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Was the road to Auschwitz a ‘straight road’ or a ‘twisted path’?  
Auschwitz is the most notorious of Nazis concentration camps. In the context of this question, it represents the attempted genocide of the Jews and other non-Aryan groups perpetrated by the Nazi’s. The world has struggled to understand the horrors of the holocaust and wrangled with the question of whether it was a direct intention from the start or a development as a result of their dangerous rhetoric.  The word ‘twisted’ here is a reference to a 1970’s work by Schleune called Twisted road to Auschwitz and is part of the functionalist argument.[footnoteRef:2] According to Zukeir, this work was influential in shaping the narrative away from the idea the ‘straight road’ view of the Holocaust, dominant in the years immediately following the war.[footnoteRef:3] Zukier writes that the work ‘became a template for a particular understanding of the Final Solution and the entire war.’[footnoteRef:4] However, the term ‘straight road’ represents the Intentionalist argument regarding the Holocaust. Intentionalist, such as Lucy S. Dawidowicz and Daniel Goldhagen, argued that Adolf Hitler and other official members of the Nazis party orchestrated the genocide of the Jewish people from the start in their Nazi policies.[footnoteRef:5] This question is interesting because it highlights a debate in the scholarship about whether Hitler and the Nazis fully intended from the start to exterminate the Jews and other non-Aryan groups from Germany and Europe, or whether they decided to follow this path later as the war developed. These viewpoints are often divided into Intentionalist and Functionalist positions with later scholarship favouring a synthesis of the two.[footnoteRef:6]Some scholars have argued, perhaps given the inconceivable evil of a ‘straight road’ to the pre-planned genocide of a whole people, that the horrors of Auschwitz came about through a more ‘twisted’ route through the complexity of the war.[footnoteRef:7] The debate demonstrates the difficulties of reducing the complexity of the holocaust and the events leading up to it into a simple narrative. Both functionalist and intentionalist arguments have strength and aspects of both work together to illuminate the dreadful and confusing event that is the holocaust. The historiography that records and examines the events of the holocaust from both functionalist and intentionalist perspectives is explored and evaluated.  [2:  Karl A. Schleunes, The Twisted Road to Auschwitz: Nazi Policy Toward German Jews, 1933-1939 (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1970).]  [3:  Henri Zukier, ‘Diversity and Design: The “Twisted Road” and the Regional Turn in Holocaust History’, Holocaust and Genocide Studies, 27.3 (2013), 387–410 (p. 395) <Doi:10.1093/hgs/dct057.>]  [4:  Zukier, ‘Diversity and Design’, p. 394.]  [5:  Waitman Wade Beorn, ‘New Paths, New Directions: Reflections on Forty Years of Holocaust Studies and the GSA’, German Studies Review, 39.3 (2016), 589–99 (pp. 591–92) < URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/24809107> [accessed: 10 February 2025].]  [6:  Richard Bessel, ‘Functionalists vs. Intentionalists: The Debate Twenty Years on or Whatever Happened to Functionalism and Intentionalism?’, German Studies Review, 26.1 (2003), 15–20 (pp. 15–20), <Doi:10.2307/1432899.>]  [7:  Christopher R. Browning, The Path to Genocide, 2nd edn (Cambridge: University of Cambridge, 1993), p. 87.] 

Early scholarship saw two influential works emerge relating to the holocaust, Raul Hilberg with his book Destruction of the European Jews in 1961 and then Lucy Dawidowicz’ work The War Against the Jews 1933-1945 in 1975.[footnoteRef:8] Early holocaust scholarship characteristically saw a separation from the scholarship about the Third Reich. The contribution of the German Studies Association (GSA) president, Gerhard Weinberg, however, led to the merging of these areas of scholarship. Weinberg argued that to separate the holocaust from the Third Reich was impossible as it was not ‘separate in the minds of Hitler and his leadership’.[footnoteRef:9] The GSA conferences in Paris, 1982, and in Stuttgart, 1984, were organised to attempt to answer the questions about Hitler’s intention.[footnoteRef:10] From here Tim Mason used the terms intentionalist and functionalist to describe the two conflicting interpretations of the holocaust. The Intentionalist perspective focused on the idea of a ‘top-down’ approach of the perpetrators and used Hitlers own words from speeches and his book, Mein Kampf, to argue there was clear intention to commit the holocaust from the start.[footnoteRef:11] On the other hand functionalists took a bottom-up approach  to make the argument ‘…that the extermination of the Jews represented the last in a series of decisions made by lower level functionaries, evolving over time, and building a "twisted road to Auschwitz”…’.[footnoteRef:12]  The debate led scholars to consider the events and how they match up with the timing of the holocaust as Beorn explains, ‘The so-called "intentionalist-functionalist debate" led scholars to more closely investigate the timing and circumstances of the decision to murder the Jews of Europe.’[footnoteRef:13] [8:  Beorn, ‘New Paths, New Directions’, p. 580.
Raul Hilberg, The Destruction of the European Jews, 3rd edn (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003) <URL: https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/j.ctt5vkrf9> [accessed: 10 February 2025]. 
 Lucy S. Dawidowicz, The War against the Jews, 1933-1945 (New York: Bantam Books, 1976).]  [9:  Beorn, ‘New Paths, New Directions’, p. 590.]  [10:  Beorn, ‘New Paths, New Directions’, pp. 590–91.]  [11:  Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf Translated: English Version, trans. by James Murphy (CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2016).]  [12:  Beorn, ‘New Paths, New Directions’, p. 591.]  [13:  Beorn, ‘New Paths, New Directions’, p. 591.] 

