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

There are three main positions on whether the road to Auschwitz was a ‘straight road’ or ‘twisted path’: these positions are intentionalism, functionalism, and synthesis. The intentionalist would argue that from the beginning of his rule, Adolf Hitler intended on committing the Holocaust, thus the road to Auschwitz was straight. One notable scholar who holds an intentionalist view is Norman Rich; he was historian who primarily focused on German diplomacy during the years preceding World War One, and Adolf Hitler’s aims during World War Two. The functionalist would argue that Hitler did not always intend on committing the Holocaust from the beginning of his rule, therefore the path to Auschwitz was twisted. One notable scholar who hold a functionalist view is Christorpher R. Browning; he is an American historian and his work primally focuses on Nazi Germany and Holocaust, particularly the origins of the final solution. Browning’s work also focuses on the behaviour and motives of those implementing Nazi policies, and the use of survivor testimony to explore Jewish response and survival strategies. The synthesist would make an argument that is somewhere between the intentionalist and functionalists' views, thus they would see the road to Auschwitz as somewhat of a twisted road, but not fully twisted. One notable scholar who holds a synthesist view is Ian Kershaw; he is an English historian, and his research has focused on understand the dynamics of Nazi Germany, the role of Hitler, and the broader social and political context of the era. The purpose of this essay is to make a synthesist argument that the Road to Auschwitz started off as twisted, but due to events outside of the Hitler’s control and some influence from his officials suggesting more extreme policies, the road became a straight path.

The intentionalist would point out that Hitler’s speeches during his early days of ruling Germany heavily implied that he was going to commit the Holocaust. For example, Hitler during his speech to the Reichstag on 30th January 1939 said,
Today I will once more be a prophet: If the international Jewish financieres in and outside of Europe should succeed in plunging the nations once more into world war, then the result will not be the Bolshevization of the earth, and thus the victory of the Jewry, but the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe![footnoteRef:31602] [31602:  Baynes, H., Norman, The Speeches of Hitler, 1-2 vols (Oxford University Press, 1942) [accessed 1st February 2025]
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The intentionalist would point out that Hitler prophesising the annihilation of the Jews implies that he wanted to commit the Holocaust early during his rule. However, the functionalist would point out that Hitler prophesising the annihilation of the Jewish race does not necessarily mean that he intended to commit the Holocaust, the term ‘annihilation’ could have initially meant that Hitler wanted to emigrate Jews out of Germany. 

However, the intentionalist could make a counter-argument that the term ‘annihilation’ does actually mean killing the Jewish race, as this would be supported by what happened during the Holocaust. For example, Hitler made the prophecy about annihilating the Jews before the Holocaust fully began and when the Holocaust happened and the Jewish people were being murdered, they were not being emigrated out of Germany. For example, from 1941 to 1945 Nazi soldiers and officers were systematically killing mass amounts of Jews in extermination camps through using gas chambers. Thus, the path to Auschwitz could be seen as a straight road. 
On the other hand, the functionalist would counter-argue that although when the Holocaust happened the Jewish people were being murdered, before this happened Hitler and the Nazis considered the Madagascar plan. This plan was proposed by Franz Rademacher and approved by Hitler in June 1940.[footnoteRef:311] The Madagascar plan was the idea of emigrating the Jewish people to the Nazi Germany controlled island of Madagascar, but two of the reasons this plan fell through was that the sea by Madagascar was too heavily dominated by the British navy, and the Nazis lack the amount of ships needed for transporting millions of Jews to Madagascar.[footnoteRef:5192]   [311:  Snyder, Timothy, Bloodlands: Europe between Hitler and Stalin, 1st edn (New York: Basic Books, 2010) [accessed 10th February 2025]
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However, an intentionalist might make the argument that the Jews being emigrated to Madagascar does not mean that Hitler could not have committed the Holocaust there instead of in Nazi Germany. Therefore, it could be said the path to Auschwitz was a straight road. On the other hand, the functionalist would point out that there is no evidence that Hitler would have committed the Holocaust in Nazi German controlled Madagascar, and furthermore if Hitler always intended to commit the Holocaust, why go through the extra steps of emigrating the Jews to Madagascar just to kill them, especially when it could just be done in Germany instead?
