Kristallnacht Study Guide

What Was Kristallnacht?

Kristallnacht, or the Night of Broken Glass, occurred on November 9-10, 1938, across Nazi
Germany and parts of Austria. It was a state-sponsored, organized pogrom against Jews,
carried out by Nazi paramilitary forces and civilians. The name “Kristallnacht” refers to the
shattered glass from the windows of synagogues, homes, and Jewish-owned businesses that
were destroyed.

What Happened?

» Over 1,400 synagogues and prayer rooms were burned or desecrated.

» Approximately 7,500 Jewish businesses were vandalized or looted.

* Jewish cemeteries, schools, and homes were attacked.

 Around 30,000 Jewish men were arrested and sent to concentration camps such as Dachau,
Buchenwald, and Sachsenhausen.

* At least 91 Jews were murdered during the pogrom, though the true number may be higher.

These attacks were portrayed by Nazi propaganda as a spontaneous outburst of German
anger over the assassination of a German diplomat (Ernst vom Rath) by a young
Polish-Jewish refugee (Herschel Grynszpan). In reality, the violence was planned and
orchestrated by the Nazi regime.

Why Is Kristallnacht Important?

Kristallnacht marks a turning point in Nazi anti-Jewish policy:

« It moved from economic and social persecution to state-sanctioned violence.

« It was a precursor to the Holocaust—the systematic genocide of six million Jews.

» The world’s inadequate response to Kristallnacht emboldened the Nazi regime to continue
and escalate their persecution.

Why Do We Commemorate Kristallnacht?

Commemorating Kristallnacht helps us:

* Remember the victims—those who were killed, terrorized, and displaced.

» Honor the survivors and their resilience.

» Bear witness to the escalation of hatred into violence and genocide.

» Educate future generations about the consequences of antisemitism, racism, and
indifference.

 Reaffirm our commitment to stand against hatred in all its forms.

Why is it important to remember and teach about Kristallnacht
today?



Kristallnacht was not just a violent episode—it was a warning. It marked the moment when
Nazi hatred turned into state-sponsored terror, and the world watched but did not intervene.
Remembering and teaching about Kristallnacht helps us understand how antisemitism,
bigotry, and authoritarianism can spread when left unchecked.

It is important today because the same forces that enabled Kristallnacht—intolerance,
scapegoating, propaganda, and silence—still exist. Educating new generations about what
happened not only honors the victims and survivors but also strengthens our collective
resolve to recognize the early signs of persecution and confront them. Teaching about
Kristallnacht reminds us that history is not just about the past—it’'s a tool to shape a more just
and compassionate future.

What lessons can we draw about the dangers of silence and inaction
in the face of injustice?

Kristallnacht teaches us that silence is not neutral—it is dangerous. When communities,
governments, and individuals remain silent in the face of injustice, they allow hatred to grow
and violence to escalate. The lack of response to Kristallnacht, both within Germany and
around the world, sent a chilling message to the Nazis that they could act without
consequence.

From this, we learn that moral courage is essential. We are all responsible—not just for our
actions, but for our inaction. Speaking out, standing up, and protecting the vulnerable are
duties we cannot abdicate. The lesson is clear: never be a bystander. In the face of injustice,
silence is complicity.

Sources:
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