ARE THE BYSTANDERS EQUALLY TO BLAME?

Defining the Problem

When we first learn about the Holocaust and discover what happened to the Jews of Europe we ask the question, ‘how did civilised people allow this happen?

There is no simple answer and no single reason.  What happened to Jews during two decades of the twentieth century was the most sustained persecution of a race, religion and culture ever known.  For Jews in Germany, the active persecution began immediately after Hitler came to power in March 1933 and continued until the end of the War in 1945.

If we examine how Jewish peoples rights were gradually eroded during this time, it brings us to a realisation that the lack of action on the part of other German people during this period, especially the pre – war period enabled serious violations against human rights to take place.

However, we should also ask ourselves the question ‘Would we have behaved any differently towards our Jewish neighbours, if we had lived in Germany during that period?’

This brings us to another equally as important question.  ‘Do we challenge those situations that arise in our every day lives where people from minority groups are treated less well that others?

Module Objectives: 

To understand what happened to Jews living in 

Hitler’s Germany





To consider how the gradual erosion of human 

rights can sometimes lead to the destruction of the 

human spirit and the loss of the will to resist

To help young people to develop an understanding 

through the situation faced by Jews in their every 

day life, of why the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights is so important 

To encourage young people to become active in 

their opposition to racism, bigotry and discrimination 

Resources:  copy of the power point presentation ‘The Erosion of Human Rights in Germany’; print outs of each restriction faced by German Jews between March 1933 and March 1945; several large sheets of plain paper; felt tipped pens.

Session 1:  What did Hitler do when he came to power?

Using resources generally readily available, the teacher reminds pupils of the reasons why Hitler came to power in 1933.  He / she stresses the main aspects of Nazi ideology and reminds pupils that anti semitism had been constant theme in Hitler’s writing and actions since the end of World War 1.

Working in groups, pupils are asked to discuss what methods are used by other pupils in school playgrounds and classrooms to marginalise children who are unpopular, or don’t seem to ‘fit’.  Their discussions are fed back orally to the rest of the class.  The teacher makes the link between our oppressive behaviour at a personal or school level and the oppressive behaviours demonstrated by dictatorships throughout the world.

The pupils discuss whether they think it is fair to make such comparisons.

Working in the same groups, pupils now consider what methods Hitler, as Chancellor would have been able to use if he wanted to marginalise the 500, 000 German Jews, who made up less than 1% of the population of Germany at that time (a minority group).

They list their ideas / thoughts on a sheet of paper.

Using a video projector or interactive whiteboard, the class teacher shows pupils the power point presentation ‘The Gradual Erosion of Rights’.  As each restriction appears, pupils check their own list to see whether they had predicted correctly what sort of actions Hitler would have taken.

The session ends with a class discussion about what they have just seen.  Were there more restrictions than they thought?  Were they shocked by the petty nature of these restrictions?  How did it make them feel when they saw how many there were?

Session 2:  What human rights did these restrictions erode?
(The class teacher prints off copies of each restriction, laminates them and makes as many sets as are needed.)

Using only one set of cards, he / she gives pupils three of four cards each.  They find a space on the floor in the classroom and lay out the cards in chronological order.  The class teacher allows pupils to spend a little time reading each card to ‘take in’ the implications of these restrictions.

Pupils are now put into four groups and each group takes a set of cards.  Group A for the period from March 1933 to August 1936, group B for the period from April 1937 to December 1938, group C for the period January 1939 to September 1941 and group D for the period January 1942 to February 1945.

Each group can now do some or all of the following tasks

· Decide which restriction would affect adults most seriously, take a photocopy of the restriction, glue it onto a large sheet of paper and write down underneath the restriction why the group thinks it was so hurtful.

· Do the same for restrictions that would affect children.

· Select those restrictions that would deny Jews access to the law and line them up chronologically.

· Do the same with the restrictions that led to great economic hardship, the restrictions that caused hunger and malnutrition, the restrictions that exposed Jews to ridicule and danger from anti-semites, the restrictions that denied Jews access to education, and intellectual or creative stimulus.

The class discusses the implications of all these different sets of restrictions.

Finally each group is given a copy of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, together with a set of flashcards with each article on an individual card.  Using this information, the groups match the restrictions against the Jews with the article from the declaration of Human Rights which in their opinion, now protects people from ever suffering in a similar way to the Jews.

The class discusses situations today or in the recent past where, despite the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, people still face discrimination, oppression, torture and death.  

Finally, each pupil writes a pledge for him / herself stating how he / she will take at least one action to protect someone (or some group, large or small) who they know faces discrimination and prejudice.

