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What conclusions can you draw from Blaskowitz’s protest? What does it suggest about 

his “universe of obligation”? What conclusions can you draw from the fact that he did not 

lose his job despite his protests?  

 

Why did it take the Germans six years to isolate German Jews but only a few weeks to 

isolate Polish Jews? What does your answer suggest about the Germans’ “universe of 

obligation”?  

 

Krysta S., a Polish schoolgirl who studied in secret throughout the war, describes how 

the Nazis tried to curtail education in her country in the video montage Childhood 

Memories, available from the Facing History Resource Center and summarized in 

Elements of Time, pages 228-233.  

 

 

READING 17 

 

A Return to the Ghettoes 
 

By the summer of 1941, Jews throughout Eastern Europe had been forced into ghettos. 

Just two weeks before the Jewish section of Warsaw was closed off, Chaim Kaplan wrote 

in his diary, “A Jewish ghetto in the traditional sense is inconceivable. Many churches 

and government buildings are in the heart of the ghetto. They cannot be eliminated, they 

fulfill necessary functions. Besides that, it is impossible to cut off 

the trolley routes going from one end of the city to the other 

through the ghetto... To differentiate citizens of one country 

according to race, and erect partitions between them, is a sick 

pathological idea.” Two days later, Kaplan noted, “The face of 

Warsaw was changed so that no one who knows it would 

recognize it. People from outside do not enter now, but if a 

miracle were to take place and one of its inhabitants who fled 

returned to the city, he would say, ‘Can this be Warsaw?’”
28

 

Before long a brick wall nine feet high encircled the Warsaw 

ghetto. Although public utilities still linked it to the outside 

world, in almost every other way, the inhabitants were isolated. 

Within its walls about 33 percent of the city’s population lived 

on less than 3 percent of the land. The Nazis rationed enough 

food for only twenty percent of the ghetto’s inhabitants. As a result, nearly one-fifth 

ultimately died of “natural causes” – hunger and disease.  

Still many Jews felt the ghetto offered them some measure of protection. They 

believed that they would be safe “as long as we are among Jews.” The Nazis encouraged 

that delusion by creating a Judenrat or “Council of Jewish Elders” in each ghetto. The 

Judenrat gave Jews the impression that they had some measure of authority over their 

own community. In fact, they had none. Shmuel Zygelboim, a member of the Warsaw 

Judenrat, wrote:  

The face of Warsaw 
was changed so that 
no one who knows it 
would recognize it. 
People from outside 
do not enter now, but 
if a miracle were to 
take place and one of 
its inhabitants who 
fled returned to the 
city, he would say, 
“Can this be 
Warsaw?” 
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[About] 50 Gestapo men under the command of an officer entered the hall. All 

carried pistols or whips... Finally, in a threatening, harsh voice the officer uttered: 

“Jews, you listen to me, and listen carefully! The commandant has ordered that all 

Jews of Warsaw must leave their present homes and move to the streets that have 

been designated for the ghetto, not later than Tuesday. To assure that the order is 

strictly carried out, all 24 alternates will be taken hostages. With their heads they are 

responsible for the exact execution of the order. You, the members of the Judenrat, 

are also responsible with your heads. We are not taking you away now simply 

because somebody must remain here to take care of the execution of the order.” The 

24 Jews, present only by accident, were then surrounded by the Gestapo men. Orders 

were shouted:  

“About face, forward march” and they marched out. Outside, in the street, trucks 

were waiting and the Jews were carried away.
29

  

 

Terror became a part of daily life. After watching the Nazis toss a three-year-old into 

the snow, Emanuel Ringelblum wrote, “Its mother jumped off the wagon and tried to 

save the child. The guard threatened her with a revolver. The mother insisted that life was 

worthless for her without her child. Then the Germans threatened to shoot all the Jews in 

the wagon. The mother arrived in Warsaw, and here went out of her mind.”
30

 

 

 

CONNECTIONS 

 

Richard Rubenstein writes:  

 

According to [historian Raul] Hilberg, the measure that gave the civil service 

bureaucrats least difficulty in exterminating their victims was the imposition of a 

starvation diet. In a bureaucratically controlled society where every individual’s 

ration can be strictly determined, starvation is the ideal instrument of ‘clean’ violence. 

A few numbers are manipulated on paper in an office hundreds of miles away...and 

millions can be condemned to a prolonged and painful death. In addition, both the 

death rate and the desired level of vitality of the inmates can easily be regulated by 

the same bureaucrats. As starvation proceeds, the victim’s appearance is so drastically 

altered that by the time death finally releases him, he hardly seems like a human 

being worth saving.
31

  

 

How were the distinctions the bureaucrats made between starvation and other forms of 

murder similar to those German physicians made between murdering patients and 

“putting them to sleep”? What differences seem most striking? 

 

Heinz Jost, a German soldier, spent a rare day off (it was, in fact, his birthday) taking 

pictures in the Warsaw Ghetto. The 129 photographs have been 
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arranged in an exhibit called A Day in the Warsaw Ghetto. In an article about the exhibit, 

Newsweek reported that “at his birthday dinner that evening, Jost found he had no 

appetite. In his letters home during the rest of the war, he made no mention of what he’d 

seen.” How do you account for his response? How is it similar to the way many Germans 

responded to Kristallnacht?  

 

To create the B.B.C. video, The Warsaw Ghetto, the producers used Nazi newsreels 

and “documentaries.” The result is a powerful film that offers vivid proof of what 

happens when one group considers another “subhuman.” Historian Lucy Dawidowicz, 

however, expressed concern at this use of images shot as propaganda. Do you agree? 

 

Nowadays we live in an era of photomania, where photographs are regarded as 

the magic key to unlock the doors of the past, which only the more effortful study of 

history had previously been able to open. Nowadays people regard pictures as the 

essence of truth, forgetting that, like written documents, pictures too can lie, can 

distort the truth. Even more effectively than written documents, the camera falsifies 

objective reality because it creates its own illusion of reality. 

Too often pictures have been made to serve the uses of propaganda. Selective 

photography, posed or staged subject matter, technical tricks of the trade which bring 

into existence nonexistent subjects – these are the standard ways the camera is made 

to lie. Too often the camera serves ends that contribute neither to the truth of art nor 

to the truth of history.
32

  

 

 

READING 18 

 

A Return to Tradition? 
 

Many Jews in Europe saw Nazi rules and regulations as a “return to 

the Middle Ages.” During the Middle Ages, the Church enacted a 

series of laws that isolated Jews from their Christian neighbors. 

(Chapter 1, Reading 14). In A Boy of Old Prague, Sulamith Ish-

Kishor describes the effects of those laws on a young Christian in 

1556. Tomas grew up accepting all that he had heard about the 

people of the ghetto until the day his master sent the frightened boy to work for a Jew.  

 

I held back heavy as a dummy, while Paul and Girard pushed and dragged me to 

the gate. They whistled three times, and the watchman came slowly out of his cottage 

beside the [Ghetto] wall. He was a Christian, and I thought he looked at me with a 

mocking wink. As we passed through those terrible gates into the abode of the 

accursed, I  

In categorizing 
Jews as outsiders, 
Hitler was giving 
new life to those 
old prejudices.  


