The Range of Human Behaviour: Perpetrators, Bystanders, Resisters and Rescuers
Common Reading

Do You Take the Oath?

Soldiers were required to take an oath of loyalty to Hitler. But it was not only soldiers who were required to do this. A German recalled the day he was asked to pledge loyalty to the regime.

I was employed in a defense plant (a war plant, of course, but they were always

called defense plants). That was the year of the National Defense Law, the law of

“total conscription.” Under the law I was required to take the oath of fidelity. I said I

would not; I opposed it in conscience. I was given twenty-four hours to “think it

over.” In those twenty-four hours I lost the world...

You see, refusal would have meant the loss of my job, of course, not prison or

anything like that. (Later on, the penalty was worse, but this was only 1935.) But

losing my job would have meant that I could not get another. Wherever I went I

should be asked why I left the job I had, and when I said why, I should certainly have

been refused employment. Nobody would hire a “Bolshevik.” Of course, I was not a

Bolshevik, but you understand what I mean.

I tried not to think of myself or my family. We might have got out of the country,

in any case, and I could have got a job in industry or education somewhere else.

What I tried to think of was the people to whom I might be of some help later on,

if things got worse (as I believed they would). I had a wide friendship in scientific

and academic circles, including many Jews, and “Aryans,” too, who might be in

trouble. If I took the oath and held my job, I might be of help, somehow, as things

went on. If I refused to take the oath, I would certainly be useless to my friends, even

if I remained in the country. I myself would be in their situation.

The next day, after “thinking it over,” I said I would take the oath with the mental

reservation, that, by the words with which the oath began, “Ich schwoere bei Gott,” “I swear by God,” I understood that no human being and no government had the right to override my conscience. My mental reservations did not interest the official who administered the oath. He said, “Do you take the oath?” and I took it. That day the world was lost, and it was I who lost it.

First of all, there is the problem of the lesser evil. Taking the oath was not so evil

as being unable to help my friends later on would have been. But the evil of the oath

was certain and immediate, and the helping of my friends was in the future and

therefore uncertain. I had to commit a positive evil there and then, in the hope of a

possible good later on. The good outweighed the evil; but the good was only a hope,

the evil a fact... The hope might not have been realized – either for reasons beyond

my control or because I became afraid later on or even because I was afraid all the

time and was simply fooling myself when I took the oath in the first place.

But that is not the important point. The problem of the lesser evil we all know

about; in Germany we took Hindenburg as less evil than Hitler, and in the end, we got

them both. But that is not why I say that Americans cannot understand. No, the

important point is – how many innocent people were killed by the Nazis, would you say?… Shall we say, just to be safe, that three million innocent people were killed all

together?… And how many innocent lives would you like to say I saved?… Perhaps five, or ten, one doesn’t know. But shall we say a hundred, or a thousand, just to be safe?… And it would be better to have saved all three million, instead of only a hundred, or a thousand? There, then, is my point. If I had refused to take the oath of fidelity, I would have saved all three million... There I was, in 1935, a perfect example of the kind of person who, with all his advantages in birth, in education, and in position, rules (or might easily rule) in any country.

If I had refused to take the oath in 1935, it would have meant that thousands and thousands like me, all over Germany, were refusing to take it. Their refusal would have heartened millions. Thus the regime would have been overthrown, or, indeed, would never have come to power in the first place. The fact that I was not prepared to resist, in 1935, meant that all the thousands, hundreds of thousands, like me in Germany were also unprepared, and each one of these hundreds of thousands was, like me, a man of great influence or of great potential influence.

Thus the world was lost...

These hundred lives I saved – or a thousand or ten as you will – what do they

represent? A little something out of the whole terrible evil, when, if my faith had been

strong enough in 1935, I could have prevented the whole evil... My faith, I did not

believe that I could “remove mountains.” The day I said, “No,” I had faith. In the

process of “thinking it over,” in the next twenty-four hours, my faith failed me. So, in

the next ten years, I was able to remove only anthills, not mountains.

