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Introduction

The Holocaust through American eyes

On a humid Houston morning, a yellow school bus filled with high school students
makes its way to the museum district of the city. As they pull up to their destination point, the
students gaze out the bus window and notice how it does not look like most museums they have
seen before. A building with a black cylindrical structure and six steel poles emerging from a
slanted, wedge-shaped edifice interests some students in what they are about to experience. A
friendly staff person meets them at the entrance to welcome them to the Holocaust Museum
Houston, and then escorts them into the building, walking past the entrance desk and into a
classroom. They know they will be learning about the Holocaust, since their teacher discussed
the upcoming field trip, but few realize that they will learn much more than just the history.
Their emotions will be incited and they will take away lessons beyond the history they expected
to learn. For these students, the museum will help bring the Holocaust closer to home.

Fifteen hundred miles away, on a sunny southern California day, a similar group of
students arrives at the Museum of Tolerance in Los Angeles. Their teacher hurries them off the
bus in order to make the scheduled arrival time. The students arrange themselves in a single file
line outside a brick building, standing eight stories in the air, in the busy Pico Boulevard |
neighborhood of Los Angeles. They enter the museum through tinted glass doors and are told to
turn off all cell phones and remove everything from their pockets. As the security guards pass
each student through metal detectors and check all belongings, the students begin to realize this
is not like other museums they have visited. They too know why they are at this museum—to

learn about the Holocaust—but they are also aware that the issue of tolerance will be addressed.
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Some students will leave feeling empowered to take action against injustices, while others will
be incited to seek out additional knowledge. They will remember some information about the
Holocaust and will relish the experiences of playing with the computers and other technology.

For these students, the Holocaust is just one thing they will learn about during a full day of field

trip excitement.

The Holocaust is one of the most horrific crimes of the twentieth'century, and historians
have spent much time analyzing the causes, nature, and consequences of this gruesome event.
Over the past three decades, many institutions, like the Holocaust Museum Houston and the
Museum of Tolerance, have emerged with the goal of trying to teach how and why over 11
million individuals, 6 million of them Jewish, could be savagely murderéd. These facilities also
provide a place of solace for people remembering the lives lost. While serving as both a place
of remembrance and learning, Holocaust museums in the United States have undertaken a
complicated task in educating both students and adults about an event that is difficult to
comprehend. As many young people learn about the Shoah from history books or popular
mainstream movies like Schindler’s List, or more recently, The Pianist, Holocaust museums
remain places that teachers are relying upon to further their student’s knowledge."

The Museum of Tolerance in Lbs Angeles and the Holocaust Museum Houston opened
their doors in 1993 and 1996, respectively, while interest and growing Holocaust awareness in
the United States was blossoming. As state governments began to pass legislation in the 1990s
requiring that teachers add the Holocaust to their social studies lesson plans, instructors turned to

various outlets, including museums, for information on how to approach these difficult issues.

¥

! The term Shoah is used in Hebrew as an equivalent to the word Holocaust. I will use the two terms
interchangeably throughout the paper. <
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Museum educators planned teacher in-service trainings, created guidebooks and teacher
resources, and brought classrooms into the museum setting. The educational mission of these
museums quickly came to include the goals of combating intolerance, prejudice, and anti-
Semitism as lessons that can be learned from studying the Holocaust. While teachers often rely
on museums to educate their students on the Holocaust, the museums depend heavily on teachers
to prepare the students before the visit to their facility. These museums quickly became vehicles
for both teachers and students to learn about the Holocaust, and they began to shape the ways
that the Holocaust was taught across the U.S.

In this study, I examine how the education programs offered by two urban Holocaust
museums, the Holocaust Museum Houston and the Los Angeles Museum of Tolerance, teach
middle and high school students about the history of the Holocaust and the lessons that can be
learned. Despite different approaches to learning, these two museums’ education programs
emphasize themes of tolerance, personal responsibility, and personal choice, in some cases at the
expense of teaching and learning about the Holocaust itself. Regardless of scholarly criticism, I
argue that one does not need to teach only the history of the Holocaust in order for students to
learn about the event. The Holocaust Museum Houston exemplifies that a middle ground
between teaching history and promoting tolerance education can be achieved. The Museum of
Tolerance, on the other hand, also attempts to focus on teaching history and teaching tolerance,
but unfortunately, it sacrifices crucial aspects of Holocaust history in the process.

