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Things looked good on New Year’s Eve 1932 for Berlin’s bak
ers. They pre pared ten mil lion donuts (Pfannkuchen) for the 
night’s cel e bra tion, which was an impres sive two and a half 
donuts per every Ger man cit i zen. They used 666,000 eggs, 
166,000 kilo grams of flour, 100,000 kilos of sugar, 50,000 kilos 
of but ter and mar ga rine, and 30,000 kilos of jam. The enter
tain ment indus try was happy as well. Many dance floors for 
the night’s Silvesterbälle were sold out, and the sales for the 
opu lent New Year’s din ners in Berlin res tau rants and hotels 
went well.1 It seemed that the deep eco nomic cri sis that had 
started with Black Fri day in 1929 was finally wan ing. More
over, there was polit i cal opti mism in the air as the new year 
1933 started. Berlin’s lead ing news pa per, the Vossische Zei-
tung, regarded the “down fall of Hit ler ism as unstop pa ble.” 
There was talk of a “total cri sis” of the Nazi move ment “that 
befell its head, its limbs, and its vot ers.”2

1 Vossische Zeitung, 
Decem ber 31, 1932.

2 Vossische Zeitung, 
Januar 1, 1933.
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This assess ment res o nated with many contemporaries con sid
er ing the most recent polit i cal devel op ments.3 Following the 
eco nomic cri sis of 1929, the NSDAP had risen from a splin ter 
party of 2.6% to become a major polit i cal player with over 18% 
of the vote in the 1930 elec tions to the Reichstag, and estab
lished itself as the larg est party in the Ger man par lia ment after 
the elec tions of July 1932. But then, in the Novem ber elec tion 
that same year, they dropped from 37% to 33%, and for many 
observ ers, such as Leopold Schwarzschild, the leftlib eral edi
tor of the jour nal Tage-Buch, this marked “for the first time after 
a long period a crack in the wall of clouds” that had been gath
er ing on Germany’s polit i cal sky for some years. The poet and 
anar chist Erich Mühsam agreed: “They [the Nazis] will never 
come to power. The Ger man pro le tar iat will not be put down.”4

4 Hans-Albert Walter, 
Deutsche Exilliteratur 
1933-1950. Band 1: Die 
Vorgeschichte des Exils 
und seine erste Phase. 

3 Klaus J. Herrmann, 
Das Dritte Reich und 
die deutsch-jüdischen 
Organisationen 1933-
34 (Cologne, 1969), 1. 
Herrmann men tions  
a quote by the  
C.V.-Zeitung, the  
news pa per of the  
Centralverein 
deutscher Staatsbürger 
jüdischen Glaubens 
from Decem ber 1932: 
“We wel come the new 
year 1933, which con-
tains twice the lucky 
num ber 3, [and we 
are] con fi dent that 
it will be a year of 
gen eral upswing for 
Germany and the world 
– and also for Ger man 
Jewry.” I was not  able 
to ver ify this quote in 
the actual paper.

Figure 1. “Prosit  
Neujahr 1933,” by 
Thomas Theodor 
Heine, 1932.  
Städtische Galerie 
im Lenbachhaus und 
Kunstbau München. 
CC0 1.0.

Band 1.2. Weimarische 
Intellektuelle im Span-
nungsfeld zwischen 
Aktionen und Repres-
sionen (Stuttgart,  

2017), 558. (“Die 
kommen niemals an die 
Macht. Das deutsche 
Proletariat läßt sich 
nicht unterkriegen.“)
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Hans Schaeffer was one of Germany’s highest rank ing Jew ish 
state offi cials and there fore, one would think, one of Germa
ny’s best informed pol i ti cians. As Undersecretary of State in 
Germany’s Department of Finance he par tic i pated in many 
rep a ra tion nego ti a tions and cab i net meet ings. He also kept a 
metic u lous diary. Just before the 1932 Novem ber elec tions he 
wrote, “I believe that we under es ti mate the loss of the Nazis 
after Novem ber 6. Each loss of the Nazis is the begin ning of 
the[ir] end.”5 In his entry of Decem ber 29 he trusted Chan
cellor Schleicher’s and phys i cist Max Planck’s opin ion “that 
we do not have to worry at all . The Reichswehr will not rec
og nize Hitler as Chancellor. If Hitler uses vio lence, we can 
fully trust the Reiterregiment (cav alry) in Potsdam, which is 
on standby.”6 If Schaeffer and Schleicher were so clue less that 
they seri ously believed that the cav alry would stop Hitler, how 
would the less informed Ger man Jews know?

