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While unconfirmed, fragmented and exaggerated press reports made it difficult at times to determine the actual degree of the Jewish devastation going on in Europe, the American press provided sporadic information about the Jewish destruction as early as the first months of the war (in 1939).  The Contemporary Jewish Record), a bimonthly publication of the American Jewish Committee, stated in its November/December 1939 issue that "despite the paucity of reliable news from the invaded Polish areas, it is now possible to obtain a fairly accurate but general picture of the fate suffered by Polish Jewry during the first two months of the war” (8.1).   Confirmed historical documents have shown that the Allied governments were informed of the Nazi’s systematic extermination policy by 1941. As early as November 1941 coded reports sent to Berlin on the mass murders by the Einsatzgruppen in the USSR were intercepted and decoded by British intelligence. In August 1942 reports on the deportation and extermination of Jews in countries occupied by the Nazis were sent from Jewish organizations in Switzerland to top government officials in Britain and the United States. In mid-1944 two Slovak Jews who had escaped from Auschwitz gave accounts of the systematic extermination of Jews at Auschwitz. However, the Allied governments, and general public’s which they represented, were reluctant to rescue Jews (5,1).  Why?

The Great Depression (1929 – the early 1940s), the worst and longest lasting economic collapse in the history of the modern (industrial) world, had left millions of Americans unemployed and fearful of economic competition for the scarce number of jobs that proved available.  At the worst point in the depression in 1933, more than 15 million Americans were unemployed (10,1).  Due to these weaknesses and fears, the Great Depression fueled the widely-accepted views of anti-Semitism, xenophobia (fear of strangers), nativism (opposition to foreigners and immigration), and isolationism (policy where a nation’s best interests are best served if the nation seclude itself from other nations) in America. A Fortune Magazine poll at the time indicated that 83% of Americans opposed relaxing restrictions on immigration.  As seen by the few examples reproduced below, anti-Semitic and war propaganda was prevalent in America.
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In The Politics of Rescue, Feingold asserts that President Franklin D. Roosevelt, who routinely relied on the Jewish vote for his political successes, did little to interfere with the fate of threatened European Jews. Anti-Semitic feelings in the U.S. and conservatives' support for isolationism had its effects on Roosevelt. He did not want to be labeled as fighting a "Jew War." It was bad enough for him to face mocking accusations that his New Deal was mostly a "Jew Deal" (2,1).

Arguably one of the most influential factors in a president’s policy making is public opinion.  Particularly at this point in time, following the effects of the Great Depression, few politicians were willing to challenge the consensus of the nation/population.  American public opinion, although ostensibly sympathetic to refugees and critical of Hitler's Germany, still greatly favored immigration restrictions.


After World War I (1914-1918) this marked increase in the views of racism and nativism in the United States led to success of these demands for further restrictions on immigration.  Between 1881 and 1914, nearly two million Jews left Europe for the United States.  By the end of World War I, this number had effectively fallen to a trickle.  In 1921 Congress established a quota system for immigrants. The number of immigrants of any nationality admitted to the United States each year could not exceed 3 percent of the number of foreign-born residents of that nationality living in the United States in 1910. The Immigration Act of 1924, also known as the National Origins Act, further reduced quotas for immigrants deemed to be less desirable.  Immigrants from northern and western Europe were considered highly adaptable and more likely to “fit in” with Americans than immigrants from southern and eastern Europe.  Although Germany was included in the more “desirable” group of immigrants, and was provided with a more “generous” quota than nations such as Russia and Italy, quotas were still very restrictive.  President Roosevelt could have issued an executive order to admit additional refugees, but chose not to do so (4,1). 


On May 13, 1939, the German transatlantic liner the St. Louis sailed from Hamburg, Germany, for Havana, Cuba. On the voyage were 937 passengers. Almost all were Jews fleeing from the Third Reich.  While the majority of the Jewish passengers had only planned to stay in Cuba only until they could gain visas to enter the United States, by the time the St. Louis sailed, there were signs that political conditions in Cuba might even prevent them from landing there. It is said that while the U.S. State Department in Washington, as well as the American consulate in Havana, were all aware of the situation,  they withheld this information from the passengers (5,1). 