In the years following after the war the intentionalist view dominated scholarly debates of the holocaust. One prevalent scholar, Lucy Dawidowicz, argued that Hitler expressed his view on the Jews early as 1919. She used the evidence of one of Hitlers first political letters that dated from 16th September 1919 to Adolf Gemlich. She argued that the final solution was Hitler’s main agenda from the 1919 to the second world war.[footnoteRef:14] Dawidowicz’ view was echoed by another scholar, Kurt R. Grossmann, in his journal article The Final Solution in 1955.[footnoteRef:15] Grossmann argues, similar to Dawidowicz, that the final solution was Hitler’s main goal from the start however, instead of 1919. he lists his evidence from 1933 including the  Jewish Boycott Day on the 1st of April, Kristallnacht, ghettos and eventually the final solution. Furthermore, according to Grossman the ‘general liquidation of the Jews was a slow but steady process’.[footnoteRef:16]  Both interpretations have since attracted criticism as Dawidowicz and Grossmann argue through Hitler’s ideals and plans, but only used evidence narrowly focused on Hitler himself. In the study of Hitler’s documentation and speeches there is a consensus amongst scholars of his hatred for the Jews.[footnoteRef:17] However, it is perhaps important to not consider this in isolation. This outlook perhaps, is too limited as Hitler had the German people to contend with as well as to gain support and popularity for the party during his early years. An example to consider would be Grossman’s evidence of the Jewish Boycott in 1933, where Hitler ordered a boycott of Jewish businesses. The Nazi party was not yet in government and the German people ignored such a command, which shows how Hitler’s popularity and propaganda had yet to indoctrinate most of the German people.[footnoteRef:18] The boycott was an attempt to encourage discrimination which failed. Similarly, Hitler’s speech in parliament on the 30th of January 1939 openly threatened Jewish lives and has been identified as evidence Hitler’s intention. According to Landau however, ‘The argument has been put forward by several scholars that, at this stage, Hitler himself had no idea how or when he would translate this threat into reality’.[footnoteRef:19] If true this suggests that the straight road view is too simplistic. The straight and narrow path towards Auschwitz may still hold merit as a valid interpretation, however, it is important to remember that it is narrowly focused on one man and his personal hatred. By focusing solely on Hitler, however attractive that idea maybe, it excludes the participation of the other Nazis evident in their attempt to solve the Jewish question through the deportation proposed in the Madagascar plan.[footnoteRef:20] [14:  Yehuda Bauer, ‘Genocide: Was It the Nazis’ Original Plan?’, The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 450 (1980), 35–45 (p. 36) <URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/1042557>[accessed: 16 January 2025].]  [15:  Kurt R. Grossmann, ‘The Final Solution’, The Antioch Review, 15.1 (1955), pp. 55–72, <Doi:10.2307/4609769>.]  [16:  Grossmann, ‘The Final Solution’, p. 56.]  [17:  Philippe Burrin, Hitler and the Jews, ed. by Saul Friedlander, trans. by Patsy Southgate (Great Britain: Edward Arnold, 1994), pp. 26–27.]  [18:  Ronnie Landau. S, The Nazi Holocaust: Its History and Meaning (London: I. B. Tauris & Co Ltd, 2006), p. 123.]  [19:  Landau. S, The Nazi Holocaust: Its History and Meaning, p. 147.]  [20:  Christopher R. Browning, ‘The Nazi Decision to Commit Mass Murder: Three Interpretations: The Euphoria of Victory and the Final Solution: Summer-Fall 1941’, German Studies Review, 17.3 (1994), pp. 473–81 (p. 473), <Doi:10.2307/1431894>.] 

The twisted path view emerged, alongside the intentionalist theory, that argued for diversity in the approach to the final solution. There was clear diversity in the years leading up to the final solution, there was an ideological unification seen in the discrimination against Jews due to the dangerous rhetoric and propaganda from the Nazi party. According to Browning, 
Only the twin victory euphoria of summer and fall 1941 emboldened him (Hitler) to take the last murderous steps beyond the point of no return. Notions of "basic decisions" separate from and long proceeding "operational decisions" do not, in my opinion, adequately portray the dynamics of this particular decision-making process.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Browning, ‘The Nazi Decision to Commit Mass Murder’, p. 480.] 