Werner Scholem, for mer com mu nist mem ber of the Reich
stag, cel e brated his 37th birth day on Decem ber 29, 1932. He 
went to see a cab a ret show on Decem ber 30 and was part 
of the cel e bra tory crowds on New Year’s Eve.7 The next day, 
New Year’s Day of 1933, Erika Mann’s and Therese Giehse’s 
Pfeffermühle Cabaret in Munich opened with its first show. 
It was partly writ ten by Erika’s brother Klaus, who noted in 
his diary: “Great atmo sphere, great audi ence, every one was 
there.”8 In these first days of 1933, Hannah Arendt and Karl 
Jaspers exchanged let ters about what con sti tutes the Ger man 
essence [Wesen]. Jaspers expressed his aston ish ment that she 
“as a Jew ess wants to be dis tinct from the Ger mans.”9

Perhaps the most sur pris ing event, from today’s per spec
tive, took place in Berlin’s Oranienburger Straße. There, one 
week before Adolf Hitler was appointed Chancellor of the 
Ger man Reich, Ger man state offi cials and Jew ish com mu
nity lead ers were reunited for the last time in cel e brat ing a 
major Jew ish cul tural event. On Jan u ary 24, 1933, the Berlin 
Jew ish Museum opened its doors with a sol emn cer e mony. 
The next day, read ers of the Vossische Zeitung learned about 

5 Hans Schäffer, 
Tagebücher 1932, 
Octo ber 21,1932, Leo 
Baeck Institute New 
York (LBINY), AR 7177 
Box 10/3.

6 Hans Schäffer,  
Tagebücher 1933,  
Jan u ary 29, 1933,  
Box 10/4, ibid.

7 Mirjam Zadoff, Der 
rote Hiob. Das Leben 
des Werner Scholem 
(München, 2014), 200.

8 Klaus Mann, 
Tagebücher 1931 bis 
1933, ed. Joachim 
Heimannsberg and 
Wilfried S. Schoeller 
(München, 1989),  
Jan u ary 1,1933, p. 
107. (“Grosse  
Stimmung, grosses 
Publikum, mit ‚alles da‘.“)

9 Karl Jaspers to  
Hannah Arendt,  
Jan u ary 3, 1933, in 
Lotte Köhler and Hans 
Saner, eds., Hannah  
Arendt und Karl 
Jaspers, Briefwechsel 
(München, 1985), 53.
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a small detail on one of the exhibit’s less spec tac u lar objects. 
As art his to rian Max Osborn pointed out, there was an ancient 
Palestinian clay lamp in the museum’s col lec tion, engraved 
with both a Star of David and a swas tika. “Isn’t it charm ing?”, 
Osborn asked his read ers.

When a Prussian gov ern ment del e ga tion vis ited the museum 
on March 2, 1933, it already appeared much less charm
ing and seemed rather like an epi taph to a bygone chap ter 
of Ger manJew ish coex is tence. Only a few blocks away from 
the burntdown Reichstag, and a few days before Hitler’s final 
elec tion vic tory, the head of the vis it ing del e ga tion, Minis
terialdirektor Trendelenburg of the Prussian Department of 
Culture, still “expressed his enthu si asm about the estab lish
ment of the museum and its riches of out stand ing Jew ish arti
facts.”10 Two weeks later, the hon or ary chair man of the Jew ish 
Museum Association and grand old man of Ger man Impres
sionism, Max Liebermann, had to resign as hon or ary pres i
dent of the Prussian Academy of Arts. Jews were no lon ger 
allowed among its mem bers. The Star of David and the swas
tika would not appear together any where any more. When a 
reader wanted to know more about the sig nif i cance of the two 
sym bols, Osborn replied, one day after Hitler was appointed 
chan cel lor: “. . .  for us the com bi na tion of two sym bols that 
stand in such oppo si tion to each other is a strange curi os ity.”11

Lion Feuchtwanger, whose nov els were bestsellers not only 
in Germany but around the world, cel e brated the new year 
far away from his fancy new home in BerlinGrunewald, into 

11 https:  /  /www  . 
jmberlin  .de  /1933  /de  / 
01_31_antwort  -des  - 
kunstkritikers  -max  - 
osborn  -auf  -einen  - 
leserbrief  .php

10 Karl Schwarz, 
“Berliner Jüdisches 
Museum (Aus den 
Memoiren von Karl 
Schwarz),” Robert 
Weltsch Col., LBINY 
AR 7185, Box 10, 
Folder 15, p. 21.

Figure 2. Visitors at 
the Jew ish Museum 
Berlin, Sep tem ber 
1936. Photo: Herbert 
Sonnenfeld. ©  
Jüdisches Museum 
Berlin.

https://www.jmberlin.de/1933/de/01_31_antwort-des-kunstkritikers-max-osborn-auf-einen-leserbrief.php
https://www.jmberlin.de/1933/de/01_31_antwort-des-kunstkritikers-max-osborn-auf-einen-leserbrief.php
https://www.jmberlin.de/1933/de/01_31_antwort-des-kunstkritikers-max-osborn-auf-einen-leserbrief.php
https://www.jmberlin.de/1933/de/01_31_antwort-des-kunstkritikers-max-osborn-auf-einen-leserbrief.php
https://www.jmberlin.de/1933/de/01_31_antwort-des-kunstkritikers-max-osborn-auf-einen-leserbrief.php
https://www.jmberlin.de/1933/de/01_31_antwort-des-kunstkritikers-max-osborn-auf-einen-leserbrief.php
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which he had moved just a few months ear lier. He was on a 
read ing tour through America, where he was received by 
celeb ri ties from cul tural and polit i cal life. On Jan u ary 11 he 
dined with Char lie Chaplin at Albert Einstein’s house in Pas
adena, where the Ger manJew ish phys i cist had arrived from 
Berlin in Decem ber and where he was a vis it ing pro fes sor at 
Caltech. On Jan u ary 25, Eleanor Roosevelt, whose hus band 
had just been elected 32nd pres i dent of the United States, 
gave a din ner recep tion for Feuchtwanger in New York City.

