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Lawrence Baron is a professor of Modern Jewish History teaching at San Diego State 
University, California. He has held the Nasatir Chair in Modern Jewish History at SDSU 
since 1988, and served as Director of the university’s Lipinsky Institute for Judaic 
Studies between 1988 and 2006. Born in 1947 in Chicago, Illinois, Baron was educated at 
the University of Illinois-Urbana, and the University of Wisconsin-Madison, where he 
earned a PhD in Modern European intellectual history in 1974 under the direction of 
Professor George L. Mosse. His dissertation, later published, was entitled The Eclectic 
Anarchism of Erich Mühsam. It was an intellectual and political biography of the 
German-Jewish anarchist poet and revolutionary Erich Mühsam. Mühsam had been an 
early critic of the inherent dangers in militarism, nationalism, organised religions, 
political parties, and racism; arrested the day after the Reichstag Fire (28 February 1933) 
and murdered in Oranienburg on the Night of the Long Knives (30 June 1934), Mühsam 
became one of the early Jewish victims of the Third Reich. 

Baron’s initial teaching position, obtained in 1975, was at St. Lawrence 
University, Canton, New York, where he rose to full professor prior to leaving for San 
Diego. St. Lawrence University, a small college located in a rural environment, at that 
time had few Jewish faculty members and only about 50 Jewish students, out of total 
enrolment of 2,000. In his second year at SLU, Baron introduced courses on modern 
Jewish history and the Holocaust; in doing so, he may have been one of the first 
academics (together with Harry James Cargas and one or two others) to initiate 
teaching of the Holocaust to predominantly non-Jewish classes. 

A prolific author, Baron’s writing on the Holocaust began soon after he had 
established himself as a professor at St. Lawrence. Two early projects, in particular, had 
an impact on the broader field of Holocaust Studies while it was still in its infancy. The 
first was an oral history of the local response to the opening of a refugee shelter in 
Oswego, New York, for the only group of Displaced Persons to be offered collective 
sanctuary in the United States during the Second World War. The standard interpretation 
of this experience was that the local response mirrored the national antipathy to Jewish 
immigration to the United States outside of the existing quota system. Baron discovered a 
much more positive response from the townspeople of Oswego, which he garnered from 
interviews with them and those who were interned at the camp. Baron’s findings were 
published in New York History in 1983; his writing won the annual Paul Kerr Prize for 
the best article appearing in the journal that year, and was the basis of a radio 
documentary (scripted and co-produced by Baron himself) in 1987. This, in turn, won an 
Ohio State Award for Educational Broadcasting in 1988. 

The second of Baron’s early projects to attract attention concerned those who 
saved Jews during the Holocaust, the Righteous Gentiles. Baron’s interest lay in what 
motivated these rescuers. After extensive research, he established a connection with 
Samuel Oliner, a psychologist then in the throes of assembling an interdisciplinary team 
to conduct extensive interviews with rescuers honoured by Yad Vashem, Jews who were 
rescued by them, and a control group of Gentiles identified by either of the former who 
did not aid Jews. As a result of this connection, Baron was invited to serve as the 
historian for Oliner’s Altruistic Personality Project in 1983. An important element of this 
work saw an intensification of Baron’s interest in rescuers of Jews during the Holocaust. 



St. Lawrence University was close to the United States’ border with Canada, the country 
that had liberated most of the Netherlands and to where many Dutch immigrants had 
moved after the Second World War. As a result, Baron started interviewing Dutch 
rescuers residing in Canada (and, later, the Netherlands), and eventually encoded all the 
Altruistic Personality Project’s interviews on Dutch rescuers in order to ascertain how 
being raised in a certain national culture or subculture differentiated these rescuers from 
those in other countries. His initial conclusions saw the appearance of perhaps the first 
ever article dealing with how to teach this material,1 and this was further developed in his 
chapter on “The National Context of Rescue” in The Altruistic Personality: Rescuers of 
Jews in Nazi Europe, the publication that emerged from the project. Here, Baron tested 
the validity of the factors enumerated by Helen Fein that decreased or increased the 
victimisation and survival rates of Jews on a country by country basis for the motivations 
and organisational effectiveness of rescue operations in France, Germany, Holland, Italy, 
and Poland.2 Another contribution to the issue of the “national” dimension of Dutch 
rescue appeared in a second volume on altruism, which Baron co-edited with Samuel and 
Pearl Oliner in 1992, entitled Embracing the Other.3 

While working on this project Baron inevitably encountered the experience of 
Dutch Christian Corrie ten Boom, among Gentiles possibly the best known Christian 
rescuer of Jews, even though she has been somewhat overlooked within mainstream 
Holocaust Studies. For Baron, the rescue of Jews by Christian evangelical 
fundamentalists flew in the face of an earlier scholarly consensus, articulated by such 
scholars as Harry James Cargas and Franklin H. Littell, which held that literal 
readings of the Gospels and proselytising of Jews only led to the vilification of Judaism 
and the theologically-justified genocide of Jews. Baron began speaking and writing about 
Corrie ten Boom, which – owing to her popularity among Christian church groups – saw 
him begin the work that would come to characterise his best known contributions to 
Holocaust scholarship: the study of the meaning of the Holocaust in American popular 
culture.4 

