‘Was the road to Auschwitz a ‘straight road’ or a ‘twisted path’?

(2851 Words)

The question as to the main driving force behind the Holocaust has been highly contentious between historians. From this debate emerged two principal schools of thought. Intentionalists argue that the paramount initiative for the final solution came from above, primarily through the long-term plans of Adolf Hitler, complementing the concept of the road to Auschwitz being straight, whereas functionalists maintain that the driving force stemmed from below, through the process of cumulative radicalization, attesting to the ‘twisted path’ school of thought. While both arguments have their merits, they also have their drawbacks. In this essay, I aim to analyse both the former and the latter ideological principles and reach a conclusion as to which is the most convincing. 

Upon coining these terms in 1981, British Historian Timothy Mason set out to better define the clashing theories as to whether the path to the Holocaust was linear and unbending or winding and convoluted. Mason himself swayed more toward the functionalist school of thought, stating “the source materials are inadequate both in quantity and in quality to prove” that “Hitler was the sole author of all the crimes of the Third Reich.”[footnoteRef:13666] This view is heavily corroborated by German historian Hans Mommsen, an extreme functionalist, whose unfaltering rhetoric maintains that “Adolf Hitler's rise” could have “taken place only against the background” of “antiliberal and antisocialist currents.”[footnoteRef:30024] This notion that Hitler merely bowed to societal pressures, however, falls short upon the recognition that his disdain toward the Jewish people started earlier, far before the plague of antisemitism reared its ugly head upon the German mass population. While there was indeed a growing civil unrest in Germany at the time, it was Hitler who herded the anger in the direction of the Jewish people, using them as a scapegoat to channel his own ideologies. The antisemitic pit inside Hitler is exhibited as far back as 1925 in ‘Mein Kampf,’ wherein he proclaims that “without the clearest knowledge of the Jewish problem” there will “never be a resurrection of the German nation.”[footnoteRef:29473] This initial acknowledgement that the Jews’ mere existence prohibited Germany’s growth was patient zero in the widespread infection that later swept the German population like a plague.  [13666:  Timothy Mason, 1995, Nazism Fascism and the Working Class, Cambridge, Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, Page 220]  [30024:  Hans Mommsen, 1996, The Rise and Fall of Weimar Democracy, Chapel Hill, The University of North Carolina Press, Page 10]  [29473:  Adolf Hitler, 1971, Mein Kampf (Ralph Manheim Translation), California, University of California, Page 339] 

Furthermore, American historian and extreme intentionalist Lucy Dawidowicz heavily asserts the claim that Hitler decided upon the Holocaust as early as 1919. Supporting her claim is Hitler’s letter to Adolf Gemlich on September 16th of that year, in which he states that the “final objective” of his legal aims “must be the total removal of all Jews from our midst.”[footnoteRef:21729] Dawidowicz claims that it was around this time that Hitler “settled on his radical” viewpoint on “antisemitism,”[footnoteRef:26272] proceeding to claim that this was “the germ of the idea that the Jew, simply by being a Jew” would, without further reasoning, “become an enemy of the National Socialist state.”[footnoteRef:16651] While it is clear from the Gemlich letter that Hitler’s antisemitism was extreme by 1919, it is uncertain as to whether Hitler was referring to a possible relocation of the Jewish people or a more permanent solution to the ‘problem.’ Additionally, it is important to note that Hitler attended the funeral of Kurt Eisner, a socialist Jew, February that year, so it is unclear how far along the road of antisemitism that led to Auschwitz he truly was by this point in time. Ultimately, if Dawidowicz is to be believed and Hitler had predetermined the extermination of the Jews by 1919, why did the Nazis first attempt to carry out the Nisko plan, the Madagascar plan and the ghettos? [21729:  Adolf Hitler, 1919,Letter to Gemlich - Adolf Hitler : Adolf Hitler : Free Download, Borrow, and Streaming : Internet Archive  <accessed 21/02/2025> Page 2]  [26272:  Lucy Dawidowicz, 2010, The War Against the Jews 1933–1945, New York, Open Road Integrated Media Inc, Pages 203-204
]  [16651:  Lucy Dawidowicz, 2010, The War Against the Jews 1933–1945, New York, Open Road Integrated Media Inc, Page 127
] 


