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Politics and Economics 1940s

The Holocaust
Millions of lives were lost during World War II, but not all
of them were due to combat.  When the Nazis came to
power in Germany, they began to persecute Jews.  Adolf
Hitler, in a desire to promote a “master race” of pure
Aryans, was determined to wipe out the entire Jewish
population.  Because many German Jews were
economically successful, had good jobs, and owned nice
houses, Hitler’s misguided reasoning held them
responsible for inflation, the Depression, and other
German problems.  Hitler also believed that the Aryan race
was superior and that Jews were polluting it.  Many other
people believed in this theory, too.  In order to eliminate
the “Jewish problem,” Hitler built walled prisons called
concentration camps in Germany, Poland, and Austria. 

Some of these prisons were work camps, while others were nothing more than death factories.
Prisoners at working camps like Bergen-Belsen and Dachau in Germany made supplies for the German
army.  On their arrival at a camp, prisoners’ clothing and belongings were taken away.  Their heads
were shaved and numbers were tattooed on their arms for identification.  Conditions at these camps
were deplorable.  Many inhabitants froze to death; others died from disease or lack of food.  Some were
killed when they were no longer able to work.  At the death camps, such as Auschwitz and Treblinka in
Poland, prisoners were taken to a shower, but the rooms were locked and pumped full of deadly gas
through the shower heads.  Later their bodies were burned in huge ovens.  In addition, some prisoners
were subjected to supposedly scientific testing, surgeries without anesthesia, and gruesome
experiments.  In all, over six million Jews were killed—that number represented 40% of the world’s
Jewish population.  Additionally, five million disabled, homosexuals, Gypsies, and political opponents
of the Nazis were eliminated.  The Holocaust was a dark period in history, one that must not be
repeated. 

———————————— Suggested Activities ———————————
Research Research and discuss any of the following questions: When and how were the
camps liberated?  Why wasn’t more done by other countries to alleviate the situation?  What
were the results of the Nuremberg Trials?
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(Numerous books and articles exist on this topic.)

Teacher Note: The movie Schindler’s List is also recommended.  You will need to get school-
district and parent permission in writing before showing this film as the movie is R-rated.