And where did Feuchtwanger, who had scorned the entire 
Nazi lead er ship for many years and was one of their most 
hated tar gets, spend the very day Hitler came to power? Of 
all  places, at a recep tion that the Ger man embassy hosted for 
him in New York City. He noted in his diary: “What an irony 
that the Ger man ambas sa dor orga nizes a lunch for me exactly 
on the day that Hitler is appointed Chancellor.”12 At the begin
ning of his Amer i can trip, Feuchtwanger had still exclaimed: 
“Hitler is over!” Now, on Jan u ary 31, Marta Feuchtwanger told 
her hus band in a tele gram: “You have embarrassed your self 
pretty badly with your ‘Hitler is over.’” A few days later Feucht
wanger reversed his assess ment of the events in Germany: 
“Hitler means war!”13 In the face of the polit i cal devel op ments, 
Lion Feuchtwanger decided not to return to Germany from 
his trip abroad. He did not know then that he would never see 
his new house or the coun try of his birth again. Not unlike 
Feuchtwanger’s state ments, Klaus Mann wrote in his diary on 
Jan u ary 30, 1933: “Shock: Never thought this was pos si ble.”14

Albert Einstein returned only once to Ger man ter ri tory, and 
it was not within Germany’s bor ders. Just hours after his ship 
from New York landed in Antwerp on March 28, 1933, he 
entered the Ger man embassy in Brussels to per son ally hand 
in his Ger man pass port and renounce his Ger man cit i zen
ship. Like Feuchtwanger, he would never again return to the 
coun try in which he was born and raised. In a let ter of the 
same day, Einstein sub mit ted his res ig na tion from the Prus
sian Academy of Sciences, to which he had belonged for nine

12 Manfred Flügge, 
Die vier Leben der 
Marta Feuchtwanger 
(Berlin, 2008), 162.

13 Lion Feuchtwanger, 
’ . . . fürdieVernunft,
gegen Dummheit und 
Gewalt,’ ed. Walter 
Huder, Friedrich Knilli, 
Herrmann Haarmann, 
and Klaus Siebenhaar 
(Berlin, 1985), 25.

14 Klaus Mann,  
Tagebücher 1931 bis 
1933, Jan u ary 30, 
1933, ed. Joachim 
Heimannsberg, Peter 
Laemmle and Wilfred 
F. Schoeller (München, 
1989), 113. („Schreck. 
Es nie für möglich 
gehalten.“)
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teen years. After the acad emy stated that they “have no cause 
to regret Einstein’s res ig na tion,” the lat ter replied by jus ti fy ing 
his deci sion on the grounds that “I do not wish to live in a 
state in which indi vid u als are not granted equal rights before 
the law as well as free dom of speech and instruc tion.”15

Already on March 10, Einstein had told an Amer i can jour
nal ist that he would only set foot in a coun try where polit i cal 
free dom, tol er ance, and equal ity of all  cit i zens were guaran
teed. A few min utes after his inter view the earth trem bled. Los 
Angeles was shaken by one of the most severe earth quakes to 
occur there in the 20th cen tury. Einstein walked back into his 
apart ment as if noth ing had hap pened.16 The real earth quake, 
he knew, had hap pened a few thou sand miles east of Los 
Angeles. Being excluded from a Germany that had declared 
itself Aryan, he found solace in the Jew ish com mu nity: “After 
all , a few mil len nia of civ i lized past means some thing.”17

Most Ger man Jews were no Einsteins or Feuchtwangers. How 
did they react to Hitler’s appoint ment as chan cel lor? Many prob
a bly thought more or less just as Rosa Süss from Mannheim did 
when she wrote to her newlywed daugh ter Liselotte, who was just 
spend ing her hon ey moon with her hus band Manfred Sperber in 
Italy: “Today Hitler was made Reichskanzler, what a ‘nice com
pany,’ well, they will only cook with water too. We’ll have to see and 
wait what is com ing.”18 What was com ing was not very prom is ing 
for Germany’s Jews.

Feb ru ary 1933 saw a Germany in limbo. Hitler was chan cel lor, 
but it was still unclear if he would lead just another short
lived gov ern ment of the Weimar Republic or if his appoint
ment meant the end of Ger man democ racy. There was still 
hope: hope that Hitler and the Nazis would also “only cook 
with water.” But there was also fear: fear that he would abro
gate equal rights for Jews and per se cute polit i cal oppo nents. 
Like many other Ger mans, Ger man Jews, too, were not sure 
what to expect. Two weeks before the March elec tions that 
Hitler called for, Viktor Klemperer noted in his diary “how 
blind we all  are towards the events, how nobody has any idea 

15 Albert Einstein: 
Letters to the Prussian 
Academy of Sciences 
and the Academy’s 
Response, in Klaus 
Hentschel, Physics and 
National Socialism: An 
Anthology of Primary 
Sources (Basel, 1996), 
18-21.