My education did not help me, and I had a broader and better education than most

men have had or ever will have. All it did, in the end, was to enable me to rationalize

my failure of faith more easily than I might have done if I had been ignorant. And so

it was, I think, among educated men generally, in that time in Germany. Their resistance was no greater than other men’s

.

Group Readings
Reading 1

A Refusal to Compromise

In 1933, Helene Jacobs was a high-school student and one of the few Germans to refuse to make even the smallest compromise with the new government. She later recalled:

I had begun to study during that time. You received an obligatory book which you

had to sign; I didn’t do it. At the technical high school where I last studied, I couldn’t

take any exam. But I didn’t want to get involved in that. It was so obvious to me that

[the Third Reich1 wouldn’t last. I thought, I’ll just wait that long and then I’ll

continue. As a result, I didn’t have any steady position. I worked for very little money

for a Jewish attorney, and wasn’t a member of any organization. Anywhere it said,

“For Aryans only,” I said, “What’s that? There’s no such thing.” I kept myself away

from such requirements.

The point that aroused me from the beginning was that we as a people had to

show our unwillingness in some fashion, not just when the crimes began, but before,

when, it started, with this so-called “Aryan” ancestry. They distributed questionnaires

and you had to say whether you had “Aryan” ancestors. Everyone filled them out. I

said, “We can’t go along with this; it’s not legal. We must do something against this

and throw the questionnaires away.”

But today – the other people my age, they behaved totally differently at that time.

Most of them built their careers then. When I said, “I’m not going to have anything to

do with this,” I isolated myself.

Reading 2

What Did People Know?
For the film Shoah, Claude Lanzmann interviewed Walter Stier, the person

responsible for “special trains.”

What’s the difference between a special and a regular train?

A regular train may be used by anyone who purchases a ticket. Say from Krakow

to Warsaw. Or from Krakow to Lemberg. 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.

“Resettlement.” That’s it.

That’s what they were called. Those trains were ordered by the Ministry of

Transport of the Reich. You needed an order from the Ministry...

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.

Jews, criminals?

Criminals. All kinds.

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 destination. For instance, a train that started in Essen had to go through the

districts of Wuppertal, Hannover, Magdeburg, Berlin, Frankfurt/Oder, Posen,

Warsaw, etcetera. So I had to...

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!6

Hilberg told Lanzmann how the “special trains” were financed.

…Jews were going to be shipped to Treblinka, were going to be shipped to

Auschwitz, Sobibor or any other destination so long as the railroads were paid by the

track kilometer, so many pfennigs per mile. The rate was the same throughout the

war. With children under ten going at half-fare and children under four going free.

Payment had to be made for only one way. The guards, of course, had to have return

fare paid for them because they were going back to their place of origin.

Excuse me, the children under four who were shipped to the extermination camps,

the children under four…

...went free.

They had the privilege to be gassed freely?

Yes, transport was free…

It was the same bureau that was dealing with any kind of normal passenger?

Absolutely. Just the official travel bureau. Mitteleuropaeisches Reisebeuro would

ship people to the gas chambers or they will ship vacationers to their favorite resort,

and that was basically the same office and the same operation, the same procedure,

the same billing.

No difference?
No difference whatsoever. As a matter of course, everybody would do that job as

if it were the most normal thing to do...

This was a self-financing principle. The SS or the military would confiscate

Jewish property and with the proceeds, especially from bank deposits, would pay for

transports.

You mean that the Jews themselves had to pay for their death?

You have to remember one basic principle. There was no budget for destruction.

So that is the reason confiscated property had to be used in order to make the payments.

Reading 3

Choices

In 1991, Guido Calabresi, the dean of the Yale School of Law, gave a commencement address in which he told four stories involving choices made

during World War II. The first focused on his father’s decision to leave Italy.

The third tale involved a farmer on some lands of Calabresi’s family in Italy. “It

was well known,” Calabresi recalled, “that this illiterate farmer had, at the risk of his

life, hidden Allied servicemen who had been caught behind German lines and were

escaping; Jews who were escaping from the Nazis; [and]...when things had turned, he hid Germans who were running away...