This thesis explores the Holocaust Museum Houston and Museum of Tolerance in Los
Angeles as institutions committed to educating youth. I begin with a discussion of each
museum’s background, goals, and other distinguishing factors that led me to choose these

institutions as case studies. Next, the literature review examines current work in the field of
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Holocaust commemoration in the United States and its implications for museums today. I also
provide a short survey of the role of museum educators and museum education in teaching youth.
The section, History in the Museum, begins by evaluating the materials developed by museum
educators for teachers to help prepare students before a visit to the museum. I also explore the
physical space of the museums and its role in the student’s visit. Next, I evaluate the main
exhibition halls in Houston and Los Angeles and explore how each teaches students about the
history of the Shoah and the lessons that can be learned. By examining how each museum
portrays certain events, such as the Nuremberg Laws and acts of Jewish and non-Jewish
resistance, I am able to observe the methods, successes, and shortcomings of these institutions.
The final section, Lessons Learned, explores how the debates discussed in the literature review,
such as the notion of uniqueness, are played out in the exhibits. I also evaluate what learning
went on in the museums, by éxamining letters written by students following their visit. This
helps to illuminate what students experienced and how their visit to a Holocaust museum

affected them.

Why these museums?

When Ellen Trachtenberg and other members of the Holocaust Museum Houston

~ Permanent Exhibit Committee met with exhibit designers for the first time, they conveyed their

three wishes for the museum’s permanent exhibition. They wanted to discuss life before the
Holocaust, highlight the children who were savagely murdered by the Nazi regime and its
collaborators, and focus of the oral histories provided by Holocaust survivors now living in

Houston. Comprising the committee were two Holocaust survivors, constituents of the Jewish

2 Ellen Trachtenberg, interview by author, 13 February 2003.
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community, and staff members of the museum. They hired Dr. John K. Roth, a Professor of
Philosophy at Claremont McKenna College and a noted scholar in the field of Holocaust studies,
to write the text' panels that would fill the museum. He recalls that two major themes were kept
in mind when they created the main exhibit:

We wanted to tell as much of the history of the Holocaust as possible, and we

wanted to link that history to the local Houston context as much as we could.
We also felt that it was important to do more than many museums do with the

earlier history of the Jewish people.?

To continue this focus on personalizing the story, they began to research locally and listen to the
oral histories of survivors. At one point, upwards of 900 survivors were living in Houston, and
provided a remarkable resource and inspiration for the creation of this museum. Because space
was limited, the exhibit designers told the committee they should choose seven of the survivors’
stories to be highlighted throughout the exhibit hall. While this proved to be a difficult
challenge, they eventually decided on seven stories which displayed a variety of experiences.
Their stories are carried throughout the exhibit, beginning with a family tree that indicates those
who perished in black ink and those who survived in white ink. As the exhibition progresses,
panels provide updates of what the local survivors were facing at that time. This emphasis on the
lives of survivors who made Houston their home after the war makes this exhibit especially

unique and personal.

By March of 1996, the museum had welcomed its first visitors and had crafted a mission

statement emphasizing its main objectives:

The mission of Holocaust Museum Houston is to promote awareness of the
dangers of prejudice, hatred, and violence against the backdrop of the
Holocaust, which claimed the lives of millions of Jews and other innocent
victims. By fostering Holocaust remembrance, understanding, and education,
the Museum will educate students as well as the general population about the

? John K. Roth, john.roth@claremontmckenna.edu “RE: Senior Honors Thesis—Holocaust Museum Houston,” 11
March 2003. Personal e-mail (11 March 2003).
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uniqueness of that event and its ongoing lesson: that humankind must learn to
live together in peace and harmony.*

Ellen Trachtenberg recalls, “We did not know if people would come when we opened the
doors.” Their worries were unfounded. From 1996-2002, the museum welcomed nearly
550,000 visitors.®

