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

The term ‘Holocaust’ primarily refers to genocide, particularly the systematic extermination of Jews during the Second World War (Garber and Zuckerman, 1989). Raphael Lemkin devised the term ‘genocide’ to describe the systematic destruction of entire ethnic and racial groups during the Second World War, leading to its recognition as a crime under international law. Scholars continue to debate its definition and complexities (Feierstein, 2014, pp. 11-38; United Nations, 1948). The Holocaust, culminating in the extermination of six million Jews and millions of others deemed undesirable by the Nazi regime, is a dark chapter in history. Auschwitz, the most infamous of the Nazi concentration and extermination camps, played a crucial role in this atrocity (Friedlander, 1994; Browning, 1992, p. ix). Auschwitz represents the Holocaust and is essential to discussions about the Nazi genocide. However, using Auschwitz as a shorthand for the Holocaust can oversimplify its intricate history (Kucia, 2019; Pettitt, 2019). 
Understanding the journey to Auschwitz is pivotal in the study of Holocaust history, reflecting the conflict between intentionalist and functionalist perspectives on the Final Solution's development and responsibility. Functionalists argued that the Holocaust evolved into a chaotic bureaucratic initiative starting after the 1941 Soviet invasion, viewing the Nazi leadership as competing interests rather than under Hitler’s absolute control. In contrast, Intentionalists believed the Holocaust was primarily driven by Hitler's long-standing intention and ideological commitment to eliminating Jews (Bartrop and Jacobs, 2011, pp. 56-57). 
This essay examines the complexities surrounding the rise of Nazi antisemitism and nationalism. It explores the ideological roots of these beliefs, the evolving policies toward Jews, the impact of the Second World War, particularly the invasion of the Soviet Union, and the roles of key individuals and organisations in implementing the Final Solution. The essay argues that a comprehensive approach, rather than competing ideological perspectives, provides a clearer understanding of Nazi Germany and its atrocities. The journey to Auschwitz was shaped by a complex interplay of ideology, institutional forces, and individual decisions rather than by a single, premeditated plan.
In the early 1900s, the German elite adopted beliefs in human inequality, influenced by scholars advocating heredity linked to racist Volkisch ideology. This idealised the German people as racially pure and superior, promoting a political belief that viewed race as the nation's foundation (Friedlander, 1994). Anti-Semitism in the interwar period arose from economic competition and social tensions, with crises and authoritarianism deepening radical anti-Jewish sentiments (Hagen, 1996). National Socialism emerged and gained momentum in the 1920s, leading to exclusionary policies after 1933 when Hitler became Chancellor. While anti-Semitism was a key aspect, the regime also targeted other groups whom they deemed unworthy (Friedlander, 1994). Richard Weikart (2013) argues that a distorted understanding of Darwinian evolution and Social Darwinism influenced Nazi racial ideology. The Nazis used the idea of survival of the fittest to promote Aryan superiority and justify the extermination and enslavement of Jews, Slavs, and disabled individuals through notions of racial struggle and eugenics.
Intentionalists contend that the Holocaust was a direct result of Nazi racial ideologies and Hitler's deliberate actions, which they see as a purposeful plan for the extermination of the Jewish people. They evidence this perspective with Hitler's antisemitic beliefs in his book Mein Kampf and key verbal statements he made (Draper, 1999). The following presents early evidence of Hitler's anti-Jewish opinion. In a letter from 1919, he labelled Jews as a threat to Germany (Landau, 1998). In 1921, as chairman of the National Socialist German Workers' Party, he promoted anti-Semitic policies that denied Jews citizenship (Hatheway, 1994). Furthermore, in a 1922 interview, he stated that Jews would be ‘hanged indiscriminately’ to cleanse Germany (Fleming, 1984, p. 17). In Mein Kampf, Hitler asserted that German foreign policy should be for ‘protecting, advancing, and maintaining our nation for the future.’ Hitler believed in Aryan superiority and viewed Jews as a threat to German society, arguing that their elimination was essential for the survival of the German people (Dawidowicz, 1975, pp. 122-123). Hitler's 1938 memorandum defined Volksdeutsche (ethnic Germans) by blood and race, worsening anti-Semitism and persecution of Jews and others deemed impure through vague criteria based on physical traits and language (Bergen, 1994). During a conference in  January 1939, Hitler said, ‘We are going to destroy the Jews’ (Krausnick et al., 1965, p. 44). [image: A group of people in a meeting