A functionalist scholar, Bauer, argues the demonization of the Jews was clearly articulated  in a traditional Christian antisemitism which was amplified by Hitler and other Nazis.[footnoteRef:22] He discusses how the Nazis didn’t come up with the plan to murder the Jews but rather the antisemitism that followed the Jewish people encouraged the Nazis to proceeded in that type of way.[footnoteRef:23] The original Nazi plan was to remove the Jewish community from Germany however, the invasion of German troops in Europe countered this. There was not initially an active on-going plan to exterminate the Jews only the demonisation and deporting the Jews from Nazi Germany.[footnoteRef:24]  Instead of mass murder as the final solution, the Madagascar plan was the ‘territorial final solution’ which was described by Heydrich in May 1940. Himmler also rejected the idea of mass murder but preferred the ‘enslavement and cultural deprivation’ of the Jewish People.[footnoteRef:25] Similarly Bauer used Hitler’s speech on the 30th of January 1939 to dispute the idea of Hitler’s planned intention of genocide but, there was a clear intention to harm Jewish lives. Bauer used the evidence of Hitler’s agreement to the Schacht-Rublee plan and late the Madagascar plan, Bauer argued there was ‘no evidence whatsoever that any mass murder plan exists at that stage.’.[footnoteRef:26] In contrast a moderate functionalist scholar, Hagen, expressed that the final solution was taking form in the mind of the Nazis officials before 1941 due to the development of the war,  [22:  Bauer, ‘Genocide’, p. 36.]  [23:  Bauer, ‘Genocide’, p. 39.]  [24:  Bauer, ‘Genocide’, p. 40.]  [25:  Bauer, ‘Genocide’, p. 41.]  [26:  Bauer, ‘Genocide’, p. 41.] 

…their untrammeled control of a modern military-industrial power-state that enabled them to implement genocidal actions once the circumstances of World War II made it seem propitious to do so.[footnoteRef:27]  [27:  William W. Hagen, ‘Before the “Final Solution”: Toward a Comparative Analysis of Political Anti-Semitism in Interwar Germany and Poland’, The Journal of Modern History, 68.2 (1996), 351–81 (p. 361) <URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/2124667>[accessed: 11 February 2025].] 

The scholarship that contributes to the twisted path theory is also criticised. Bauner takes a more definitive approach that the holocaust was never planned, at this time, and that it happened to take form by accident. This disregards the fact that Hitler himself asked for a plan for the final solution in January 1941.[footnoteRef:28] Alongside this, the Wannsee Conference, in January 1942, which was a secret meeting organised by Heydrich and other Nazi officials to develop the plan of the final solution.[footnoteRef:29] There is a debate within Holocaust scholarship about the significance of this conference due to the limited documentation. This leads scholars to speculate about what was said in the Conference but, most scholars agree that the finalised decision of mass murder was made in the Wannsee Conference.[footnoteRef:30] Bauer argument is limited as it disregards Hitler’s hatred towards the Jews and the mass killing operations, such as the Barbarossa campaign that the Einsatzgruppen, Nazi death squads, were committing mass murder in the Soviet Union.[footnoteRef:31] Although, Hagen argument does demonstrates a balance between understanding the intention of the Nazis and the development of the war contributed towards the holocaust. This view forms the basis of holocaust historiography, the Synthesis view, in the modern period.  [28:  Richard Breitman, ‘Plans for the Final Solution in Early 1941’, German Studies Review, 17.3 (1994), 483–93 (p. 488) <Doi:10.2307/1431895>.]  [29:  Landau. S, The Nazi Holocaust: Its History and Meaning, pp. 167–70.]  [30:  Christian Gerlach, ‘The Wannsee Conference, the Fate of German Jews, and Hitler’s Decision in Principle to Exterminate All European Jews’, The Journal of Modern History, 70.4 (1998), 759–812 (pp. 759–60), <Doi:10.1086/235167>.]  [31:  Browning, ‘The Nazi Decision to Commit Mass Murder’, p. 474.] 