16 Albrecht Fölsing, 
Albert Einstein. Eine 
Biographie (Frankfurt 
am Main, 1995),  
743-745.

17 Ibid., 752.

18 https:  /  /www  . 
jmberlin  .de  /1933  /de  / 
01_30_brief  -von  -rosa  - 
suss  -an  -ihre  -tochter  - 
liselotte  -und  -deren  - 
mann  .php

https://www.jmberlin.de/1933/de/01_30_brief-von-rosa-suss-an-ihre-tochter-liselotte-und-deren-mann.php
https://www.jmberlin.de/1933/de/01_30_brief-von-rosa-suss-an-ihre-tochter-liselotte-und-deren-mann.php
https://www.jmberlin.de/1933/de/01_30_brief-von-rosa-suss-an-ihre-tochter-liselotte-und-deren-mann.php
https://www.jmberlin.de/1933/de/01_30_brief-von-rosa-suss-an-ihre-tochter-liselotte-und-deren-mann.php
https://www.jmberlin.de/1933/de/01_30_brief-von-rosa-suss-an-ihre-tochter-liselotte-und-deren-mann.php
https://www.jmberlin.de/1933/de/01_30_brief-von-rosa-suss-an-ihre-tochter-liselotte-und-deren-mann.php
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about the real divi sion of power. Who will gain the major ity 
on March 5th? Will the ter ror be tol er ated and for how long? 
Nobody can pre dict any thing.”19 Nobody could pre dict any
thing with cer tainty.

Terror was imme di ately felt by many Jews all  over Germany. 
Following sev eral local antisemitic inci dents, the Krefeld 
chap ter of the Centralverein deutscher Staatsbürger jüdischen 
Glaubens (CV) arranged for a meet ing called “The Future of 
Ger man Jews” and invited its pres i dent, Julius Brodnitz, to 
speak. The meet ing took place in an overcrowded hall, and 
the CV leader told Ger man Jews that “there is not the slightest 
cause to devi ate from the prin ci ples of our asso ci a tion. The 
deep bonds with Germanness and Jew ish ness will help us 
over come the dif fi cult times.”20

Ger man Jews did not react in a uni form way to Hitler’s rise 
to power in these early weeks and months of 1933. The more 
assim i lated ones, for whom their Jew ish ness had been rather 
mar ginal and who felt first and fore most as Ger mans, were 
hit hardest, as Max Liebermann expressed in a let ter to the 
Hebrew poet Hayim Nachman Bialik and Tel Aviv mayor 
Meir Dizengoff: “Like a hor ri ble night mare the  abro ga tion 
of equal rights weighs upon us all , but espe cially upon those 
Jews who, like me, had sur ren dered them selves to the dream 
of  assim i la tion. . . .  As dif fi cult as it has been for me, I have 
awak ened from the dream that I dreamed my whole life 
long.”21 And Viktor Klemperer, who had converted to Prot
es tant ism before World War I, now dis tanced him self from 
 Germany as well: “When it comes to me, I will never again 
have con fi dence in Germany.”22

While Liebermann woke up from his lifelong dream, oth
ers con tin ued to dream. HansJoachim Schoeps, a young 
Berlin Jew ish youth leader, represented the small group of 
ultranation al ist Ger man Jews. He received some atten tion, 
or one might bet ter say noto ri ety, with the writ ings he pub
lished just before Hitler came to power. Schoeps was as far 
right as a Jew could be in those days. In 1933, he founded the 

19 Viktor Klemperer, 
Ich will Zeugnis 
ablegen bis zum  
letzten (Berlin, 1995), 7.

20 C.V.-Zeitung,  
Feb ru ary 23, 1933.

21 Quoted in Michael 
A. Meyer, Jew ish 
Identity in the Modern 
World (Seattle,  
1990), 54.

22 Klemperer,  
Ich will Zeugnis 
ablegen, 13 (March 20, 
1933).
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Vortrupp, a nation al ist orga ni za tion of young Ger man Jews 
orga nized according to the same strictly hier ar chi cal prin
ci ples espoused by those Ger man youth orga ni za tions that 
would not allow Jews as mem bers. He demanded the “nec es
sary sep a ra tion between Ger man and nonGer man Jews and 
the gath er ing of all  Ger manthink ing Jews under a uni fied 
author i tar ian lead er ship” and an unequiv o cal dis so ci a tion 
from Eastern Euro pean Jews. As Schoeps put it, “the sick body 
of the Ger man peo ple could be saved from decay only by a 
rad i cal cure.”23 His loy alty to Germany remained stead fast in 
the face of its antisemitic pol i cies, as he still wrote in 1934: 
“Even when the father land rejects us, we remain ready, ready 

23 Hans Joachim 
Schoeps, “Der  
Jude im neuen 
Deutschland,“ in  
Der deutsche  
Vortrupp. Blätter 
einer Gefolgschaft 
deutscher Juden, Nr. 1 
(Octo ber 1933), 3.

