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Schindler’s List Study Guide

Foreword
The film Schindler’s List focuses on the years of the Holocaust—a time when millions of Jews and other men, women, and children were murdered solely because of their ancestry. It is one of the darkest chapters in human history. Yet an appalling number of people, young and old, know little if anything about it. Even today the world has not yet learned the lesson of those terrible years. There are far too many places where hate, intolerance, and genocide still exist. Thus Schindler’s List is no less a “Jewish story” or a “German story” than it is a human story. And its subject matter applies to every generation. Schindler’s List is simply about racial hatred—which is the state of mind that attacks not what makes us people but what makes us different from each other. It is my hope that Schindler’s List will awaken and sustain an awareness of such evil and inspire this generation and future generations to seek an end to racial hatred.                   

--Steven Spielberg Amblin Entertainment, Inc.

 

 

Preface
Schindler’s List, the award-winning film directed by Steven Spielberg from a screenplay by Steven Zaillian based on the book by Thomas Keneally, tells the story of Oskar Schindler, a war profiteer and member of the Nazi party who saved over 1,100 Jews during World War II. The movie explores our capacity for monumental evil as well as for extraordinary courage, caring, and compassion. And by revealing how fragile civilization truly is, it turns history into a moral lesson. No lesson is more needed in our schools today. As Spielberg recently told members of Congress, “History has to cease being facts and figures, stories and sagas from long ago and far away about them or those. In order to learn from history, rather than just about it, students need to rediscover that those people were just like us.” Hannah Arendt, one of the foremost political philosophers of our time, explained why the teaching of history must have a moral component when she argued that we can put past evils into the service of a future good only by squarely facing reality. She wrote, “The methods used in the pursuit of historical truth are not the methods of the prosecutor, and the men who stand guard over the facts are not the officers of interest groups—no matter how legitimate their claims—but the reporters, the historians, and finally the poets.” And, she might have added, the filmmakers. The facts—no matter how horrifying--must be preserved, not “lest we forget,” but so that we may judge. Preservation and judgment do not justify the past but reveal its meaning. Several years ago, Steven Spielberg was asked to choose an image that summarized all of his films. He chose “the little boy in Close Encounters [of the Third Kind] opening the door and standing in that beautiful yet awful light, just like fire coming through the doorway.” That “beautiful yet awful light” is knowledge and it offers both promise and danger. In Schindler’s List, Spielberg encourages us to take a step toward the light—“toward what we don’t understand and what we don’t know about and what scares us.” --Margot Stern Strom

 

 

A Chronicle of Key Events in Schindler’s List                                            
 

This timeline provides a summary of Schindler’s List by relating key events in the film to the unfolding of the Holocaust. It is based on historian Christopher Browning’s observation that “at the core of the Holocaust was an intense eleven-month wave of mass murder. The center of gravity of this mass murder was Poland, where in March 1942, despite two and a half years of terrible hardship, deprivation, and persecution, every major Jewish community was still intact; eleven months later, only remnants of Polish Jewry survived.”

 

September, 1939 Germany conquers Poland in two weeks; World War II begins in Europe; Polish Jews are ordered to register and relocate.

October 26, 1939 Krakow becomes the capital of German-occupied Poland.

December, 1939 Oskar Schindler takes over the enamelware factory in Krakow, meets Itzhak Stern, and with Stern’s help, begins using Jewish workers in his plant.

1940-early 1941 Germans expel some Jews in Krakow to other towns.

March 3, 1941 Germans establish a ghetto in Krakow.

March, 1942 About 20 to 25 percent of the Jews who would die in the Holocaust have already perished.
June, 1942 The Germans build a forced labor camp at Plaszow.

June-October, 1942 Deportations and shootings terrorize the Krakow ghetto.

February, 1943 Amon Goeth takes command of Plaszow. About 80 to 85 percent of the Jews who would die in the Holocaust have already perished.
March 13-14, 1943 The Germans liquidate Krakow ghetto.

March 1943 Schindler sets up a branch of his factory at Plaszow.

August, 1944 Schindler’s factory is closed and his Jewish workers are taken back to Plaszow.

October, 1944 Schindler creates a list of Jewish workers for his new plant in Brennec, Czechoslovakia; workers are transferred from Plaszow via Auschwitz.

January, 1945 Plaszow is closed and the remaining prisoners are sent to Auschwitz.

May 8, 1945 World War II ends in Europe. The Holocaust is over.
May 9, 1945 The Soviet army liberates the camp at Brennec.

September 13, 1946 Goeth is found guilty of war crimes and is hung in Krakow.

October 9, 1974 Oskar Schindler dies in Frankfurt, Germany.

 

Responding to the Film

Discussion Questions : DISCUSS EACH WITH YOUR CLASSMATES.  Write a paragraph to answer question 4. 

1. Record what you remember about the film, describing what you learned from the film; questions that the film may have raised but did not answer; and at least one way that the film relates to the world today. 

2. Discuss your observations with friends and classmates. Was everyone struck by the same scenes? The same characters? How do you account for differences? 

3. Writers use detail to draw attention to a person or event. Filmmakers use color, motion, and sound to accomplish the same thing. What scenes in Schindler’s List are in color? Why do you think Spielberg chose to film these scenes in color but not others? How was music used in the scenes you recall most vividly? What ideas or events did the music underscore? 
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4. In making Schindler’s List, Spielberg says he tried to be “more of a reporter than a passionate, involved filmmaker—because I wanted to communicate information more than I needed to proselytize and convert. The information is so compelling because it wasn’t written by Hollywood authors. It comes out of the human experience… out of history.” That vision influenced many of his decisions as the film’s director. Identify and describe 3 scenes that reflect Spielberg’s desire to place the viewer “inside the experiences of Holocaust survivors and actual victims as close as a movie can.” 

