arrived at Rosenstrasse 2-4, each loudly demanded to
know what crimes her husband and children had committed. When the guards refused to let the
women enter the building, the protesters vowed to return until they were allowed to see their
relatives. They kept their word. In the days that followed, people blocks away could hear the
women chanting. Charlotte Israel, one of the protesters, recalls:

The situation in front of the collecting center came to a head [on March 5]. Without warning
the guards began setting up machine guns. Then they directed them at the crowd and
shouted: “If you don’t go now, we’ll shoot.” Automatically the movement surged backward
in that instant. But then for the first time we really hollered. Now we couldn’t care less. We
bellowed, “You murderers,” and everything else that one can holler. Now they’re going to
shoot in any case, so now we’ll yell too, we thought. We yelled “Murderer, Murderer,
Murderer, Murderer.” We didn’t scream just once but again and again, until we lost our
breath.34

Nazi officials were worried that the protests would draw attention to the deportation of Jews. In
order to silence the protestors, the next day, Joseph Goebbels ordered the release of all Jews
married to Aryans. Yet, eight thousand Jews imprisoned at Rosenstrasse 2-4 who did not have
Aryan relatives were shipped to death camps. No one spoke on their behalf.

Glossary

Intermarriages: marriage between people with two different backgrounds, in this case marrying someone from a dif-
ferent religion, such as a Jew marrying a Protestant.
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Upstanders and Bystanders during the Holocaust

Fateful Decisions
(Excerpt from pp. 378–80 in Facing History and Ourselves: Holocaust and Human Behavior)

In 1943 in Germany, Christabel Bielenberg was asked to hide a Jewish couple. Her husband, Peter,
was out of town. Because she knew her neighbor Carl was involved in hiding Jews, she went to
him for advice. She was very surprised when he advised her not to hide the Jewish couple. Here is
Christabel’s account of the situation:

I had come to him (Carl) for advice, well, his advice was quite definite. Under no circum-
stances whatsoever could I give refuge to the man, or to the woman. . . . Seeing that Nick
[my oldest son] was going to school, it could not be long before I would be found out, and
the punishment for giving refuge to Jews was concentration camp, plain and simple—not
only for myself but for Peter. . . . But—Where were they to go? Was I to be the one to send
them on their way? . . . Carl said, “Now you have come to a crossroads, a moment which
must probably come to us all. You want to show your colors, well my dear you can’t, because
you are not a free agent. You have your children. . . .”

As soon as I pushed through the hedge again and opened our gate to the road, letting it
click back shut behind me, I sensed rather than saw some movement in the darkness about
me. “What is your decision . . . ?” The voice, when it came, was quite close to me and pitched
very low—it must have belonged to a small man, for I was staring out over his head. “I
can’t,” I said, and I had to hold on to the railings because the pain in my side had become so
intense that I could hardly breathe, “at least”—did I hope to get rid of that pain by some sort
of feeble compromise?—“at least I can’t for more than a night, perhaps two.” “Thank you,”
again just the voice—the little man could not have been much taller than the railings—
thanking me, in heaven’s name, for two miserable days of grace. I loathed myself utterly as I
went back to the house to fetch the cellar key.35

Glossary

Refuge: safety, a hiding spot

Crossroads: A dilemma, a place where a tough choice has to be made

Loathed: hated
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Upstanders and Bystanders during the Holocaust

Choosing to Rescue
(Excerpt from pp. 380–81 in Facing History and Ourselves: Holocaust and Human Behavior)

In Germany, the government imprisoned anyone caught sheltering a Jew. In Poland, the penalty
was death. Yet, about 2 percent of the Polish Christian population chose to hide Jews. Stefa
Dworek was one of these rescuers.

It began in the summer of 1942, when Stefa’s husband, Jerezy, brought home a young Jewish
woman named Irena. A policeman involved in the Polish underground had asked him to hide her
for a few days. . . . A “few days” stretched to a week and the week, in turn, became a month and
still the unexpected guest remained. The policeman was unable to find another hiding place for
her. After several months, Jerezy Dworek demanded that Irena leave. His wife Stefa, however,
insisted that the woman stay.

