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The Legacy of Genocide:  Philanthropy  


Two decades have now passed since the thunderous publication of David Wyman’s The Abandonment of the Jews:  America and the Holocaust, 1941-1945.  The ensuing debate has been contentious, featured abnormally strong language from leading scholars – most notably Gerhard Weinberg branding “preposterous” the notion that bombing Auschwitz would have had an appreciable effect on the Holocaust – and has not addressed all of Wyman’s points.
  The neglected items consist of two historically related issues.  First, Wyman has charged that the War Refugee Board (WRB), when established, received inadequate funds.  Second, Wyman commented that more humanitarian aid should have been sent to Europe.  The threads of these two issues seem only vaguely associated with each other, but in reality they are inseparably woven together in the history of America’s philanthropic past.  Comprehension of the financing of the WRB lies not so much in the moment of the unprecedented events of World War II, but in America’s previous experiences with humanitarian crises. 


Henry Morgenthau, Jr., patterned the WRB after earlier philanthropic organizations.  While the WRB is perhaps America’s best known rescue effort, Morgenthau himself had learned about rescue firsthand while working for his father during World War I.  The elder Morgenthau, as Woodrow Wilson’s ambassador at the Sublime Porte, played a significant role in America’s reaction to the Armenian Tragedy.  The younger Morgenthau had accompanied his father to the Ottoman Empire, witnessed the genocide unfold, and watched the government supported philanthropic campaign that followed.  This family did not have far to look for similar combinations of American good will and charity, for similar campaigns attracted American attention during the Cuban insurrection of 1895 to 1898, and during a host of other tragedies.  


As the twentieth century approached America grew both powerful and wealthy.  For many the coming of age celebration meant the exercise of power and penetration of foreign markets, but some wealthy Americans used their good fortune and America’s status in the world to help humanity.  The Morgenthaus certainly fell within this category.  The legacy of rescue campaigns dates back to the 1890s at least – in Cuba, China, and Russia – and the World War I example of Near East Relief offered a pattern of success that the WRB followed.  Understanding this legacy offers insight into the financial operations of the WRB, as well as limitation faced by such efforts.  It also illustrates the coldness exhibited by the State Department, for earlier rescue efforts enjoyed significant, in not unqualified, support.  
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