Why did Germany persecute Jews?
Throughout European history, Jews were looked upon with suspicion and envy because
of cultural and religious differences (remember, most of Europe was Christian, not
Jewish). Hitler’s hatred for the Jews likely came from these factors.
In Germany, during the Great Depression, Jews served as an easy scapegoat on which to
blame Germany’s problems. Later, the desire to get rid of the Jews and create a “master
race” (called Aryans) led to a quest for more land and world domination. Other groups
that were not part of the “master race” included the Polish, Russians, Communists,
Gypsies, homosexuals, and anyone considered physically or mentally disabled.

The Beginning of Anti-Semitism in Nazi Germany
Hitler passed the Nuremberg Laws in 1935, which denied German citizenship to Jews
and prevented them from marrying non-Jews. Jewish people were required to wear a
yellow Star of David so they could be recognized in public.
In 1938, Nazi troops attacked Jewish businesses, synagogues and homes in an event
called Kristallnacht, or “Night of Broken Glass.” Shortly after, Jews were ordered to
move into areas of cities separated from everyone else, called ghettos.

The Final Solution and the Holocaust
Hitler’s Final Solution involved transporting Jews to concentration camps in
Germany and Poland (including Auchwitz in Poland). Those who survived the trip
to these camps were murdered in showers that spewed poisonous gas instead of
water, were forced to work in work camps, and tortured in medical experiments.
Those who died were often cremated. This act of killing an entire group of people
is called genocide, and the act of killing Jews in Nazi Germany is called the
Holocaust. As German armies invaded areas such as the Soviet Union, death
squads would often round up Jews and execute them as they went.
Each person arriving at a concentration camp would be examined by doctors, and
those able to work would be forced to do so. Those unable to work – many women,
the elderly, young children, the disabled – were killed almost immediately after
arriving at the camp. Many families were separated in the process.
Of the ten million Jews in Europe before the Holocaust, six million were killed, and
three million survived the camps.
During the war, most Americans had no idea the Holocaust was going on. Many
Europeans outside Central and Eastern Europe didn’t either, but in those areas,
some people, like Miep Gies, helped hide Jews (like Anne Frank) from the Nazis.

What happened after the war?
Nazi leaders were charged with “crimes against humanity” for their actions during
the Holocaust, and were prosecuted during the Nuremberg Trials. These were held
in Nuremburg, Germany from 1945-1946. Ten of the twenty-two Nazi leaders tried
were hanged. As a result of the Holocaust’s atrocities, people began to support a
Jewish homeland (a movement called Zionism), and in 1948, the country of Israel
was formed.