In 1970, Karl Schleunes provided a strong rebuttal to the claims that the road to Auschwitz was predictable and narrow. In his book titled ‘The Twisted Road to Auschwitz,’ Schleunes attests that “a politician's bark” is “usually worse than his bite” and that Hitler “was not, after all, the only observer of the German-Jewish relationship.”[footnoteRef:6373] In any other case, this argument may hold merit, however Schleunes argument falters at the first hurdle, considering Hitler’s bite in this case surpassed his bark, culminating in the mass extermination of the Jewish people. Timothy Mason corroborates with Schleunes insofar that “Intentionalist historians” such as Dawidowicz “read solely in a literal manner” and take “sources at their face value.”[footnoteRef:27221]  Hitler’s ‘Mein Kampf’, however, is an autobiographical manifesto that sets out his political aims for the future of Germany and should therefore be taken as literally as we take our own contemporary politicians’ manifestos today. While not everything in a political manifesto is often executed precisely as it is written, the overarching ideological mindset remains one representative of its author and wider political faculty, with the intention of recruiting members to its cause. Both Schleunes and Mason vehemently attempt to delegitimise Hitler’s prior statements as the erratic ramblings of a madman, altogether neglecting to acknowledge that these erratic ramblings did in fact come to fruition once Hitler came to power in 1933, providing weight to aforementioned claims that Hitler’s intentions were clear from the very beginning and that the road to the Holocaust was perhaps not as winding as functionalists maintain it to have been.  [6373:  Karl Schleunes, 1970, The Twisted Road to Auschwitz, Chicago, University of Illinois Press, Page 5
]  [27221:  Timothy Mason, 1995, Nazism Fascism and the Working Class, Cambridge, Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, Page 221] 


[bookmark: _Int_uwI0nIxm]The question remains, however, as to why the Nazis ventured to relocate the Jews prior to their extermination if their ‘final solution’ was already drafted and predetermined. American historian Christopher R. Browning comments on the proposed resettlement of the Jews, stating that “Hitler and the leading Nazis were initially quite serious about solving the Jewish question through resettlement,” though as a “euphemism for brutal expulsion and population decimation.”[footnoteRef:22130] Supporting Browning’s claim, birth rates in the Jewish ghettos were unfathomably low, with only 2306 babies being born in the Łódź ghetto during its four-year existence. For an intentionalist, however, it would also be easy to see this as a preparatory step for the further horrors to come, with imposing measures to prevent birth being the fourth prohibited act in the genocide convention. While Hitler may have indeed been serious about the resettlement plans, he certainly paid no mind to the extremely harsh living conditions that led to the decimation of the Jewish population living in his Nazi ghettos. Polish-Jewish historian Philip Friedman takes a more intentionalist stance on the matter of Jewish relocation, asserting that the Lublin reservation project, the Madagascar transfer plan and the ghettos were all part of Hitler’s plan to “mislead world public opinion by claiming that they had selected the most suitable out of several possible Plans.”[footnoteRef:14679] Friedman went on to argue that, while the tactics implemented in the ghettos would “lead ultimately to the gradual extermination of the Jews,” they simply "could not solve the 'Jewish problem’ quickly enough.”[footnoteRef:29941] This view is supported by a key commonality between various Genocides often being the mass relocation of a group prior to their eventual extermination, as evidenced by the Herero and Nama Genocide as well as the Armenian Genocide, both occurring prior to the Holocaust, and involving the systematic deportation or relocation of a people before their populations were decimated. Keeping in mind this common parallelism as a preparatory step preceding numerous other Genocides, it is improbable that Browning’s view that Hitler was serious about relocation rings true and is far more likely that it was just another hurdle in the path to Auschwitz and the extermination of the Jews. As corroborated by Friedman, it would be more arduous for Hitler to attempt to justify Genocide if he did not first ‘attempt’ various other solutions. Moderate Intentionalist Saul Friedlander corroborates with this view, questioning the “arrival of euthanasia experts” while Hitler’s deportation orders were still ongoing, thus concluding “that the elimination of part of the ghetto populations was considered from the outset.”[footnoteRef:21441] Euthanasia experts appearing in 1940, a year before the Final Solution was fully implemented, evidences that Hitler’s earlier aims had always included the decimation of the Jewish people, and that he had already predetermined the Holocaust at least a year before its administration. This provides significant weight to the argument that the road to Auschwitz was a straight one, as it is highly likely that Hitler had always desired an outcome such as the Final Solution in the years prior to 1941. [22130:  Christopher R. Browning, 1992, The Path to Genocide: Essays on Launching the Final Solution, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, Page 89]  [14679:  Philip Friedman, 1954, The Jewish Ghettos of the Nazi Era, Indiana University Press, Page 77]  [29941:  Philip Friedman, 1980, Roads to Extinction: Essays on the Holocaust, New York and Philadelphia, The Jewish Publication Society of America, Page 222]  [21441:  Saul Friedlander, 2009, Nazi Germany and the Jews 1933-1945: Abridged Edition, London, Harper Collins, Page 268] 