Figure 3. Max  
Liebermann in his  
stu dio with a por trait  
paint ing of Reich 
President Paul von 
Hindenburg, c. 1927. 
© Bundesarchiv Bild 
183-U0906-500.
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for Germany.”24 Schoeps tried in vain to attract Adolf Hitler’s 
atten tion and to con vince him to spare the true Ger man Jews 
from his antisemitic agenda.25

Most wellinte grated Jews would not try to appease the Ger
man Führer, but they could sim ply not imag ine that the dream 
of Ger manJew ish coexis tence would turn into a night mare 
of vio lence, expul sion, and ulti mately mass mur der. On April 
15, 1933, after the Reichstag was left a life less shell, after Ger
man democ racy had elim i nated itself, and after the SA mob 
had orga nized the boy cott of Jew ishowned businesses, The
odor Adorno was still full of opti mism about Germany’s polit
i cal future. He asked his friend Sieg fried Kracauer, who had 
fled to Paris after the Reichstag stood in flames, to return to 
Germany: “Here it is total calm and order: I believe that the 
sit u a tion will con sol i date itself.”26

The Zion ists, on the other side of the polit i cal spec trum, 
did not wake up from any dream either – in their case it was 
because they had never dreamed the dream of assim i la tion 
in the first place. They felt they had seen it com ing for a long 
time. In their eyes, the Jews’ future was in Palestine any way. 
As early as 1896 Theodor Herzl had writ ten in his Jew ish State: 
“Everywhere we have sin cerely endeav ored to merge with the 
national com mu ni ties surrounding us and to pre serve only 
the faith of our fathers. We are not per mit ted to do so. In vain 
are we loyal patri ots, in some places even extrav a gantly so; in 
vain do we make the same sac ri fices of life and prop erty as 
our fel low cit i zens; in vain do we strive to enhance the fame of 
our native countries in the arts and sci ences, or their wealth 
through trade and com merce. In our native lands where, 
after all , we too have lived for cen tu ries, we are decried as 
aliens . . .  If only we were left in peace. . . .  But I think we 
shall not be left in peace.”27

While Herzl wrote these lines shortly after an antisemitic 
mayor had been elected in Vienna, the appoint ment of a 
much more rad i cally antisemitic chan cel lor of the Ger man 
Reich almost 40 years later caused the main Zion ist paper, 

27 Theodor Herzl, The 
Jew ish State, trans. 
Harry Zohn (New York, 
1970), 33-34.

24 Hans-Joachim  
Schoeps, Wir 
deutschen Juden  
(Berlin, 1934), 52.

25 Similarly, before 
the elec tions in July 
1932 the leader of 
the orga ni za tion of 
the National-Ger man 
Jews, Max Naumann, 
had appealed to the 
Jew ish com mu nity to 
under stand the Nazi 
posi tion, “which is the 
only way to enable the 
rebirth of Germanness,  
and which will  
hope fully reestablish 
the Ger man rep u ta tion  
in the world.” Kurt 
Loewenstein, “Die 
innerjüdische Reaktion  
auf die Krise 
der deutschen 
Demokratie,“ in 
Werner E. Mosse, ed., 
Entscheidungsjahr 
1932: Zur Judenfrage 
in der Endphase der 
Weimarer Republik 
(Tübingen, 1965), 
371-372.

26 Theodor W. Adorno 
and Sieg fried  
Kracauer, Briefwechsel  
1923-1966: „Der Riß 
der Welt geht auch 
durch mich...,“ ed. 
Wolfgang Schopf 
(Frankfurt am Main, 
2008), 308.
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the Jüdische Rundschau, to blame the Liberal Jew ish lead ers 
for hav ing closed their eyes to immi nent dan ger. It claimed: 
“The attempts of assim i la tion and selfdenial are over!” and 
demanded “a Jew ish com mu nity filled with unbend ing pride 
of its own peo ple hood.” In times of dan ger, the Zion ist paper 
argued, Jews should return to Jew ish val ues and no lon ger 
trust their old lead ers who preached opti mism.28

The young Zion ist Berlin rabbi and future leader of the Amer
i can Jew ish Congress, Joachim Prinz, recalled exactly this 
feel ing of tri umph in the face of dan ger: “For us Zion ists, the 
great time had come. Theodor Herzl’s pre dic tion, which he 
entered into his diary some fifty years before Hitler, had come 
true . . .  The Zion ist move ment began to under stand its great 
 oppor tu nity . . .  We urged mass emi gra tion to Palestine.”29 He 
also described the pride men tioned above in his account of 
the even ing ser vice he led on the eve of the Nazi boy cott of 
Jew ish businesses on April 1, 1933. The syn a gogue ser vice 
on Fri day night, March 31, 1933 “was an unfor get ta ble expe
ri ence. People stood by the hun dreds out side the syn a gogue 
waiting for the doors to open. When they finally did open at 7 
o’clock, peo ple streamed into the syn a gogue until no one else 
could enter, for every seat and every spot in the build ing was 
taken. There was a solem nity that had very lit tle to do with any 
arti fi cial pious expe ri ence . . .  There was a mix ture of hope 
and fear, of trem bling and pride. The old pray ers sud denly 
leaped to life and had new mean ing. Verses that had been 
writ ten in the Middle Ages sud denly became an inter pre ta
tion of what we Jews were going through . . .  My Fri day night 
ser vice in the pres ence of two Gestapo men was a pas sion ate 
attack on the gov ern ment but, strangely enough, the Gestapo 
agents did not report me.” The cul mi na tion was the Shema, 
when the choir and the organ remained quiet: “All of us cried 
but, nev er the less, we sang. We sang through our tears, and 
although it may not have been musi cally per fect, the sing ing 
was like a great Jew ish sym phony that underscored our faith 
– that we were going to bear it with pride and dig nity, and that 
come what may, we would fight for our lives.”30

28 “Zur Lage in 
Deutschland: 
Regierung Hitler,” 
Jüdische Rundschau, 
Monatsausgabe no. 1, 
Jan u ary 1933, 3.