 At the same time that the St. Louis passengers were being denied entrance to Cuba, the Wagner-Rogers (Child Refugee) Bill, which would have permitted the admission of 10,000 to 20,000 Jewish children, under that age of fourteen, outside the existing German quota, was allowed to die on the committee floor by early summer (7,1). On the Wagner-Rogers (Child Refugee) Bill and the admittance of the St. Louis passengers, President Roosevelt remained silent (5,1).  Following the U.S. government's refusal to permit the passengers to land, the St. Louis sailed back to Europe on June 6, 1939 (7,1). Jewish organizations (particularly the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee) negotiated with European governments to allow the passengers to be admitted to Great Britain, the Netherlands, Belgium, and France (5,1).  However many of the passengers were denied immigration to these nations as well, die to documents such as Britain’s White Paper, and would often later find themselves under Nazi rule anyway (7,1). 

A known anti-Semite at the U.S. State Department, Breckinridge Long was one of the most instrumental figures in sabotaging various agencies that were established to solve the increasing problem of the resettlement Jews.  Long's political career began during World War I, when he served as an assistant secretary of state to President Woodrow Wilson.  In 1920 he left the State Department to run for the Senate, but like many other Democratic candidates, he was defeated in an election that turned into a landslide Republican victory. In 1933, in return for Long's election campaign support, the newly-elected president, Franklin D. Roosevelt appointed Long as his ambassador to Italy (which Long maintained for three years) (1,1).

In 1940 Long was back at the State Department; serving as assistant secretary in charge of the Visa Division.  By the mid 1940’s, Long had reversed a 1938 Roosevelt initiative which had slightly relaxed the extreme restrictive immigration policies of the Great Depression years.  Under the pretext that Nazi spies were hiding among the refugees seeking admission to the U.S., Long designed a secret policy to tighten the immigration requirements.  This effectively cut immigrant admissions by half.  A year later, Long's department cut refugee immigration again, this time reducing admission to about a quarter of the relative quotas.  This reduction became known as the "relatives rule".  It required any applicant with relatives in German, Russian, or Italian territory to pass an extremely difficult and detailed security test.  In addition, all hopeful immigrants were required to undergo a very thorough security review by inter-departmental committees.  If the committees gave an applicant an unfavorable review, a visa was refused (1,1).

Perhaps the most appalling contribution Long made to the restrictive immigration policy during the war was an intra-department memo he circulated in June 1940.  He wrote: "We can delay and effectively stop for a temporary period of indefinite length the number of immigrants into the United States.  We could do this by simply advising our consuls to put every obstacle in the way and to require additional evidence and to resort to various administrative devices which would postpone and postpone and postpone the granting of the visas” (3,1).  Ultimately, the effect of the immigration policies set by Long's department was that, during American involvement in the war, 90 percent of the quota places available to immigrants from countries under German and Italian control were never filled.  If they had been, an additional 190,000 people could have escaped the atrocities being committed by the Nazis (1,1).  

Reflecting back on the United States’ role in the Holocaust, its role was undeniably that of a passive bystander.  While it is tempting to place all of the blame on President Roosevelt, or figures like Breckinridge Long, this would be an unfair resolution.  As depicted, the government had conflicting responsibilities, both foreign and domestic, and was often only representing the views of the majority.  Therefore, some critics place much of the blame for the US’ actions during the Holocaust on the press.  “The press had only one job: to seek and tell the truth. The haunting question remains — could a more aggressive press have saved lives?” (6,1).  Many historians believe that if the press had consistently put the reports of Jewish slaughter on the front page, the general public would have actively championed the Jewish cause; resulting in the necessary government actions to rescue Jewish refugees.  When the press ignores or downplays atrocities, as was done during the Holocaust, little is proven to be done to help the victims.  More recent massacres and genocides in Asia, Africa and Eastern Europe have called attention to the role the media play in focusing public attention on atrocities.  “It is the press’s responsibility to report the news fairly and accurately, and to give it the attention it deserves. In the case of the Holocaust, the press failed to meet its responsibility” (6,1).  Although it is greatly debated, many contemporary Jews state that they knew little, if anything, about the systematic destruction of European Jews at the time it was happening because the press in the Unites States did not confirm it (8,1).
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