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This Monday, May 2, marks Yom Hashoah, Holocaust Remembrance Day. In honor of
this important occasion of communal memory, we have prepared a special installment
of our J-Vault series, which highlights historical materials in BJPA's holdings.
The publications below, written by American Jewish communal professionals in 1937 1939, offer a fascinating (and sometimes chilling) glimpse into American Jewish
perceptions of the situation of Europe's Jews during a time when Nazi antisemitic
persecutions had begun to unfold, but had not yet nearly reached their horrific
apogee. They are all from the journalJewish Social Service Quarterly, which is now the
Journal of Jewish Communal Service.
This week from the J-Vault: Publications from the late 1930s
Jewish Morale in the Present Situation (September 1937)
Distressed by the oppression of German Jews, Morris D. Waldman nonetheless
held out hope for the project of emancipation and Jewish integration into
Diaspora societies. He saw in certain Jewish and Zionist perspectives echoes of
the Nazi "theories that the Jews are a distinct race, alien, unadaptable in the
western world". "Despite intolerable provocation," he wrote, "...we must place
our faith in the substantial values of civilization and submit to the restraints of
civilized people."
Jewish Problems and Activities Overseas (September 1937)
Joseph C. Hyman described the coordination of Jewish relief efforts abroad. "The
tragedy that is today taking place in Germany," he wrote, is "symptomatic of
almost world-wide anti-Jewish activity."
Race and Race Prejudice (December 1937)
Franz Boas endeavored to "show the absurdity of the whole race-theory which is
the basis of Nazi political theory." He also discussed prejudice in America:
"Unfortunately, we are not free of tendencies that point in the same direction.
Prejudice against the Negro is the most striking and probably most dangerous one."
Problems of Minority Groups (September 1938)
Oscar I. Janowsky described in depth the situation of Jews and other vulnerable
minorities in the Europe of 1938. "The Jew is attacked first because he is the
weakest and safest enemy," he wrote. But "Behind the smokescreen of
anti-Semitism, the liberties of all are destroyed... So long as Nazism and Fascism
prevail, there will be no peace for the true Christian, for the true scholar, for the
true proponent of a better world, any more than for the Jew."
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The Social Pathology of the Refugee Problem (March 1939)
Melvin M. Fagen examined the web of causes he perceived to be behind the crisis
facing Jews. "Though our course is not clear," he declared, "and the future
uncertain, there is one thing we can do, one duty we owe to ourselves and to
posterity. It is to know why these wars have come about, why the refugee
problem or the Jewish problem or the problem of Fascism arises."
Jewish Ideology in the Present Crisis(March 1939)
"[S]ince 1933, millions of Jews have been deprived of either their lives or the
means to their livelihood," wrote Ira Eisenstein. "Political rights and economic
opportunities have been ruthlessly taken from them and, at the present writing,
it appears that no less than four million Jews in Central Europe alone will be
compelled to migrate from the lands in which they and their ancestors have lived
for centuries." Unaware that the immediate future would yield events far more
monstrous than these, Eisenstein nonetheless realized that the happenings of his
day would necessitate a reconsideration of the "various alternatives, which
Jewish thinkers contemplated as the solution to the so-called Jewish problem
during the whole post-emancipation era". Strikingly, he wrote: "It is not
assimilation which has failed; it is democracy which has failed, that very
democracy which made possible assimilation."

We welcome your reactions in the comments section below.
Have a meaningful Yom HaShoah.