Was Stefa aware of the danger to herself and her baby? “Sure I knew,” she said, “everybody knew
what could happen to someone who kept Jews. . . . Sometimes when it got dangerous, Irena her-
self would say, ‘I am such a burden to you, I will leave.’ But I said, ‘Listen, until now you were here
and we succeeded, so maybe now all will succeed. How can you give yourself up?’ I knew that I
could not let her go. The longer she was there the closer we became.”

Then in 1944, the people of Warsaw rebelled against the Germans. As the fighting spread, it
became too dangerous to stay in the apartment. So Irena bandaged her face and Stefa introduced
her to neighbors as a cousin who had just arrived in the city. But they still had reason to worry.
Irena described what happened next:

Before the end of the war there was a tragic moment. . . . We learned that the Germans
were about to evacuate all civilians. My appearance on the streets even with my bandaged
face could end tragically. Stefa decided to take a bold step which I will remember as long as
I live. She gave me her baby to protect me. [The Germans did not evacuate mothers with
young children.] As she was leaving me with her child, she told me that the child would save
me and that after the war I would give him back to her. But in case of her death she was
convinced that I would take good care of him. . . . Eventually we both stayed.36

Stefa Dworek explained that she knew she could not let the Germans evacuate Irena. When she
was deciding what to do in that moment, she shared:

What could I do? Even a dog you get used to and especially to a fine person like she was. I
could not act any other way. . . . I would have helped anyone. It did not matter who she was.
After all I did not know her at first, but I helped and could not send her away. I always try to
help as best as I can.37

Glossary

Evacuate: to force people to leave an area

Purpose: To deepen understanding of the factors that impact our decisions to act as bystanders or upstanders during
times of injustice. • 272

Lesson 15: Handout 1, Reading 6



Purpose: To deepen understanding of the factors that impact our decisions to act as bystanders or upstanders during
times of injustice. • 273

Lesson 15: Handout 1, Reading 7
Upstanders and Bystanders during the Holocaust

Links in a Chain
(Excerpt from pp. 383–84 in Facing History and Ourselves: Holocaust and Human Behavior)

One morning in 1942, as Marion Pritchard was riding her bicycle to school, she passed a home for
Jewish children. What she observed that day changed her life. She recalls:

The Germans were loading the children, who ranged in age from babies to eight-year-olds,
on trucks. They were upset, and crying. When they did not move fast enough the Nazis
picked them up, by an arm, a leg, the hair, and threw them into the trucks. To watch grown
men treat small children that way—I could not believe my eyes. I found myself literally cry-
ing with rage. Two women coming down the street tried to interfere physically. The
Germans heaved them into the truck, too. I just sat there on my bicycle, and that was the
moment I decided that if there was anything I could do to thwart such atrocities, I would
do it.

Some of my friends had similar experiences, and about ten of us, including two Jewish stu-
dents who decided they did not want to go into hiding, organized very informally for this
purpose. We obtained Aryan identity cards for the Jewish students, who, of course, were
taking more of a risk than we were. They knew many people who were looking to onder-
duiken, “disappear,” as Anne Frank and her family were to do. We located hiding places,
helped people move there, provided food, clothing, and ration cards, and sometimes moral
support and relief for the host families. We registered newborn Jewish babies as gentiles
[non-Jews] . . . and provided medical care when possible.

The decision to rescue Jews had great consequences. Pritchard described what happened when
she hid a man with three children:

The father, the two boys, and the baby girl moved in and we managed to survive the next
two years, until the end of the war. Friends helped take up the floorboards, under the rug,
and build a hiding place in case of raids. These did occur with increasing frequency, and one
night we had a very narrow escape. Four Germans, accompanied by a Dutch Nazi policeman
came and searched the house. They did not find the hiding place. . . . The baby had started
to cry, so I let the children out. Then the Dutch policeman came back alone. I had a small
revolver that a friend had given me, but I had never planned to use it. I felt I had no choice
except to kill him. I would do it again, under the same circumstances, but it still bothers me,
and I still feel that there “should” have been another way. . . . Was I scared? Of course the
answer is “yes.”38

Glossary

Thwart: stop or prevent

Atrocities: crimes
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Upstanders and Bystanders during the Holocaust

A Nation United
(Excerpt from pp. 393–95 in Facing History and Ourselves: Holocaust and Human Behavior)

The Germans conquered Denmark in the spring of 1940. The Danes were very angry that the Germans had
occupied their country and some Danes found ways to sabotage the work of the Nazis, by working as spies.
In 1943, Danish officials learned that the Germans were planning to deport all of the Jews in Denmark. They
quickly warned the Jewish community to go into hiding until they could escape to nearby Sweden. (Sweden
was safe for Jews because it was not occupied by Germany.)