The Houston museum’s emphasis on educating students is in the mission statement itself
and is reinforced by the fact that no admission fee is charged to visit the facility. In 2002 alone,
over 30,000 students toured the museum with a trained docent. The Education Department
reached another 338,000 students through their curriculum trunk outreach program.” This
program provides a comprehensive curriculum for teachers to utilize in elementary, middle, and
high school language arts and social studies classrooms throughout the world. The museum has
sent these trunks to such countries as Afghanistan, Belgium, Bosnia, Germany, and Italy.® The
Education Department provides age-appropriate lesson plans and materials, inéluding
multimedia tools, at no cost to the schools and teachers. They also provide annual teach&
trainings for those interested. The Holocaust Museum Houston staff believes very strongly that
lessons can be drawn from studying the Holocaust and they direct great efforts to teaching these
lessons to young people so that the memory of the Holocaust will survi\./e. While this museum is
modest in size, its goals are lofty. Presently, the museum staff is working to create a statewide
Holocaust Education Mandate to ensure that “every Texas child will be educated in the lessons

of the Holocaust.”® This museum’s dedication to education, especially that of today’s youth,

4 Holocaust Museum Houston (HMH), “Visitor Guide Brochure” (Houston: Holocaust Museum Houston, n.d.).

5 Trachtenberg, interview by author, 13 February 2003.

¢ Susan Llanes-Meyers and David Bell, "Community Impact Report" (Houston: Holocaust Museum Houston,
2001-2002).

7 Llanes-Meyers and Bell, "Community Impact Report",

8 I lanes-Meyers and Bell, "Community Impact Report".

® Susan Llanes-Meyers, "From the Executive Director..." Bearing Witness (Holocaust Museum Houston

Newsletter) 6, no. 1 (2002): 2.




B3B3 B33333533300833383383333380300000000000

makes it an excellent case study for an analysis of youth Holocaust education in the United
States.

In several ways, the Museum of Tolerance is the direct antithesis of the museum in
Houston. Located in Los Angeles, California, not far from the Hollywood Hills and Rodeo
Drive, this museum has adopted a high tech format to teach students about the Holocaust.
Originally, the museum was afﬁliéted with Yeshiva University. When the State of California
appropriated $5 million for the museum in 1985, the ACLU filed suit against the state for
violating the separation between church and state. Once the two institutions formally separated,
the court rejected the ACLU’s plea and awarded the $5 million grant to the museum.® With
these funds and many other private donations, the museum began its construction. Its enormous
165,000 square foot building houses two large exhibition halls, a separate artifact room, a
multimedia center, and spaces for rotating exhibits."" The Holocaust Museum Houston is quite
modest in comparison, ﬁtilizing all 18,000 square feet of its floor space for the main exhibit hall,
rotating exhibit hall, theater, classrooms, and library and archives.?

Since its opening in 1993, many stars and high profile politicians have been seen at
fundraisers for the L.A. museum and events promoting one of its main themés, eradicating
racism and prejudice in the U.S. and worldwide. They see nearly five times as many students per
year as the Houston museum, but also charge $6 per student. Programs, such as Investing in
Diversity, help fund Title 1 schools’ field trips to the facility, and the museum is committed to

the idea that they will not turn anyone away." Considering itself as the educational arm of the

19 Jon Wiener, "The Other Holocaust Museumn (Simon Wiesenthal Center Museum of Tolerance),” Tikkun 10, no.
3 (1995): 24.

1 Liebe Geft, Museum of Tolerance (MOT) membership recruitment letter (Los Angeles: Museum of Tolerance,
c. 2002), 1.

12 Reed Kroloff, "Dark Remembrance," Architecture 85, no. 11 (1996): 115.

1® Elana Samuels, interview by author, 3 February 2003.
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Simon Wiesenthal Center, which is firmly committed to promoting human rights, the Museum of
Tolerance is dedicated to preserving the memory of the Holocaust while promoting human
dignity.'* This is conveyed in the museum’s mission statement:

The Museum of Tolerance is a high-tech, hands-on experience that focuses on

two themes through interactive exhibits: the dynamics of racism and prejudice

in America and worldwide, and the history of the Holocaust—the ultimate

example of man’s inhumanity to man."