“I thought that this was terrible – that he was somebody who didn’t understand

the difference between right and wrong; that he couldn’t distinguish between hiding

people who deserved to be hidden, and criminals. I was a young twit, and already

sounded like a lawyer... I asked him what he had done, why he didn’t know the

difference between right and wrong.”

The farmer replied, “Politics, politics. I don’t know about those things. I don’t

care about them. When they came here, when they were running away, each of them

was in trouble. Eran tutti figli di mamma – they were each the child of some mother

somewhere – tiriam a campar – we all struggle to live.”

“There was something,” Calabresi mused, “about that humanity, that decision to

look after the individual who was in trouble, and to care about the person before him

which represented an attitude, a point of view which explained why so few people

were taken away in Italy during the Nazi time, why so many were saved. 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.”

Reading 4

A Commandants View 
In an interview with journalist Gitta Sereny after his arrest in Brazil in 1971 and

subsequent trial, Franz Stangl, the commandant of the death camp at Sobibor and later at Treblinka, responded to questions.

“You’ve been telling me about your routines,” I said to him.

“But how did you feel? Was there anything you enjoyed, you felt

good about?”

Answer:  “It was interesting to me to find out who was cheating,” he said. “As I told you, I didn’t care who it was; my professional ethos was that if something wrong was going on, it had to be found out. That was my profession; I enjoyed it. It fulfilled me. And yes, I was ambitious about that; I won’t deny that.”

“Would it be true to say that you got used to the liquidations?”

Answer:  He thought for a moment. “To tell the truth,” he then said, slowly and thoughtfully, “one did become used to it.”

“In days? Weeks? Months?”

Answer:  “Months. It was months before I could look one of them in the eye. I repressed it all by trying to create a special place: gardens, new barracks, new kitchens, new everything; barbers, tailors, shoemakers, carpenters. There were hundreds of ways to take one’s mind off it; I used them all.”

“Even so, if you felt that strongly, there had to be times, perhaps at night, in the dark, when you couldn’t avoid thinking about it?”


Answer:  “In the end, the only way to deal with it was to drink. I took a large glass of

brandy to bed with me each night and I drank.”

“I think you are evading my question.”

Answer:  “No, I don’t mean to; of course, thoughts came. But I forced them away. I made myself concentrate on work, work and again work.”

“Would it be true to say that you finally felt they weren’t really human beings?”

Answer:  “When I was on a trip once, years later in Brazil,” he said, his face deeply

concentrated, and obviously reliving the experience, “my train stopped next to a

slaughterhouse. The cattle in the pens, hearing the noise of the train, trotted up to the

fence and stared at the train. They were very close to my window, one crowding the

other, looking at me through that fence. I thought then, ‘Look at this; this reminds me

of Poland; that’s just how the people looked, trustingly, just before they went into the

tins...’”

“You said tins,” I interrupted. “What do you mean?” But he went on without hearing, or answering me.

Answer:  “...I couldn’t eat tinned meat after that. Those big eyes... which looked at me... not knowing that in no time at all they’d all be dead.” He paused. His face was drawn. At this moment he looked old and worn and real.

“So you didn’t feel they were human beings?”

Answer:  “Cargo,” he said tonelessly. “They were cargo.” He raised and dropped his hand in a gesture of despair. Both our voices had dropped. It was one of the few times in those weeks of talks that he made no effort to cloak his despair, and his hopeless grief allowed a moment of sympathy.

“When do you think you began to think of them as cargo? The way you spoke earlier, of the day when you first came to Treblinka, the horror you felt seeing the dead bodies everywhere – they weren’t ‘cargo’ to you then, were they?”

Answer:  “I think it started the day I first saw the Totenlager [death camp] in Treblinka. I remember [Christian] Wirth [the man who set up the death camps] standing there, next to the pits full of blue-black corpses. It had nothing to do with humanity – it couldn’t have; it was a mass – a mass of rotting flesh. Wirth said, ‘What shall we do with this garbage?’ I think unconsciously that started me thinking of them as cargo.”

“There were so many children, did they ever make you think of your children, of how you would feel in the position of those parents?”