Leo Goldberger was 13 years old when his family received this warning. He recalls how his father was wor-
ried about how he would arrange to get his family to Sweden, until he met a Danish woman on the train
who helped him make arrangements:

Near panic but determined . . . my father took a train back to the city; he needed to borrow money,
perhaps get an advance on his salary and to see about contacts for passage on a fishing boat. As luck
would have it, on the train a woman whom he knew only slightly recognized him and inquired about
his obviously agitated facial expression. He confided our plight. Without a moment’s hesitation the
lady promised to take care of everything. She would meet my father at the main railroad station with
all the information about the arrangements within a few hours. It was the least she could do, she
said, in return for my father’s participation some years back in a benefit concert for her organization —
“The Women’s League for Peace and Freedom.” True to her word, she met my father later that day
and indicated that all was arranged. The money would be forthcoming from a pastor, Henry
Rasmussen. . . . The sum was a fairly large one—about 25,000 Danish crowns, 5,000 per person, a sum
which was more than my father’s annual salary. (. . . I should add that pastor Rasmussen refused
repayment after the war.)39

Leo’s family arrived safely in Sweden, just as hundreds of other fishing boats carried nearly every Jew in
Denmark—7,220 men, women, and children—to safety. It was a community effort—organized and paid for
by hundreds of Jews and Christians alike.

While in other countries, such as Poland, people often turned their Jewish neighbors into the Germans, in
Denmark the citizens went to great measures to keep their Jewish neighbors safe. Why was this the case?
Some say that the traditions of antisemitism were not as strong in Denmark as in other countries. Jews
were considered full and equal citizens of Danish society. Scholars suggest that Denmark prided itself on
living by the “golden rule”—love your neighbor as you love yourself. One of Denmark’s national heroes
emphasized, “First a human being, then a Christian,” and this idea of “brotherly love” was taught in Danish
schools. Finally, two of the major institutions in the life of Danes, the monarchy and the church, took a
leading role in resisting the Nazis’ racist policies. For example, the King of Denmark wore a yellow star to
show unity with the Jewish residents of Denmark. And the Bishop of Copenhagen, the leader of the
Lutheran Church, wrote a statement that was read in nearly every church in Denmark. This statement
urged Danes to assist Jews as they tried to escape from the Nazis.40

Glossary

Sabotage: ruin Plight: difficult situation

Agitated: worried Antisemitism: hatred of Jewish people
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Upstanders and Bystanders during the Holocaust

The Response of the Allies
(Excerpt from pp. 402–6 in Facing History and Ourselves: Holocaust and Human Behavior)

Soon after the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941, rumors of mass murders began to
circulate in the United States. To many, the stories were too incredible to be true. On the front
page of its June 14, 1942, edition, the Chicago Tribune ran this headline: HITLER GUARDS STAGE
NEW POGROM, KILL 258 MASSACRED BY BERLIN GESTAPO IN “BOMB PLOT.” On November
26, 1942, the following appeared on page 16 of the New York Times: SLAIN POLISH JEWS PUT AT
A MILLION. By the end of 1942, the CBS radio network had picked up the story. In a broadcast
from London on December 13, Edward R. Murrow bluntly reported, “What is happening is this.
Millions of human beings, most of them Jews, are being gathered up with ruthless efficiency and
murdered. The phrase ‘concentration camps’ is . . . out of date. . . . It is now possible only to speak
of extermination camps.” Four days later, the governments of the United States, Britain, and the
Soviet Union issued a statement acknowledging the mass murders for the first time. Yet they
continued to do nothing.41

Then on January 13, 1944, Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau received a report which
described how the Nazis were killing millions of Jews. He sent this report to President Roosevelt.
Within days of receiving it, the president set up the War Refugee Board, under Morgenthau’s
supervision. It saved about two hundred thousand Jews. John Pehle, Jr., the man who headed the
group, later remarked that “what we did was little enough. It was late. Late and little, I would say.”42