Therefore, it could be said that the road to Auschwitz was a twisted path. 

Alternatively, Synthesists would use the Madagascar plan to argue that this shows Hitler originally did not have the intention to commit the Holocaust, but gained this intention later in his rule, as the Madagascar was one of many plans to relocate the Jewish people outside of Nazi Germany to another country. An example pointed out by Kershaw is that, early during Hitler’s rule there was a Nazi policy of encouraging Jews to emigrate to Palestine. This policy was part of the Haavara Agreement between the Nazi Government and Zionist organisations. This agreement facilitated the transfer of Jewish assets to Palestine in exchange for emigration.[footnoteRef:9694] The main reason why this agreement fell through is because of opposition from both Zionists and Non-Zionists, they opposed the Haavara Agreement as they believe it compromised their principles. This opposition led to political and social tensions about the agreement.[footnoteRef:20621] To Kershaw the early plans the Haavara Agreement and the Madagascar plan, and the several other failed plans of the Nazis show that Hitler originally had the intention to emigrate the Jewish people out of Germany, but only later in his rule when these plans failed did his intention shifting to committing the Holocaust.[footnoteRef:9810] Therefore, the pathway to Auschwitz could be described as starting off as twisted road, but due to the failed of plans to emigrate the Jewish people out of Germany Hitler’s intentions changed, which turn the road to Auschwitz became into a straight path. [9694:  Kershaw, Ian, The Nazi Dictatorship : Problems and Perspectives of Interpretation, 3rd edn (London: Edward Arnold, 1993) [accessed 12th February 2025]
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[bookmark: _Int_KUHeeGwB]A different argument that the intentionalist could make is that on the 15th September 1935, Hitler implemented the Nuremberg laws into the Nazi German legal system. These laws were primarily designed by Hitler, but Hans Globke played a significant role in drafting the laws.[footnoteRef:952] Under Nuremberg laws Jewish people were no longer considered to be German citizens as they were not of ‘pure’ German blood, which was a requirement for German citizenship.[footnoteRef:21553] The intentionalist would point out how this separated and otherised the Jewish people from the German people in ways that could be seen as Hitler preparing for the Holocaust, by making the German race see the Jews as separate and dangerous so that the German people would either be indifferent to the Jews being killed or actively support this. For example, one of the rules of these laws prohibited Jews from employing German females under 45 in their households. This law was designed to make it seem like Jewish people are threat to women and thus need to be gotten rid of to protect them.[footnoteRef:13586] [952:  Whitman, James Q., Hitler's American Model : The United States and the Making of Nazi Race Law (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017) [accessed 10th February 2025]
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[bookmark: _Int_DJlluA4P]However, the functionalist would counter-argue that while the Nuremberg laws might show a that Hitler intended to discriminate against the Jews, there is nothing explicitly in the rules of the Nuremberg legislation that shows a clear intention of committing the Holocaust. Thus, this could imply that the road to Auschwitz was a twisted path. On the other hand, the intentionalist would counter-argue that the reason there is nothing that explicitly shows an intention by Hitler to commit the Holocaust is, because he wanted to hide his true intentions from the German people and international community as much as possible. For example, one way Hitler hid his true intentions from the international community was by screening a play called ‘Das Ghetto’ to foreign diplomats from neutral countries. The film was propaganda with the purpose to portray the Warsaw Ghetto as a place where relatively well, and to create a false impression of what life was like in the Nazi German ghettos.[footnoteRef:25314] Furthermore, Hitler trying to hide his true intentions from the foreign diplomats and German public could be evidence that he did always intend to commit the Holocaust, as he would likely not want the international community and German public to find out his true intentions in case they have a negative reaction to his plan to commit the Holocaust.  [25314:  Prager, Brad, 'The Warsaw Ghetto, seen from the Screening Room: The Images that Dominate A Film Unfinished', New German Critique, 41 (2014), 135–157 [accessed 14th February 2025]