The directors of the museum are forthcoming in their objectives and do not shy
away from their focus on “racism and prejudice.” However, this has led scholars to present a
number of critical assessments of the museum.'® Since its inception; the Museum of Tolerance
has received mixed reception from academics who see this emphasis on tolerance rather than
history as detrimental to the study of the Holocaust and the propagation of its memory. Since
the museum opened, exhibit designers modified some exhibits and completely eliminated and
replaced others. While the Associate Director of the Museum states that these changes were
made because of their “commitment to making it more relevant to current situations,” one
wonders whether any of these changes were made in response to the numerous critical reviews.'”
The name of the museum itself was another of the changes made. While it used to be referred to

as the “Beit HaShoah-Museum of Tolerance,” which means “house of the Holocaust” in Hebrew,

any reference to the Holocaust itself has been dropped from the museum’s name. Despite

" Samuels, interview by author, 3 February 2003.

' MOT, “Museum Brochure” (Los Angeles: Museum of Tolerance, n.d.).

6 Several authors have provided a critical assessment of the museum for its approach to teaching about the
Holocaust. See Harold Marcuse, "Experiencing the Jewish Holocaust in Los Angeles: The Beit Hashoah- Museum
of Tolerance," Other Voices, The (e)Journal of Cultural Criticism 2, no. 1 (2000); Wiener, "The Other Holocaust
Museum."; Omer Bartov, "Chambers of Horror: Holocaust Museums in Israel and the United States," Israel Studies
2, no. 2 (1997); Anson Rabinbach, "From Explosion to Erosion: Holocaust Memorialization in America since
Bitburg," History & Memory 9, no. 1/2 (1997); Alvin H. Rosenfeld, "The Americanization of the Holocaust,"
Commentary 99, no. 6 (1995); N. A. Lisus and R. V. Ericson, "Misplacing Memory: The Effect of Television
Format on Holocaust Remembrance," British Journal of Sociology 46, no. 1 (1995); Judith Miller, One, by One, by
One: Facing the Holocaust (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1990).

17 Samuels, interview by author, 3 February 2003.
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negative views of this museum among scholars, the majority of the general public and press have
had wonderful things to say. Even The Oprah Winfrey Show recently featured and praised the
museum for its work.

The Holocaust Museum Houston and the Museum of Tolerance are two very different
institutions, not only in their physical appearance, but in their methodology as well. The media-
centered approach in Los Angeles differs greatly to the more artifact-focused exhibits in
Houston. Regional differences are apparent in the exhibits and programs at both museums. The
Houston museum’s emphasis on local survivors creates a community-based atmosphere for
visitors. The visitors from the Houston area feel a type of shared memory, realizing that their
neighbors went through the events they are learning about. The Museum of Tolerance’s
substantial use of technology throughout the exhibition halls seems appropriate for a museum
located so close to the Hollywood Hills. The abundance of media that is reminiscent of
Hollywood—cell phones, computers, television—is reiterated by the high-tech exhibits. In
addition to the regional differences, the L.A. museum has received a great amount of attention,
while the Holocaust Museum Houston has not received the same interest among academics and
the press.

Despite all differences, one can discern some similarities. They have similar goals as
evident by the focus on teaching lessons maintained in their mission statements. Both museums
highlight certain themes, such as prejudice and racism, throughout the exhibits and programs.
These non-profit museums both sit in the center of very large metropolitan areas and place a
great emphasis on their education programs for young people. Many Jewish students attend
these museums on class field trips, but both museurns aim especially to bring non-Jewish

students into their institutions. They have also placed an age requirement for student tours,
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discouraging groups of students below grade six from visiting the exhibits, although they do
provide alternative programs for these younger students. While their style and methodology are
very different, the Holocaust Museum Houston and the Museum of Tolerance aspire to achieve

similar goals by teaching the history of the Holocaust and its lessons.
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Literature Review

The memorialization and commemoration of the Holocaust in the United States did not
emerge immediately after the concentration camps were liberated in 1945. Decades passed
before the horrific atrocities that took place under the Nazi regime entered into the collective
memory of the American public. By the 1970s, silence gave way to an intense interest. This
Holocaust consciousness led to and was inspired by the creation of numerous Holocaust
memorials, museums, and education centers across the United States. In San Francisco,
survivors of Nazi Germany and Jewish community members founded the Holocaust Library and
Research Center in 1979, which was later renamed the Holocaust Center of Northern
California.”® In 1984, the Holocaust Memorial Center in West Bloomfield, Michigan opened its
doors as the first freestanding Holocaust museum in the U.S." The growing interest in
remembering the Holocaust has also been paired with an interest in studying and teaching the
Holocaust. Scholars have explored three central questions: Why has the Holocaust become
central in American consciousness in recent years? How has the Holocaust been interpreted in
relation to the larger historical context? How have American ideals shaped the ways that the
Holocaust has been taught?*°