There was another way that the Allies could have helped the Jews and other victims dying in con-
centration camps. As word of the deportations reached the outside world, Jewish organizations
asked the United States to bomb the railroad lines that led to Auschwitz or to bomb the camp
itself. Officials dismissed the idea as “impractical” because the bombing would use planes needed
for the war effort. McCloy also argued that bombing the train tracks leading to Auschwitz might
provoke the Germans to take even harsher action against the Jews and against the Allies. U.S.
government officials insisted that winning the war against the Germans was the best thing that
the Americans could do for the victims held in concentration camps.

Yet, between July 7 and November 20, American planes dropped bombs near Auschwitz on ten
different occasions. On August 20, 1,336 bombs were released just five miles from the gas cham-
bers. On three occasions, American pilots hit areas near the camp.43

Glossary

Allies: The nations fighting against the Germans including the United States, the Soviet Union, and Britain.
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Upstanders and Bystanders during the Holocaust

From Bystanders to Resisters
(Excerpt from pp. 373–75 in Facing History and Ourselves: Holocaust and Human Behavior)

In the spring of 1942, three teenagers (Hans Scholl, his younger sister Sophie and a friend, Christoph
Probst) formed a small group known as the White Rose. In July, the group published a pamphlet that boldly
stated: “We want to inform you of the fact that since the conquest of Poland, 300,000 Jews in that country
have been murdered in the most bestial manner.” The following February, the Nazis arrested the Scholls
and Probst and brought them to trial. The three freely admitted that they were responsible for the pam-
phlets. Sophie Scholl told the judges. “Somebody, after all, had to make a start. What we wrote and said is
also believed by many others. They just don’t dare to express themselves as we did.” She, her brother Hans,
and Probst were found guilty and killed by guillotine later that same day. Soon after their deaths, three
other members—a university professor named Kurt Huber and two students, Alexander Schmorell and Willi
Graf—were also tried, convicted, and beheaded.

Although the Nazis were able to destroy the White Rose, they could not stop their message from being
heard. Helmuth von Moltke smuggled copies of the pamphlet to friends outside of Germany. His friends
were able to give them to the Allies, who copied the pamphlets and then dropped thousands of them
over German cities. By late October, Moltke was asking, “Certainly more than a thousand people are mur-
dered . . . every day. . . . And all this is child’s play compared with what is happening in Poland and Russia.
May I know this and yet sit at my table in my heated flat and have tea? Don’t I thereby become guilty too?
What shall I say when I am asked, and what did you do during that time?” Moltke sought an answer to that
question by meeting secretly with other important Germans. There they considered ways of fighting the
Nazis and building a new Germany after the war.44

On July 20, a member of the group, Claus von Stauffenberg, placed a briefcase containing explosives under
a massive table around which Hitler and his staff were scheduled to meet later that day. The bomb
exploded as planned, but the table blocked the damage. As a result, Hitler and other top officials survived
the explosion. They promptly retaliated by killing nearly twelve thousand people, including Moltke, who
knew of the plan but had not taken part in it. Before his execution in January 1945, Moltke wrote his sons,
ages six and three:

Throughout an entire life, even at school, I have fought against a spirit of . . . lack of respect for oth-
ers, of intolerance. . . . I exerted myself to help to overcome this spirit with its evil consequences.45

Glossary

Bestial: inhumane, cruel

Guillotine: a device used to cut off people’s heads. It has a big blade with a rope that drops down on the person and
cuts off their head.

Beheaded: when the head is cut off from body

Allies: The nations fighting against the Germans, including the United States, the Soviet Union, and Britain.

Flat: apartment

Retaliated: got revenge
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Upstanders and Bystanders during the Holocaust

1. Name of reading:

2. Where does this story take place? (Locate it on a map.)

3. Identify the significant (important) choices made in this story.

4. How do you think this individual, group, or nation would explain the choice they made? What might
they say if you asked them, “Why did you make this choice?”

5. How would this individual, group, or nation complete the following sentence: I feel responsible for
protecting and caring for . . .