29 Joachim Prinz, 
Rebellious Rabbi. An 
Autobiography – the 
Ger man and Early 
Amer i can Years, ed. 
Michael A. Meyer 
(Bloomington,  
2008), 100.

30 Ibid., 103-104.
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Pride and dig nity, these were the cor ner stones of the Zion
ist response, and it was represented most force fully in Robert 
Weltsch’s famous arti cle that appeared a few days after the anti
Jew ish boy cott of April 1, 1933, “Wear it with pride, the yel low 
badge.”31 In 1933, the yel low badge of course was still meant 
sym bol i cally, and even the most skep ti cal Zion ists did not fore
see that it would actu ally be reintroduced eight years later.

Orthodox Jews had their own way of reacting to the events of 
Jan u ary 1933. At first, they were sim ply unwill ing to believe 

31 Jüdische  
Rundschau, no. 27, 
April 4, 1933.

Figure 4. Jüdische 
Rundschau, April 4, 
1933. Universitäts- 
bibliothek Frankfurt.
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that things would change dra mat i cally. Immediately after 
Hitler’s appoint ment, the Orthodox news pa per Der Israelit 
expressed the hope that Hitler and his sup port ers would not 
dare to strip Ger man Jews of their con sti tu tional rights or lock 
them up in ghet tos; and that, even if they wanted to do so, 
President Hindenburg and the Cath o lic Center Party would 
cer tainly pre vent any such act.32 When things got worse, 
Orthodox Jews responded in the same vein in which they had 
responded to every catas tro phe in his tory. In their view, what 
hap pened was a divine pun ish ment for not observ ing the 
reli gious com mand ments. Therefore, the right thing to do in 
their eyes was to appeal to the nonobser vant Jews and return 
them to the faith, and in turn God would release them from 
dan ger. In April 1933, the lead ers of the Orthodox asso ci a
tions within Ger man Jewry wrote to the Jew ish com mu nity: 
“We are hit by severe afflic tion, but according to our proph ets, 
these are mes si anic suf fer ings and they prom ise future sal va
tion. We will accept even the most severe suf fer ing with out 
complaining . . .  Let us remain faith ful to our God, then he 
will not refuse us his help.”33

Some Ger man Jews dared to respond more force fully: In Feb
ru ary, the Leipzig Jew ish Community Bulletin still called for 
pub lic pro tests against lies and def a ma tion.34 And as late as 
April 1, the pres i dent of the Bavar ian Jew ish com mu nity, the 
judge Alfred Neumeyer, published an open let ter addressed 
to the new Naziinstalled Bavar ian leader General von Epp, 
in which he not only complained about the treat ment of Jews 
and empha sized that many had fought in the First World War, 
but also dared to say that his asso ci a tion will not accept the 
antiJew ish mea sures.35 That was the last we heard about any 
plans to resist Nazi dis crim i na tory pol i cies.

After the first waves of antiJew ish vio lence and legal mea
sures, Jew ish reac tions were of a dif fer ent nature. In Sep
tem ber, the Reichsvertretung (later: Reichsvereinigung) was 
cre ated as the first nation wide orga ni za tion represent
ing the entirety of Ger man Jews. The spir i tual leader of  

32 Der Israelit,  
Feb ru ary 2, 1933, 1.

33 Der Israelit, April 7, 
1933, 5.

34 Gemeindeblatt 
der Israelitischen 
Religionsgemeinde zu 
Leipzig, Feb ru ary 10, 
1933, 5.

35 Bayerische  
israelitische  
Gemeindezeitung. 
Nachrichtenblatt 
der Israelitischen 
Kultusgemeinden in 
München, Augsburg, 
Bamberg und des 
Verbandes Bayerischer 
Israelitischer  
Gemeinden, April 1, 
1933, 98.
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Ger man Jewry, Berlin rabbi Leo Baeck, became its pres i
dent and there fore was now also the fore most polit i cal fig ure 
among Germany’s Jews.

Besides the orga ni za tional restructuring, the main response 
to the new regime was a restrengthening of the ties with Jew
ish cul tural her i tage. The lit tle paper backs published by the 
Schocken Library presented Ger man Jews with a rich selec tion 
of Jew ish lit er a ture, phi los o phy, and reli gion.36 According to 
Ernst Simon, the spe cial arrange ment of Jew ish lit er a ture on 
the top ics of suf fer ing and con so la tion pro duced by Schocken 
con sti tuted a “New Midrash” – an inter nal dis course among 
the oppressed, the full under stand ing of which remained 
closed to their hos tile sur round ings. This first vol ume of the 
Schocken Library was enti tled Consolation of Israel and con
tained verses from the prophet Jer e miah, trans lated by Buber 
and Rosenzweig. In the face of their own trag edy, those lam
en ta tions on the destruc tion of the first Temple attained a 
new mean ing for Ger man Jews.