There has been a plethora of studies examining the emergence of this “Holocaust
consciousness,” not only in the countries in which the events took place, but in the United States

as well. Once the general public became interested and began to discuss the Holocaust in

popular culture, through movies, television, literature, and museums, a new field of Holocaust

'® See Holocaust Center of Northern California web site, <http://www.holocaust-sf.org> (15 January 2003).

* Holocaust Memorial Center, “Museumn Brochure” (West Bloomfield, Mich.: Holocaust Memorial Center, n.d.).

2 For the purpose of this paper, I will refer to American values as those found in United States culture and not any
other North American country.

Rt
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studies appeared. Scholars began to analyze not only the Holocaust itself, but also the
emergence of Holocaust consciousness itself and its place in American society. They grappled
with the question of why intense interest in the Shoah became so prevalent here so suddenly in
the 1960s, especially since the vast majority of America’s population was not directly, or even
indirectly affected by the events. Historian Omer Bartov emphasizes that one result of having
Holocaust memorials and museums in the United States, is a greater potential to universalize the
Holocaust as an event from which a variety of lessons can be drawn. 21 Is the Holocaust a
universal event that can be taught in a broad historical context, or is it a unique event, without
any comparison and any lessons? These debates have shaped the ways in which the history,
causes, and circumstances leading up to the Holocaust have been taught in schools and museums.
The historical facts of the Holocaust are not the only topic, or even primary issue,
emphasized within museum and school curricula. Holocaust educators also emphasize the
lessons that can be learned from this event. The lessons found in Holocaust museums in the U.S.
often reflect core ideals of American society—liberty, freedom, and pluralism—revealing the
trend to “Americanize” the Holocaust. The idea that lessons can be extracted from the Holocaust
has led to some criticism, on the grounds that lessons are not usually found in extreme cases of
events or situations, but instead are found in more normal situations to which normal people can
relate.?2 Regardless of these criticisms, the Shoah is being taught in schools and museums across
the nation and many efforts are made to draw lessons from these horrifying events. Many
believe that a future holocaust could be prevented if proper education on the dangers of

intolerance, racism, and prejudice is administered across the U.S.

*1 Omer Bartov, Murder in Our Midst: The Holocaust, Industrial Killing, and Representation (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1996), 178.
% Peter Novick, The Holocaust in American Life (Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1999), 13.
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While scholars have contributed extensive research to the field of historical memory and
Holocaust studies, they have given little attention to the role that historical memory plays in
museum education. The surveys of curricula have been brief and sporadic in Canada and
England, and even less has been done in America.”® A survey of American textbooks by Lucy
Dawidowicz is over a decade old, and as new curricula are developed and old ones are improved,

there is a manifest need for additional exploration of these texts.**

Breaking the Silence: 1945-1980s

Scholars have developed three main arguments to explain why the Holocaust was not
discussed immediately after the liberation of the camps in either public or private contexts.
Some scholars see the silence as a result of the trauma and subsequent repression that stemmed
from the horrific images and events of the concentration camps.” Others agree that the survivors
themselves kept quiet because of the trauma of their experiences, but do not see the collective
silence of both American Jews and non-Jews as a result of this trauma. Peter Novick, a leading
scholar in the field of Holocaust commemoration, argues that while most Americans were
probably shocked, dismayed, and saddened, there are other explanations for their silence.”®

Edward Linenthal, another scholar in the field, attributes the silence to underlying guilt among

American Jews for not doing more to help as Europe’s Jews were perishing in the concentration

B Geoffrey Short, "The Holocaust Museum as an Educational Resource: A View from New York City," The
Journal of Holocaust Education 9, no. 1 (2000): 5.

# Lucy Dawidowicz examined 25 American textbooks, published mostly in the 1980s, and provided a scathing
critique of their historical inaccuracies and political biases. Lucy Dawidowicz, "How They Teach the Holocaust,"
Commentary 90, no. 6 (1992).