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However, one argument that could be made by the functionalist scholars such as Browning is the Holocaust largely happened due to the bureaucratic nature of Nazi Germany as Nazi officials were advocating for extremely anti-Jewish policies to gain favour with Hitler in the hopes that this will lead to a promotion or their careers advancing in some way. An example given by Browning is that, after the Night of Long Knives in 1934 the Schutzstaffel (SS) took control of the Sturmabteilung (SA) camps reorganised them according to the Dachau model.[footnoteRef:20834] This model refers to the system and structure established in the Dachau concentration camp, which was opened in March 1933.[footnoteRef:3550] This took over and restructure of the SA camps allowed the SS to implement more systematic and brutal policies in the camps, such as the mass executions conducted by SS members. These executions included shootings at the Death Wall and gas camber selections. These executions were part of the systematic extermination of the Jews and other targeted groups.[footnoteRef:7621] These policies can be seen as stemming from the bureaucratic nature of Nazi Germany rather than a direct plan used by Hitler. Therefore, the road to Auschwitz could be described as a twisted path.  [20834:  Browning, Christopher R. and Jürgen Matthäus, The Origins of the Final Solution : The Evolution of Nazi Jewish Policy, September 1939-March 1942 (London: Arrow, 2005) [accessed 10th February 2025]
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However, a counter-argue the intentionalist could make is that Nazi Germany had centralised decision making; this meant that Hitler had ultimate authority; Rich makes this argument by stating “the point cannot be stressed too strongly: Hitler was master in the Third Reich.”[footnoteRef:2693] Moreover, internationalists would argue that the key decisions about the Holocaust were made by Hitler rather than being a result of a bureaucratic process. For example, Rich highlights that during the Wannsee Conference in 1942, high ranking Nazi officials discussed and coordinated the logistics of mass extermination of Jews, was held under Hitler’s authority.[footnoteRef:2131] This conference resulted in the formalisation of the plans for genocide, which had already been set in motion by Hitler’s directives.[footnoteRef:27460] Thus, the path to Auschwitz could be described as a straight road. [2693: Rich, Norman, Hitler's War Aims. 1, Ideology, the Nazi State, and the Course of Expansion (London: Andre Deutsch, 1973) [accessed 14th February 2025]
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Alternatively, to the intentionalist and functionalist positions, the synthesists such as  Kershaw would argue that the Hitler did not originally have the only had the antisemitic intentions of discriminating against the Jewish people and did not have any intention of committing the Holocaust, but due to the bureaucratic nature of Nazi Germany Hitler gained the intention to commit the Holocaust from the extreme anti-Jewish policies proposed to him by his officials that were trying to earn favour from Hitler to advance their careers. Kershaw would point out that the Wannsee Conference could be strong evidence for the synthesists positions as Hitler had ultimate authority of the meeting, but it was his officials were the ones that discussed and coordinated the logistics of mass extermination of Jews, effectively formalising the Holocaust plan and shifting Hitler’s intentions from general antisemitic discrimination to committing the Holocaust.[footnoteRef:27666] Therefore, the pathway to Auschwitz could be described as starting off as twisted road, but due to the influence some of Hitler’s officials were able to have on his intentions, the road to Auschwitz became a straight path. [27666:  Kershaw, Ian, The Nazi Dictatorship : Problems and Perspectives of Interpretation, 3rd edn (London: Edward Arnold, 1993) [accessed 12th February 2025]
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[bookmark: _Int_TxfXtjRu]In conclusion both internationalists and functionalists scholars have made strong arguments for their respective positions, and synthesist is an effective middle ground between intentionalism and functionalism that allows for the strengths and weakness of the arguments to be takin into consideration. Therefore, the road to Auschwitz started as a twisted one, but over time due to events outside of Hitler control and some influence from his officials suggesting more extreme policies to earn favour with Hitler, the road became a straight path.
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