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Worksheet 3.4—Historical Empathy and Moral Judgement
The Holocaust

Internet sites such as www.yadvashem.org and www.couragetocare.org.au may provide excellent sources of information on the Holocaust. Yad VaShem is located in Israel and its focus is on Holocaust education and remembrance. Courage to Care looks at those people who helped Jews survive the Holocaust, those that they call the Righteous Among Nations; it sees its role as encouraging people not to be bystanders but to become involved when they encounter injustice. Courage to Care displays can be seen in Victoria and New South Wales, and information about the organisations can be obtained from the State organisations or through the History Teachers Association in either state.

The Holocaust is the name given to the attempt by the Nazi Party to remove Jews from any area that they controlled. It was what has become known as ‘genocide’—that is, a planned and methodical attempt to exterminate a group of people on the grounds of their ethnicity, religion or beliefs. The Nazis also carried out such a move against Gypsies and groups such as homosexuals, but centred their efforts on the Jews. This was not the world’s first attempt at genocide and not the last, but the numbers killed establishes it as the most profound. One effect of the genocide was the move by the United Nations, at the end of World War II, to establish a nation where members of the Jewish religion could settle if they wished. After some dispute, the historical centre of their faith, Israel, was selected.

In historical terms, blame for this decision to carry out genocide is hard to prove. There have been no records found of a written order issued by Adolf Hitler, but in many cases this decision can be inferred from his written or oral statements in which he placed blame on the German Jews, and other Jews in the world, for difficulties found in the countries that they lived in. 

The ‘Final Solution’ was a term used to describe the move by Nazis to shoot, gas or kill Jews held in ghettos or camps, or rounded up as the German army advanced through areas such as Poland or Russia.

Reread pages 100 through 103 of the textbook, where details of the way in which Jews were initially segregated and then eliminated are recorded. As is stated in the chapter, historians have estimated that at least six million Jew died because of the policies established by Hitler’s Nazi Party; three million through violence, starvation and poor treatment outside the camps, and a further three million in the concentration camps.

At Yad VaShem there are memorials recognising these horrific events. The Children’s Memorial is simple. You walk down into a dark tunnel. In the tunnel, a single candle burns but its light is reflected by hundreds of candles. As it burns, the list of over one million children killed in the Final Solution is read. In another area, an artificial image of Europe is created like a canyon out of rock. On the walls of this canyon are listed the thousands of communities that were destroyed or wiped out during World War II. These simple but stark reminders are supported by a library in which testimony is kept about both survivors and those who helped them survive, and those who were killed, with documentary evidence to prove how they were taken or captured by the Nazis, and how, where and when they were then put into ghettos or camps, or put to death.

Tied to the events of the genocides are documents indicating the means of carrying out the deeds. Bureaucracies and records are kept, and items such as train time-tables indicate plans for transporting large groups of people. Much of this information was found in Germany at the end of the war, starting with rules established under the Nuremberg Race Laws and moving through to lists of those transported to camps such as Dachau, Bergen-Belsen or Auschwitz-Birkenau. Accounts, such as that cited in the text by Oskar Schindler, were also found. Interestingly, Schindler was a member of the Nazi Party and a war profiteer. But over time, he realised that he could not stand by and watch but needed to act to stop the destruction of his employees. His story, or part of it, can be found in the book and movie Schindler’s List.

The Nuremberg Race Laws began the move towards the genocide. By taking away people’s rights and by removing legal security, the targeted people became isolated. Those being persecuted could not seek help as the law worked against them, and they have no means of opposing what was happening.

1
Look at the timeline that you created as part of the ‘Using primary sources’ exercise from the text (pages 102 and 103). When can you argue that the persecution or Holocaust started and when did it end? Is there any ability to argue that there was no planned genocide?

2
What was Yad VaShem established for and how does it carry out its role for both Israel and the world?

3
Why would train lists, timetables and other transport records be useful to a historian of the Holocaust?
4
What is a ghetto? Why were these areas established by the Nazis?

5
Use the Internet to locate and research information about a work camp, concentration camp or death camp. Present your findings and research to the rest of the class. 

6
Explain why you think the Holocaust might have triggered the move by the United Nations to establish a Jewish homeland in Israel.
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