Another catalyst for Baron’s research on the promotion of Holocaust 
consciousness was the appearance in 1999 of a highly influential book by historian Peter 
Novick, The Holocaust in American Life.5 Novick had argued that the Holocaust had 
been little talked about in the United States in the decades immediately following the end 
of the Second World War, but Baron maintained that as a child he knew that Hitler had 
killed many Jews in concentration camps and that many of them were gassed and 
cremated. He considered that his early memories were accurate, and that their veracity 
had not been constructed retrospectively. While certainly not describing the Holocaust at 
that time in the same terms he had used as a professional historian since the l970s, 
nonetheless he was incensed that Novick could suggest that the Holocaust was neither 
discussed nor thought about until much later. This prompted two articles that extended 
the discussion, in the journal Holocaust and Genocide Studies in 2003 and 2004 (the 
latter was a highly detailed exchange with Novick himself6). Baron challenged the 
standard dating of American Holocaust awareness, and argued that images and 
interpretations of the Nazi “Final Solution” were far more prevalent prior to the 1960s. 
He conceded, however, that they had been filtered through the prevailing intellectual and 
political paradigms of the Cold War era. One key area of disagreement with Novick was 



the impact on Americans of both the Nuremberg Trials and atrocity footage from the 
Holocaust, which, Baron contended, persisted throughout the period. 

Baron first began teaching about the impact of motion pictures to history students 
in 1989. As a child, his first source of Holocaust awareness had been film. He had always 
recalled seeing the Diary of Anne Frank (dir. George Stevens, 1959), and watching 
television footage with his father in the l950s of the liberation of the Nazi concentration 
camps. After the release of Schindler’s List (dir. Steven Spielberg, 1994), he developed 
an interdisciplinary course on Holocaust cinema with a colleague from the German 
Department at SDSU. The impact of Spielberg’s movie, and its predecessors like the 
miniseries Holocaust (dir. Marvin J. Chomsky, 1978), convinced him that movies and 
television probably did more to raise awareness of the Holocaust than college or high-
school courses. He became convinced that such informal Holocaust education was 
becoming the norm rather than the exception, and that this was leading to an expansion of 
Holocaust consciousness in American public education. For Baron, it was evident that 
Holocaust education and perception had been a much greater success than many would 
otherwise have contended. 

  Baron’s most influential book, Projecting the Holocaust into the Present (2005), 
was prompted by his observation in the first years of the new century that there had not 
been a major survey on the topic published since the l980s.7 He was also keenly aware of 
the oft-quoted argument that the Holocaust was a phenomenon that could not 
satisfactorily be represented (and, for some, perhaps should not be attempted in any case). 
As Baron saw it, such arguments seemed out of touch with audience reactions to film in 
general and Holocaust movies in particular. A series of films released in the l990s, such 
as Korczak (dir. Andrzej Wajda, 1990), Europa, Europa (dir. Agnieszka Holland, 1991), 
Schindler’s List, and Life is Beautiful (dir. Roberto Benigni, 1998), showed Baron that 
there was a very large segment of society that was receptive to such movies; they touch 
audiences, he maintained, because they personalise and visualise an event that is difficult 
to comprehend solely on intellectual or statistical grounds. 

Projecting the Holocaust into the Present constituted an appreciation of the power 
of dialogue, images, narrative, and sound to evoke what it was like to have “been there,” 
to have experienced the events being depicted. Like any narrative form, this entails a 
willing suspension of disbelief, namely, the realisation that this is not exactly what 
happened, but an approximation that can be assimilated by the viewer and then serve as a 
spur to learn more about the topic from other kinds of sources. It is necessary to 
understand that the current period is a post-literate age where the mass media can either 
be viewed as the enemy – to be dismissed for trivialising the Holocaust – or seen as an 
ally in generating an emotional attachment and intellectual engagement with a complex 
but enormously important cataclysm in recent history. Baron’s work on Holocaust 
cinema has opened up the study of children’s films on the topic, and of how common 
Hollywood genres can be recycled and remixed to accommodate Holocaust storylines. He 
has also explored how changes in media formats, such as television docudramas, and new 
distribution systems like cable television, videotape, DVDs, and the internet, have altered 
what types of Holocaust stories get produced and how they are publicised and integrated 
into the education system. His overriding interest is in assessing the generational changes 
relating to how the Holocaust is depicted, and how national themes persist through (or are 
diminished by) the process of globalisation. 



As if to underscore Baron’s influence as a cutting edge thinker in this area, in 
2006 – the year after the appearance of Projecting the Holocaust – he gave the keynote 
address at Yad Vashem’s first symposium on Hollywood and the Holocaust. Then, in a 
short (though important) study of the relationship of film to the study of history, historian 
Robert Rosenstone even went so far as to cite Projecting the Holocaust as the basis for 
his choice of films to discuss in his chapter on Holocaust cinema.8 

Baron’s work continues to proceed apace, as the importance of visual literacy 
becomes more and more pressing and survivor scarcity is starting to have an impact on 
people’s perceptions of what the Holocaust looked like. As of this writing, he is currently 
working on a new project entitled The Wandering View: Modern Jewish History in World 
Cinema. Although its scope is broader than the Holocaust, he does also consider the 
differences to be found in how the Holocaust has been portrayed in a variety of countries, 
including those whose connection to it would otherwise seem to be remote. He is also 
continuing his early work on altruism during the Holocaust, this time through an 
examination of the portrayal of Gentile (or white) rescuers in Holocaust and African-
American movies. Further, he has most recently examined the similarities and differences 
between respective feature films on the Armenian genocide and the Holocaust. 

In a number of ways, for nearly four decades Lawrence Baron has shown himself 
to be a leading thinker on the Holocaust – first through biography, then through 
explorations of altruism and rescue, and, most importantly, through the role and impact of 
film and popular culture on memory and education. Simultaneously pioneer and 
practitioner, Baron’s influence on the development of thought and awareness about the 
Holocaust has been extensive. As a senior member on a number of advisory boards and 
committees relating to Jewish Studies and the Holocaust, as well as an active participant 
at scholarly conferences around the world, his influence continues. 
 