Description automatically generated]Hitler reiterated this in his address to the Reichstag (See Figure 1). Intentionalist historians have pointed to the 1939 Reichstag address as key evidence of Hitler's plan to carry out the Final Solution, occurring just months before the beginning of the Second World War. Hitler stated, ‘If the global Jewish financiers, both within and outside Europe, should succeed in dragging the nations into another world war, then the outcome will not be the Bolshevisation of the earth, and consequently, the triumph of Jewry, but rather the extermination of the Jewish race in Europe!’ Hitler often cited this prophecy, and it was used by those committing genocide to justify their actions (Mommsen, 1997). Intentionalists also point to information derived from 'British intercepts of German radio communications' indicating that Nazi forces were murdering Jews shortly after the war began, with the highest rates of killings occurring in late 1941 (Draper, 1999). Lucy Dawidowicz links Hitler's intent for the Holocaust to Mein Kampf and possibly as early as 1918, after the Treaty of Versailles. She argued that the Holocaust was a primary objective of the Nazis, with military actions merely serving to advance this goal (Feingold, 1976; Mamlak, 1977; Milton, 1990). Dawidowicz acknowledges the obscurity of Hitler's language but argues that his audience understood his policies for the removal and extermination of Jews (Davis, 1999). Hitler shaped Nazi ideology with his rhetoric, but no evidence has yet been found that he directly commanded the Holocaust. He created an atmosphere of hatred and anti-Semitism that motivated committed Nazis to persecute Jews and others deemed inferior.
Proponents of intentionalism assert that the anti-Semitic policies enacted in the 1930s represent a deliberate strategy aimed at genocide. However, this view oversimplifies the situation as it overlooks the interplay of ideology, opportunism, and historical context. The Nazis employed various methods to eradicate the Jewish population in Germany, including promoting emigration, forced relocations, and evictions (Schulze, 2016). After Hitler became Chancellor, anti-Semitism increased, resulting in the marginalisation of Jewish people. Propaganda worsened conditions for individuals with disabilities, leading to forced sterilisations. The Law for the Prevention of Offspring with Hereditary Diseases, enacted in 1933, permitted the sterilisation of around 300,000 disabled individuals over the next decade (Friedlander, 1994). The Haavara Agreement of 1933 was the first organised effort to facilitate the migration of Jews to Palestine. While the Haavara initiative saved many lives, it also aligned with Nazi interests. Between 1933 and 1940, about 70,000 German Jews emigrated. However, the agreement does not imply that the Nazis supported Zionism. Instead, it highlights the complexity and evolution of Nazi policies toward Jews, characterised by deep-seated hatred and the belief that Jews caused Germany's problems (Polkehn, 1976; Schulze, 2016). The Nuremberg Laws, enacted in September 1935, legally defined Jews and other targeted groups in Germany, marking a significant step toward their dehumanisation (See Figure 2). They prohibited interracial marriage to ‘protect the honour of the race,’ defining a Jew as anyone with three or four Jewish grandparents or linked to a Jew. [image: A poster with a diagram of the same type of black circles