 Tim Cole, Selling the Holocaust (New York: Routledge, 1999), 2. See also Leon A. Jick, “The Holocaust: Its
Use and Abuse within the American Public,” Yad Vashem Studies 14 (1981).

% Novick, The Holocaust in American Life, 9.
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and extermination camps.?’ Other scholars claim the desire to focus on seizing personal and
financial opportunities in post-war America came to be the driving force in evading public
discourse on the atrocities of the Holocaust.?® Survivors who immigrated to the U.S. especially
wanted to rebuild their lives and turn their attention towards the future instead qf dwelling on the
past. A feeling of success spread throughout American culture after the war ended, and the
nation wanted to focus on the Allied victory and the bright future that lay ahead.

Although there were many reasons to remain quiet about the traumatie events of the
Shoah, an accumulation of events and circumstances eventually broke this continued silence.
Just as debate continues today over the causes of the silence, discussion is also present regarding
the breaking of this silence. Most agree that the political climate in the U.S. was a major
contributing factor. Peter Novick argues that many circumstances in the 1960s and 1970s that
affected American politics and society, such as changing attitudes towards victimhood, shifting
positions towards the acceptance of ethnic differences, and the Middle East conflicts, greatly
contributed to the emergence of interest in the Holocaust. The Vietnam War and the Civil Rights
movement helped to combat the notion that victimhood equaled weakness. Novick argues that a
more sympathetic outlook developed that accepted and even celebrated victimhood. A new
spotlight on spousal and child abuse also emerged at this time, revealing this shift in attitude
towards victims.?

Just as the idea of victimhood came to be acceptable in American society, a greater

toleration of ethnic differences also developed. The decline of an “integrationist” agenda in the

%1 Edward Linenthal, Preserving Memory: The Struggle to Create America's Holocaust Museum (New York:
Penguin Books, 1995), 7.

% Alan Mintz, Popular Culture and the Shaping of Holocaust Memory in America (Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 2001), 7. See also, Franklin Littell, "Holocaust Education after '40 Years in the Wilderness," in
The Holocaust Forty Years After, ed. Marcia Littell, Richard Libowitz, and Evelyn Bodek Rosen (Lewiston, N.Y..:
The Edwin Mellen Press, 1989), 1-6.

¥ Novick, The Holocaust in American Life, 189-91.
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U.S., and the rise of a “particularist ethos” which emphasizes the differences between
Americans, contributed to the notion that is was acceptable to embrace one’s ethnic differences
and display them proudly.*® American Jews no longer felt the pressure to assimilate into their
surrounding culture, and began to incorporate the Holocaust as a defining factor of their
collective Jewish identity. This also helped to strengthen Jewish continuity in America, at a time
when intermarriage was rising and religiosity was declining. American Jewish identity became
intertwined with Holocaust memory and many Jews began to see it as their duty to
commemorate and memorialize the Shoah in mainstream America.

In addition to these factors, nearly all scholars agree that the capture and trial of Adolf
Eichmann greatly increased awareness and popular interest in the U.S. In 1961, Hannah
Arendt’s articles in the New Yorker and in her subsequent book, Eichmann in Jerusalem
provided gripping accounts of the trial, making it front-page news in America®! She helped to
bring the horrors of the genocide back into the public eye, and these issues could no longer be
avoided. For Americans, Eichmann symbolized more than a Nazi perpetrator. Even after his
trial ended and throughout the 1960s, Eichmann’s role in the genocide remained in the American
conscience. Later in the decade when anti-Vietnam War sentiment was increasing, protestors put
his name on banners since his story embodied the current conflict of individual conscience
versus obedience to authority.”?

The fate of Holocaust consciousness was imprinted into the minds of Americans during a

short span of six days in 1967. Scholars have marked the Six Day War as one of the defining

* Novick, The Holocaust in American Life, 5. On Jewish attempts to assimilate into American society by avoiding
recognition in relation to the Holocaust, see Mintz, Popular Culture, 7; Linenthal, Preserving Memory, 8-9. =

* David M. Crowe, "The Holocaust, Historiography, and History," in Teaching and Studying the Holocaust, ed.
Samuel Totten and Stephen Feinberg (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 2001), 26-27.

2 Cole, Selling the Holocaust, 9.
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