6. What symbol represents the choices made by this individual, group, or nation? Describe it or draw it
here.

7. Select one thought-provoking or important quotation from this reading and write it here.

Now you are ready to make your poster. Your poster should include the following:

a. Name of your reading
b. Where it took place
c. Symbol representing the choices made
d. One important quotation from the reading

Lesson 15: Handout 2
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Upstanders and Bystanders during the Holocaust (Sample)

1. Name of reading: The Courage of LeChambon

2. Where does this story take place? (Locate it on a map.) Le Chambon, France (a village in the moun-
tains of southeast France)

3. Identify the significant choices made in this story:
The residents of Le Chambon, even the children, decided to hide Jews and others. They
saved about 5,000 people.
All of the residents chose not to tell the police about the Jews and others being hidden in
their village.
The residents also kept the location of Minister Trocme secret so that he was not
arrested again.

4. How do you think this individual, group, or nation would explain the choice they made? What would
they say if you asked them, “Why did you make this choice?”
They would say they decided to rescue Jews and others fleeing the Nazis because “it was
the human thing to do.” This means that they believed that people are supposed to protect
and help each other. Some residents, like Magda Trocme, might not have felt like she
really had a choice. She said the choice was not “complicated,” but that they merely “did
what had to be done.”

5. What were the potential and actual consequences of their actions? How might the specific context
(where and when this happened) shape the consequences?
The residents of Le Chambon could have been arrested and sent to concentration camps
for saving Jews. Indeed, some members of the community were arrested and one member
was killed in a concentration camp. People were putting not only themselves, but also their
families, at risk by sheltering Jews. The fact that Le Chambon is in the mountains might
have made it easier for them to take these risks because it was more difficult for out-
siders to get to the community. Also, their experience as being a religious minority in their
own country might have made them more sympathetic to the Jews.

6. How would this individual, group, or nation complete the following sentence:
I feel responsible for protecting and caring for all human beings.

7. What symbol represents the choices made by this individual, group, or nation? Describe it or draw it
here.
A mountain with a house on top of it and lots of people holding hands around the house.
This symbol represents the fact that Le Chambon is located in the mountains and is some-
what isolated from others. The house represents a place of safety. And the people holding
hands around the house illustrates how the residents were united in their efforts to keep
Jews and others safe during the war.

8. Select one thought-provoking or important quotation from this reading and write it here.
“We didn’t protect the Jews because we were moral or heroic people. We helped them
because it was the human thing to do.”

Lesson 15: Handout 3



Reasons or explanations for
BYSTANDER behavior

Reasons or explanations for
UPSTANDER behavior

Questions:

Lesson 15: Handout 4
Upstanders and Bystanders presentation note-taking guide

Directions: As you listen to stories of bystanders and upstanders during the Holocaust, record explana-
tions for the choices made by individuals, groups, and nations in the chart below. Record any questions
raised by these stories at the bottom of the page.

Purpose: To deepen understanding of the factors that impact our decisions to act as bystanders or upstanders during
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A scene frommiddle school

(Adapted from the Ostracism Case Study)46

In December of 7th grade in a public school, Sue and Rhonda considered each other best
friends. They belonged to a popular group of girls, including Jill. One day, Sue wrote
Rhonda a note. In this note, she said that Jill was stupid for breaking up with her
boyfriend, Travis. Rhonda told Jill what Sue said about her in this note. When Jill found
out about Sue’s note, she confronted Sue after school, and they argued in front of a
crowd of students. School staff heard the argument and broke it up. After this brief argu-
ment between Jill and Sue, Rhonda sided with Jill, and they influenced other girls to do
the same. For the rest of 7th grade and almost all of 8th grade, these girls excluded Sue
from her former group of friends, teased and put her down, avoided and ignored her,
spread rumors about her, wrote hurtful letters, and made prank telephone calls to her
home. Other students, including some boys who were not originally involved, joined in.
Most students, if they did not participate directly, kept Sue at a distance and did not
stand up for her. Sue went from being a very strong student to getting poor grades and
not wanting to go to school.

Questions:
1. Why do you think this event turned out this way? How can you explain the actions of

the girls and boys in this situation?

2. Do you agree with the choices made by the students in this classroom?
Why or why not?

Lesson 15: Handout 5
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