SCENE:

SCENE:

SCENE:

 

Schindler’s List  Reading 
Betraying the Youth 

A scene from Schindler’s List: The cameras shift from one part of Krakow to another as individuals and groups prepare for the final liquidation of the ghetto. Through it all, Amon Goeth can be heard addressing his men: Today is history. Today will be remembered. Years from now, the young will ask with wonder about this day. Today is history, and you are part of it. Six hundred years ago .. . , Kazimierz the Great so-called told the Jews they could come to Krakow. .. . They took hold. They prospered. In business, science, education, the arts. They came here with nothing. Nothing. And they flourished. For six centuries, there has been a Jewish Krakow. Think about that. By this evening, those six centuries are a rumor. They never happened. Today is history.
 

Goeth’s speech reflects years of Nazi propaganda. He joined a Nazi youth group in Austria at the age of seventeen and became a member of the SS at 22. He was convinced that he belonged to a “superior race” and the Jews were his “racial enemy.” Most of his men held similar views. The Nazis focused much of their propaganda on young people. Soon after Hitler took power, a new course was added to the curriculum. Its objectives were to:

 

1. Give pupils an insight into the relationship, causes and effects of all basic facts having to do with the science of heredity and race.

2. Impress the pupils with the importance of the science of heredity and race for the future of the nation and the purposes of the government.

3. Awaken in the pupils a sense of responsibility toward the nation, as represented by both its ancestry and its posterity; imbue the pupils with pride in the fact that the German people are the most important exponent of the Nordic race, and to influence them in favor of complete “Nordification” of the German people.

 

This is to be accomplished early enough so that no child shall leave school without a conviction of the necessity of pure blood. As homework for the new “race science” classes, students were to collect pictures of great scholars, statesmen, artists, and others who “distinguish themselves by their special accomplishments.” Students were then to determine the “preponderant race” of these individuals “according to physical characteristics.” Racial instruction was not limited to a single course. Every course taught that Jews, blacks, and “Gypsies” were inferior to “Aryans.” Even arithmetic text books contained “story problems” like this one: “The Jews are aliens in Germany—In 1933 there were 66,060,000 inhabitants of the German Reich, of whom 499,682 were Jews. What is the percentage of aliens?” The emphasis on “race” accentuated the isolation of Jewish students. One recalls, “People started to pick on me, ‘a dirty Jew’ and all this kind of thing. And then we started to fight. In the break time there was always one of us fighting.”

 

“Race science” classes had a different effect on “Aryan” students. A former member of Hitler Youth recalls them as fostering pride. “The flag, the people—they were everything. You are nothing, your people everything. Yes, that’s how children were brought up, that’s how you can manipulate a child.” Erika Mann, a German writer who opposed the Nazis, held similar views. In a book called School for Barbarians, she wrote: You leave the house in the morning, “Heil Hitler” on your lips. .. . All the way down the street, the flags are waving, every window colored with red banners, and the black swastika in the middle of each. You don’t stop to ask why; it’s bound to be some national event. . .. You meet the uniforms on the way to school: the black [uniformed] SS men, the men of the Volunteer Labor Service, and the Reichswehr soldiers. And if some of the streets are closed, you know that an official is driving through town. . . . And here, where a building is going up, the workmen are gone—probably because of the “national event.” But the sign is on the scaffolding. “We have our Fuhrer to thank that we are working here today. Heil Hitler!” The familiar sign, seen everywhere with men at work, on roads, barracks, sport fields. . . .There are more placards as you continue past hotels, restaurants, indoor swimming pools, to school. They read . . .“Not for Jews.” And what do you feel? . . . You don’t feel anything; you’ve seen these placards for almost five years. This is a habit, it is all perfectly natural, of course Jews aren’t allowed here. Five years in the life of a child of nine—that’s his life, after four years of infancy, his whole personal, conscious existence. Through the Nazi street walks the Nazi child. There is nothing to disturb him, nothing to attract his attention or criticism. Alfons Heck, a former member of Hitler Youth, is not as certain that it was just propaganda that made it easy to manipulate children: Traditionally, the German people were subservient to authority and respected their rulers as exalted father figures who could be relied on to look after them. .. . Hitler used that yearning for a leader brilliantly. From our very first day in [a Nazi youth group], we accepted it as a natural law—especially since it was merely an extension of what we had learned in school—that a leader’s orders must be obeyed unconditionally, even if they appeared harsh, punitive or unsound. .. . I still recall with wonder that [our leader] once marched all 160 of us in his [troop] into an ice-cold river in November because our singing had displeased him. We cursed him bitterly under our breath, but not one of us refused. That would have been the unthinkable crime of disobeying a “direct order.”

 

 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. Write a definition of the word indoctrinate. How does it differ from the word educate? How did Hitler try to indoctrinate young Germans? 

2. What should the goals of education be? Interview your parents and teachers. Compare their responses  to those collected by classmates. How hard is it to reach a consensus? Would students in Nazi Germany have had the same difficulty? 

3. How important is it to you to “look right”? To fit in? How do you feel when you don’t belong? How does it affect your self-esteem? When in a child’s development is he or she most vulnerable to issues related to “in” and “out” group behavior? Are adolescents more or less vulnerable than young children? 

4. Why is it important that a child be taught to conform? To obey? What is the difference between obedience and blind obedience? What arguments would you use to convince a young Nazi that obeying is not always the right thing to do? 

5. Hitler said of the symbols on the Nazi flag: “In red we see the social idea of the movement, in white the nationalist idea, in the swastika the vision of the struggle for the victory of the Aryan man.” How powerful is a flag as the symbol of a nation? What message does it convey to those who carry it? To those who find themselves in a sea of brightly colored flags? 
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