Forced relocation was not the only preparatory step to Genocide incorporated by Hitler. Another typical preliminary measure is the dehumanization of the targeted race, as evidenced in the 1994 Rwandan Genocide, in which the Tutsi people were referred to as ‘cockroaches.’ Dehumanization is a common technique preluding Genocide as a method to rationalize the cruelty that is later inflicted upon the dehumanized race.  While Goebbels’ propaganda against the Jews undeniably had a substantial influence over how they were perceived, the dehumanization of the Jews by Hitler can be evidenced much farther back, stemming as far back as 1925 in ‘Mein Kampf,’ wherein he insists that the Jews had “lost all resemblance to Germans” and “became distinguished in [his] eyes from the rest of humanity”[footnoteRef:2333] With familiar preparatory Genocidal language being used so early on, it is difficult to argue with the intentionalist viewpoint that Hitler had his vision fully realised as early as 1925 and merely waited for the opportune moment to exact his plan.  [2333:  Adolf Hitler, 1971, Mein Kampf (Ralph Manheim Translation), California, University of California, Page 56] 


For many intentionalist historians, who view the road to Auschwitz as a straight path branching from the fingertips of Adolf Hitler, the Reichstag Fire of February 27, 1933, was a pivotal point in Hitler bringing his prior intentions through to fruition. On the other hand, a hardcore functionalist would view the outcome of the fire as more circumstantial and a multitude of various contributing factors. As set out by Mason, intentionalists view the fire as “the deliberate erection of a bestial dictatorship.”[footnoteRef:4371] It is a common belief among many intentionalist thinkers that Hitler himself had the fire started, merely blaming Dutch Communist Marinus Van der Lubbe, to invoke the power of Article 48 of the Constitution of the Weimar Republic of Germany, thereby seizing absolute power. On the other hand, states Mason, Hitler’s actions could be put down to an act of “swift and ruthless opportunism,” which he argues “was the hallmark of all later Nazi decision-making."[footnoteRef:2434] While the functionalist view presented by Mason paints a much more circumstantial and twisted road to Hitler’s dictatorship and eventually to Auschwitz than the intentionalist view in which Hitler forcibly forged opportunities for himself, it must not be understated that, in both accounts, Hitler was nevertheless still the primary figure to take advantage of this decentralised and divisive picture of Weimar Germany and twist it to his own political advantage. Whether the Reichstag Fire took place or not, it is exceedingly difficult to image that Hitler would not have simply waited for his next given opportunity to utilize the backdrop of a divided Germany in order to accomplish his goals. It is also important not to understate Hitler’s influence in using the fire to further criticise the Jews. After all, it was Hitler who heavily pushed the conspiracy that linked Jews and communists as allies, thereby fast-tracking his path to Auschwitz by essentially tying Jews to this ‘communist plot’ against the Reichstag. [4371:  Timothy Mason, 1995, Nazism Fascism and the Working Class, Cambridge, Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, Page 217]  [2434:  Timothy Mason, 1995, Nazism Fascism and the Working Class, Cambridge, Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, Page 217] 


Functionalist Raul Hilberg paints a very different image of the path to Auschwitz, attesting that “the destruction of the Jews” was “a matter of spirit, of shared comprehension, of consonance and synchronization,” later declaring that “no one agency was charged with the whole operation.”[footnoteRef:9551] Supporting Hilberg’s claims, 12 high-ranking Nazi officials were convicted at the Nuremberg Trials, held between November 1945 and October 1946, substantiating the view that Hitler was not the sole author of the atrocities committed during the Holocaust. While it is true that Hitler was indeed not the sole author of these crimes, however, it is hard to image that the Holocaust could have happened without him. Removing Hitler from the picture entirely would leave a decentralised and divisive picture of Germany, true, however it was Hitler who used the scapegoat of the Jews in order to realize his vision for them as hinted at in Mein Kampf. While Hilberg correctly identifies that “there was hardly an agency, an office, or an organization that did not at one time or another have an interest in anti-Jewish measures,”[footnoteRef:18323] he fails to provide us with the grounds through which this antisemitism arose, highly understating the personal influence of Adolf Hitler in the destruction of the Jewish image through Mein Kampf and his various speeches abusing Jews and likening them to something alien to the German public.  [9551:  Raul Hilberg, 1985, The Destruction of the European Jews 3rd Edition, New York, Holmes and Meier Publishers, Page 55]  [18323:  Raul Hilberg, 1985, The Destruction of the European Jews 3rd Edition, New York, Holmes and Meier Publishers, Page 55] 