Answer:  “No,” he said slowly, “I can’t say I ever thought that way.” He paused. “You see,” he then continued, still speaking with this extreme seriousness and obviously intent on finding a new truth within himself, “I rarely saw them as individuals. It was

always a huge mass. I sometimes stood on the wall and saw them in the tube. But –

how can I explain it – they were naked, packed together, running, being driven with

whips like...” the sentence trailed off.

…“Could you not have changed that?” I asked. “In your position, could you not have stopped the nakedness, the whips, the horror of the cattle pens?”

Answer:  “No, no, no. This was the system. Wirth had invented it. It worked. And because it worked, it was irreversible.”
Reading 5

The Courage of Le Chambon 

In a tiny mountain town in south-central France, people were also aware that Jews were being murdered and took action to save as many people as possible. 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 from all over Europe. 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. It was not decided from one day to the next what we would have to do. There were many people in the village who needed help. 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 decision 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!

When asked of the risks she faced, Magda Trocme replied:

In the beginning, we did not realize the danger was so big. Later, we became

accustomed to it, but you must remember that the danger was all over. The people

who were in the cities had bombs coming down and houses coming in on their heads,

and they were killed. Others were dying in the war, in battles. Other people were

being persecuted, like those in Germany. It was a general danger, and we did not feel

we were in much more danger than the others. And, you see, the danger was not what

you might imagine.

You might imagine that the people were fighting with weapons in the middle of

the square, that you would have had to run away, that you would have to go into a

little street and hide. The danger was not that kind at all. The danger was in having a

government that, little by little, came into the hands of the Germans, with their laws,

and the French people were supposed to obey those laws.

Early in the war, the police arrested Trocme’s husband Andre and his assistant,

Edouard Theis. Although they were later released, the Gestapo continued to monitor their activities. In the summer of 1943, the Gestapo forced Andre Trocme into hiding for ten months by offering a reward for his capture. Many knew his whereabouts but no one turned him in. When they were interviewed forty years later, the people of Le Chambon did not regard themselves as heroes. They did what they did, they said, because they believed that it had to be done. Almost everyone in the community of three thousand took part in the effort. Even the children were involved. When a Nazi official came to organize a Hitler Youth camp in the village, the students told him that they “make no distinction between Jews and non-Jews. It is contrary to Gospel teaching.”

The people of Le Chambon drew support of people in other places. Church groups,

both Protestant and Catholic, helped fund their efforts. So did Visser’t Hooft’s World

Council of Churches (Reading 2). People in nearby towns also helped. For example, a

group known as the Cimade led hundreds of Jews across the Alps to safety in Switzerland.

Pierre Sauvage, a Jew whose parents were hiding at the time he was born, believes that the villagers’ courage must never be forgotten. 

If we do not learn how it is possible to act well even under the most trying circumstances, we will increasingly doubt our ability to act well even under less trying ones. If we remember solely the horror of the Holocaust, we will pass on no perspective from which meaningfully to confront and learn from that very horror. If we remember solely the horror of the Holocaust, it is we who will bear the responsibility for having created the most dangerous alibi of all: that it was beyond man’s capacity to know and care. If Jews do not learn that the whole world did not stand idly by while we were slaughtered, we will undermine our ability to develop the friendships and alliances that we need and deserve. If Christians do not learn that even then there were practicing Christians, they will be deprived of inspiring and essential examples of the nature and requirements of their faith. If the hard and fast evidence of the possibility of good on earth is allowed to slip through our fingers and turn into dust, then future generations will have only dust to build on. If hope is allowed to seem an unrealistic response to the world, if we do not work towards developing confidence in our spiritual resources, we will be responsible for producing in due time a world devoid of humanity – literally.

Magda Trocme also saw the rescuers as teaching a lesson. After the war, she told an

interviewer, “When people read this story, I want them to know that I tried to open my door. I tried to tell people, ‘Come in, come in.’ In the end, I would like to say to people, ‘Remember that in your life there will be lots of circumstances that will need a kind of courage, a kind of decision of your own, not about other people but about yourself. I would not say more.’”
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