Another expres sion of the “New Midrash” was cre ated on 
the the ater stage when Ger man Jews formed their own cul
tural asso ci a tion. As a result of the socalled “Aryanization” of 
Ger man the aters and orches tras, thou sands of Jew ish actors 
and musi cians became unem ployed in 1933. While many of 
them emi grated in search of a brighter future, oth ers were 
unable or unwill ing to leave Germany and begin a new career 

Figure 5. Leo Baeck, 
President of the Reich 
Association of Ger man 
Jews, dur ing a  
meet ing of the  
exec u tive com mit tee, 
1934. Photo: Abra ham 
Pisarek. © bpk- 
Bildagentur /  
Abra ham Pisarek.

36 Volker Dahm, Das 
jüdische Buch im  
Dritten Reich. 
(München, 1993), 
321-365.
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else where. Only a few months after Hitler’s appoint ment as 
Chancellor of the Ger man Reich in July 1933, they founded 
the Cultural League of Ger man Jews (Kulturbund deutscher 
Juden, after 1935 Jüdischer Kulturbund). The con certs, plays, 
and lec tures of the Kulturbund were performed only by Jews 
and attended by an exclu sively Jew ish audi ence (besides the 
omni pres ent Nazi agents). Thus, there arose the ironic sit u
a tion that in the midst of Nazi Germany, nonJews were not 
per mit ted to attend the per for mances of some of the most 
acclaimed actors and musi cians of Germany.

So, how did Ger man Jews react to the rise of Hitler? As we have 
seen, there was no uni fied response. The Liberal Max Lieb
ermann, the Ger man nation al ist HansJoachim Schoeps, the 
Zion ist Joachim Prinz, and Orthodox Jews showed very dif
fer ent reac tions to the same events. Even after establishing a 
nation wide umbrella orga ni za tion, Ger man Jews were not a 
uni fied group with one view and one voice. There were social
ist and con ser va tive Jews, rich and poor, Orthodox and Reform, 
Zion ists and Ger man nation al ists. Sometimes this vari ety of 
polit i cal opin ions was expressed even within the same fam ily.

As diverse as the Ger man Jew ish com mu nity was, so uni form 
was the fate that struck it with the appoint ment of Adolf Hit
ler as chan cel lor on Jan u ary 30, 1933. To be sure, the signs 
of a catas tro phe were not yet nec es sar ily vis i ble. Bavaria 
had already witnessed a wave of antisemitism, includ ing 
 gov ern mentplanned expul sions of East Euro pean Jews in 
the early 1920s. In 1922, Weimar’s Jew ish for eign min is
ter  Walther Rathenau was assas si nated. Violent antisemitic 
actions increased when Jews were attacked on the famous 
Kurfürstendamm in Berlin after leav ing their syn a gogues dur
ing the High Holidays in 1931. An eco nomic boy cott against 
Jew ishled businesses was becom ing pal pa ble, and numer ous 
Ger man stu dent orga ni za tions started to exclude Jews already 
before 1933.

In 1933, 37,000 Jews left Germany, approx i ma tely 7% of the  
total Jew ish pop u la tion. Was this a lot or was it a tiny num ber?  
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The major ity believed that Hitler would dis ap pear as so many 
Ger man chan cel lors did before him, or that they could some
how con tinue to live as cit i zens with restricted rights. Only 
very few, even among the emi grants, broke with Germany as 
defin i tively as the writer Kurt Tucholsky, who wrote to his 
fel low writer Arnold Zweig in Palestine in Decem ber 1935: 
“I have noth ing to do any more with this coun try, whose lan
guage I speak as lit tle as pos si ble. May it bite the dust [ver-
recken] . . .  I am done with it.”37 But even Tucholsky could not 
con tinue to live so far away from his home land. One week 
later he took an over dose of sleep ing pills and died in his 
Swed ish exile on Decem ber 21, 1935.

Historians have often depicted Ger man Jews as hav ing been 
blind to the dan ger they faced. One of many exam ples is Dan
iel Goldhagen’s bestselling Hitler’s Willing Executioners, in 
which he writes: “Antisemitism was endemic to Weimar Ger
many, so wide spread that nearly every polit i cal group in the 
coun try shunned the Jews. Jews, though fero ciously attacked, 
found vir tu ally no defend ers in Ger man soci ety. The pub lic 
con ver sa tion about Jews was almost wholly neg a tive.”38

If we accept this view, we have to ask our selves: How come 
that the Jews did not leave Germany ear lier? Were they really 
so blind? I would argue that the sit u a tion was much more com
plex than Goldhagen or many oth ers assume from hind sight. 
First of all , let us not for get that the Jews felt at home in Ger
many.39 They often lived in places where their roots reached 
back fur ther than those of their Chris tian neigh bors. Before 
they were uprooted by force, Jews were emo tion ally tied not 
only to their coun try but also to the vil lages and cit ies in which 
they had grown up and lived, to the lan guage they spoke, to 
the cul ture they were part of. In the broader time frame, the 
longue durée, many had felt a social and eco nomic improve
ment of their sta tus as com pared with pre vi ous gen er a tions 
and regarded antisemitism merely as a tem po rary set back.

Seen in a more global per spec tive, Protestant minor i ties 
in Cath o lic regions or vice versa did not always fare well,  

37 Quoted in Julius 
H. Schoeps, Düstere 
Vorahnungen. 
Deutschlands Juden 
am Vorabend der 
Katastrophe  
(1933-1935)  
(Berlin, 2018), 185.