[bookmark: _Int_TFMFwUgx][bookmark: _Int_xh3DSqIx]While Hitler may have been the main arbitrator of antisemitism leading up to Auschwitz, that is not to say that other key figures did not have their roles to play in the mass extermination of the Jews. Heinrich Himmler, appointed the Reichsführer of the SS by 1929, was heavily involved in the implementation of the death camps that saw the execution of approximately 6 million Jews by 1945. In a speech at Poznan on October 4th 1943, Himmler openly proclaimed “we’re eliminating the Jews” to SS officers,[footnoteRef:31071] a statement that irrefutably aligns him with the systematic execution of the Jewish people. While it is wise not to understate the role of Heinrich Himmler in these events, however, it is also significant to note that Hitler appointed him to this role to carry out his personal orders. While a functionalist would take Himmler’s huge involvement in the killings as a sign that the road to Auschwitz was twisted and could not have been done by Hitler alone, an intentionalist would argue back that Himmler was merely carrying out the orders of Adolf Hitler, fulfilling his years-long plan to decimate the Jewish population on a massive scale, a seemingly much more likely scenario once we acknowledge how far back Hitler’s hatred for the Jews stemmed. [31071:  Heinrich Himmler, 1943, Heinrich Himmler's Speech at Poznan (Posen) October 4th 1943 Heinrich Himmler's Speech at Poznan (Posen) October 4th 1943 VIDEO & PDF : Heinrich Himmler : Free Download, Borrow, and Streaming : Internet Archive <accessed 22/02/2025>] 

Another key figure in the initiation of the Holocaust is Joseph Goebbels, Chief propagandist of the Nazi party. Controversial historian David Irving asserts that Goebbels had “influence on Hitler” and that Hitler “rarely [applied] the break.”[footnoteRef:6922] However, why would we expect him to? Any disagreement Goebbels and Hitler may have had behind the scenes does not reflect any change in Hitler’s treatment or depiction of the Jewish people. While Goebbels was highly responsible for the Holocaust, it was again Hitler who appointed him to his high-ranking position as he was necessary for the carrying out of Hitler’s aims. There was no fundamental accident when it came to Hitler’s officers and their roles in his operation. It is also important to mention that Irving was notoriously a Holocaust denier and so his claims on the subject are murky at best. Martin Broszat criticises Irving’s claims in his 1985 assessment of them, agreeing that Hitler had not “desired the mass murder of the Jews and had not ordered it,” however disagreeing with Irving’s evaluation that lists Goebbels as the main culprit. Instead, Broszat believes that the Holocaust fell into place piece by piece and that it was implemented by the lower ranks who struggled to interpret Hitler’s ambiguous instructions. This seems unlikely however as, with Hitler’s antisemitic remarks reaching as far back as 1919, there would be no reason for him to suddenly vie for a more peaceful solution. While it is true that Germany was decentralised at the time, one thing remained consistent – Adolf Hitler’s antisemitism never faltered. Why would we suspect that Hitler, the Fuhrer of Nazi Germany, knew little of the death camps when there is no evidence to support that claim?  [6922:  David Irving, 1996, Goebbels - Mastermind of the Third Reich, London, Focal Point Publications, Page 420-421] 


[bookmark: _Int_GF49ZFcK][bookmark: _Int_nwG77oTi][bookmark: _Int_beDceRgM]Overall, the question as to whether the road to Auschwitz was straight or twisted remains somewhat unresolved. Without Hitler, it seems likely that the Holocaust would not have taken place, however that is not to say that various other factors such as decentralisation and division in Germany at the time didn’t help his cause. In essence, Browning’s conclusion, calling for “a middle position that views the development of Nazi Jewish policy as evolutionary”... “but at the same time credits Hitler with making the key decisions” seems the most plausible.[footnoteRef:25612] Simply, the road to Auschwitz can be described neither as twisted nor straight, but a combination of the two. In Hitler’s mind, the Final Solution may have been an inevitability when all else had failed, whereas in truth a lot of external events had to occur in order for that to become a reality, such as the Reichstag Fire launching him into a position of absolute control. While it is true that we can trace Hitler’s antisemitism as far back as 1919, it is difficult to say how straight a road it was from the Gemlich letter to the Holocaust, especially with Hitler attending the funeral of a Jewish politician earlier that very year. It is far more likely that the road was twisted and meandering up until around 1938 when the Night of Broken Glass took place, shortly followed by the Lublin Reservation Project and the proposed relocation of Jews from Germany. From that point on, the Holocaust was the seemingly inevitable conclusion to the ruthlessness of Hitler and the Nazi party’s raw unfaltering hatred toward the Jews, corroborated by similar roads being taken in many other Genocides, eventually culminating in the mass execution of a people. [25612:  Christopher R. Browning, 1992, The Path to Genocide: Essays on Launching the Final Solution, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, Page 5] 
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