The synthesis debated emerged after the late 1980s that argued that the road to Auschwitz was both a ‘dark twisted path’ and ‘straight road’. An academic, Ian Kershaw, in 1985 merged both intention and functionalist and concluded that both were an ‘essential elements’ to holocaust historiography.[footnoteRef:32] This is echoed by Bessel, who comments that through this merger there is a nuanced approach to the historiography and now historians consider both sides of the debate, ‘most serious historians of the Nazi regime now are to some extent both "intentionalists" and "functionalists" - insofar as those terms still can be used at all.’.[footnoteRef:33] The shift was solidified with the collapse of the Soviet occupation in Eastern Europe, which opened up new documents and evidence of the holocaust.[footnoteRef:34] A synthesis historian, Browning, argues in a ‘speculative’ form that Hitler had a clear intention towards the Jews but he argues Hitler considered  it was  a ‘“problem for the future”’ until the events of ‘late spring to early autumn 1941’.[footnoteRef:35] His reasoning was because the Nazis took deportation and resettlement more seriously until mid-September of 1941 where the solution of mass murder emerged with death camps, like Auschwitz, and approval of deportations.[footnoteRef:36]  Browning evidence uses both Hitler’s  intention and the development of war to showcase the complexity of the events leading to Auschwitz. Dawidowicz and Grossmann were part of the first emergence of the scholarship and it did contribute to showcasing Hitler’s intention to harm the Jews but, also Bauer further contributed to the complexity that surrounded the path to Auschwitz. This led to a cohesive interpretation within the synthesis argument that used both intention of Nazis discriminative polices and the events of the war. Aswell as perhaps plausible deniability may had been a tactic that was used by Hitler and Nazi leadership in order to hide their true intention and appear as if they are simply carrying out the will of the German people. Plausible deniability is a feature of right-wing antisemitic behaviour in the political landscape today as noted by Chapelman and Boltan.[footnoteRef:37] Through plausible deniability, inflammatory rhetoric and right-wing ‘dog whistles’ can find a way into mainstream politics. This has been much discussed recently following a Hitler salute by Elon Musk.[footnoteRef:38] The opinion piece by Dunt in The-i-paper echoes concerns about the rise of Neo-Nazism in the US and draws parallels between the vague language and plausibly deniable rhetoric of Trump and Musk, and the languages used by Hitler to incite others. Plausible deniability could be seen as a tactic by Hitler to deflect accusation of an intentional ‘straight road’ thereby strengthening the argument that the holocaust was always his goal. These dangerous rhetoric that is seen today encourages supposed input of academics such as David Irving, who denies the existence of the Holocaust.[footnoteRef:39] The path to Auschwitz was a twisted and straight path with an intention by the Nazis to harm and destroy the Jews but, the final solution was not the original end gaol but rather a consequence of both hatred and the events of the war.  [32:  Bessel, ‘Functionalists vs. Intentionalists’, p. 15.]  [33:  Bessel, ‘Functionalists vs. Intentionalists’, p. 16.]  [34:  Bessel, ‘Functionalists vs. Intentionalists’, p. 16.]  [35:  Browning, ‘The Nazi Decision to Commit Mass Murder’, p. 478.]  [36:  Browning, ‘The Nazi Decision to Commit Mass Murder’, pp. 478–79.]  [37:  Alexis Chapelan and Matthew Bolton, ‘Affirmation of Nazis, Hitler and the Holocaust’, in Decoding Antisemitism : A Guide to Identifying Antisemitism (Cham:Palgrave Macmillan, 2024), pp. 353–67 (p. 354).]  [38:  Ian Dunt, ‘Opinion: Look at Musk’s Salute in Context and You Can See the Future of the US’, The i Paper , 23 January 2025, <https://inews.co.uk/opinion/look-at-musks-salute-in-context-and-you-can-see-the-future-of-the-us-3492779> [accessed 25 January 2025].]  [39:  Yehuda Bauer, ‘Creating a “Usable” Past: On Holocaust Denial and Distortion’, Israel Journal of Foreign Affairs, 14.2 (2020), 209–27 (pp. 209–10) <Doi:10.1080/23739770.2020.1805916>
 Dan Michman, ‘“The Holocaust” in the Eyes of Historians: The Problem of Conceptualization, Periodization, and Explanation’, Modern Judaism, 15.3 (1995), pp. 233–64 (p. 257)<URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/1396228>[accessed: 22 January 2025].] 

	The debate that surrounds the historiography of the holocaust demonstrates a complexity for all scholars to engage with. Was it a straight road or a twisted path? The intentionalist, functionalist and synthesis interpretation try to illuminate the reason behind the awful and confusing event of the holocaust. The intentionalist interpretation were the first to emerge, however, the interpretation was too simplistic to describe and understand the events. The viewpoint solely focused on Hitler’s hatred rather than the complex events of the war that ultimately led to Auschwitz. The twisted path, on the other hand, analysed the diversity behind the events of the war and how Auschwitz was an accidental consequence of the this. Both interpretations, while has its criticism, contain a strength towards the historiography that surrounds the holocaust scholarship. Later, the emergence of the synthesis debate allowed for a more nuanced approach to the development of the final solution. The debate considers that it was a clear twisted and a straight path through Hitler’s hatred as well as the events of the war allowed the construction of Auschwitz and its final solution.   
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