38 Dan iel Jonah  
Goldhagen, Hitler’s 
Willing Executioners. 
Ordinary Ger mans and 
the Holocaust (New 
York, 1996), 83.

39 Peter Gay, “In 
Deutschland zu 
Hause... Die Juden 
der Weimarer Zeit,“ 
in Arnold Paucker, 
ed., The Jews in Nazi 
Germany (Tübingen, 
1986), 31-43.
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social ists and nation al ists fought each other on the streets, and 
the eco nomic cri sis cre ated mil li ons and mil li ons of unem
ployed; antisemitism, thus, was for many just one of many 
signs of a larger cri sis. When Hitler was appointed Chancellor 
of the Ger man Reich by the old President and World War I 
hero Field Marshal Hindenburg, many Jews believed the old 
marshal would stand by them. They believed in the con sti tu
tional prom ises of equal ity, they proudly displayed the med
als they had earned defending their coun try in the First World 
War. They trusted a human is tic tra di tion of a peo ple that liked 
to call itself the coun try of poets and think ers.

The Berkeley lit er ary scholar Michael André Bernstein once 
crit i cally referred to what he termed “fore gone con clu sions.”40 
Historians, well aware of the fate that befell Euro pean Jews 
in the early 1940s, must not fall into the trap of “his tor i
cal backshadowing,” he wrote. While the Shoah can not be 
explained with out under stand ing the events of the pre ced ing 
two decades, it was not the only pos si ble des ti na tion for Ger
many and Euro pean Jewry. Other roads were still open dur ing 
this period. Contemporaries imag ined the wors en ing of their 
eco nomic cri sis, the rev o ca tion of Emancipation and even 
their relegation to the sta tus of sec ondclass cit i zens, but not 
their total exter mi na tion. We should always keep this in mind 
before rush ing to any judg ments about Ger man Jews in their 
moment of cri sis.

Let us return to the let ter that the painter Max Liebermann 
wrote in 1933: “As dif fi cult as it has been for me, I have awak
ened from the dream that I dreamed my whole life long.” Was 
the life of Ger man Jews before 1933 really only a dream? And 
when do we know that the dream is turn ing into a night mare? 
When do we wake up? Should Ger man Jews have woken up 
on Jan u ary 30, when Hitler was appointed chan cel lor? Or on 
April 1, when Jew ish businesses were boycotted, or on April 
7, when Jew ish civil ser vants were dismissed? Or on April 22, 
when Jew ish doc tors lost their licenses from health insur ance 
com pa nies? Or per haps on May 10, when books of Jew ish and 

40 Michael André 
Bernstein, Foregone 
Conclusions: Against 
Apocalyptic History 
(Berkeley, 1994).
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antiNazi authors were pub licly burned? Or with the Nurem
berg Laws in 1935? Or with the Novem ber pogrom in 1938?

In many ways, it seems that Jews felt just as at home, as safe, 
and as inte grated in Germany in the early decades of the 
twen ti eth cen tury as they feel in the United States a hun dred 
years later. To be sure, polit i cal rad i cal ism, a rather weak 
dem o cratic struc ture, and deep antisemitic tra di tions cre
ated dif fer ent con di tions for the Jews in Berlin or Frankfurt 
of the 1920s than in New York or Chicago today. But, with out 
equat ing the events of a cen tury ago with today’s, we can not 
avoid ask ing the pro voc a tive ques tion in our own time and in 
this very place, here in America. Will there be a moment when 
we might have to wake up from the Amer i canJew ish dream? 
And when do we know that that moment has come? When a 
wild mob cries “Jews will not replace us” and a U.S. President 
calls them good guys? When eleven peo ple are killed in a syn
a gogue shoot ing? When there is an attempted insur rec tion in 
the coun try’s par lia ment and some of the riot ers are wear ing 
a “Camp Auschwitz” shirt? When Jew ish stu dents on cam
puses are threat ened?

We do not know yet if Jan u ary 6, 2021 was just a pre lude to 
a much more sys tem atic and ulti mately suc cess ful attack on 
democ racy in this coun try or if it will remain a lone epi sode. 
We do not know if the attacks against syn a gogues in Pitts
burgh, Poway, Jersey City, and Colleyville were the begin ning 
of a long series of trag e dies. We do not know if Jew ish col lege 
stu dents will be harassed, and the Holocaust questioned ten 
or twenty years from now. We do not even know if the vic tims 
of a pos si ble new wave of dis crim i na tion and harass ment will 
be Jews or another minor ity group.

But what we know is that just like in Germany in the 1930s, 
the fate of the Jews is very much bound to the vital ity of U.S. 
democ racy and to the fair treat ment of any minor ity. We know 
that when Jews become vic tims, usu ally other vul ner a ble 
groups will suf fer, too, and vice versa. And we cer tainly know 
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that while his to ri ans may tell us pos si ble sce nar ios from the 
past, it is all  of us liv ing today who are  able to deter mine what 
our coun try will look like tomor row. We know how democ ra
cies died in dark ness a cen tury ago, and if we fail today, we 
may wit ness how democ ra cies die in bright day light today.
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