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]Marriages between Jews and Aryans were illegal, with severe penalties for violations, and interracial intercourse was termed racial defilement. These laws replaced earlier court rulings supporting mixed marriages and were part of a broader anti-Semitic campaign for racial purity (Loewenstein, 1936; Rosenhaft, 2011). The Nazi Madagascar Plan, proposed in 1940 after France fell to Germany, aimed to forcibly relocate millions of European Jews to Madagascar, then a French colony, creating a Jewish reservation managed by Heinrich Himmler’s Schutzstaffel (SS). Intentionalists argue that this reflects the Nazis' shift towards genocide, as figures like Adolf Eichmann and Himmler sought to eliminate Jews without confrontation. The plan intended to transport up to four million Jews, but it became impractical after Germany failed to defeat Britain in the Battle of Britain (1940); the Royal Navy retained control over key sea routes. This made it virtually impossible for Germany to transport millions of Jews across the seas to Madagascar safely (Kurlander, 2023). Jews were increasingly marginalised, losing their fundamental rights, being removed from jobs, and facing boycotts. Kristallnacht (or the Night of Broken Glass) occurred on 9th-10th November 1938, marking a significant escalation in Nazi anti-Semitic violence (See Figure 3). Triggered by the assassination of a German diplomat by a Jewish youth, this state-coordinated pogrom targeted Jewish communities, leading to approximately 100 deaths and the detention of around 30,000 Jews in concentration camps. Jewish businesses and synagogues were vandalised, and survivors were forced to pay for the [image: A ruined building with many columns and arches

Description automatically generated]damages. Kristallnacht marked a pivotal moment that signified a transition from discriminatory policies and anti-Semitic laws to open violence and persecution, demonstrating the Nazis' intention to annihilate Jewish communities (Rees, 2017, pp. 139-145). In late 1938, as war loomed, the Nazi regime [image: A group of people standing next to a truck

Description automatically generated]escalated its policies towards groups deemed racially inferior or biologically unworthy, beginning with Hitler’s approval of killing infants with disabilities. By spring 1939, plans were underway to identify victims, recruit doctors, and set up lethal hospital wards. The T4 operation, initiated by Hitler in the summer of 1939, was later expanded to include disabled adults. Although the T4 killing centres closed in August 1941 due to opposition, new centres for Jews were being established. Chelmno opened in December 1941 using gas van technology for the murders (See Figure 4), followed by Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka in 1942. Gypsies faced persecution, deportation to ghettos, and were murdered alongside Jews and the disabled in the Holocaust. Disabled Jews were among the initial victims of the final solution, [image: A person in a military uniform

Description automatically generated]with many murdered in euthanasia centres in 1940 (Friedlander, 1994).
The invasion of Poland by Nazi Germany began on 1st September 1939, marking the start of the Second World War. Earlier that year, Hermann Goring had instructed Reinhard Heydrich (See Figure 5) to oversee the forced resettlement of Jews to achieve a Judenfrei (Jew-free) Germany (Browning, 2005, pp. 315-317). Consequently, the Nazi regime created ghettos to segregate and control Jewish communities in occupied areas, especially in Poland. The ghettos in Warsaw and Lodz were overcrowded and suffered from inadequate [image: A group of children sitting on the ground

Description automatically generated]sanitation, resulting in high death rates (See Figure 6). Initially viewed as temporary, the ghettos sought to relocate Jews to the Lublin district by February 1940 but struggled with issues like starvation due to economic isolation (Browning, 1986). Intentionalists see ghettos as a calculated part of the Nazi genocide strategy, while functionalists view them as responses to situational pressures. Ghettoisation was not just a central authority action for extermination; it varied in execution and was primarily initiated by local authorities (Browning, 1992, pp. 28-30). On September 21, Heydrich gave instructions to the commanders of the Einsatzgruppen [image: A group of soldiers on a pile of dirt

Description automatically generated](mobile execution units), emphasising the need to eradicate Jews, intellectuals, and political figures in the areas of Poland under occupation (Landau, 1998, pp. 68-69). Intentionalist historians argue that the subsequent actions of the Einsatzgruppen (See Figure 7) and other organisations, such as Reserve Battalion 101 (See Figure 8), were part of a premeditated, top-down plan by Hitler and the Nazi leadership to implement the Final Solution and secure Lebensraum (living space) for the German people. According to this perspective, Hitler's long-standing antisemitism directly influenced the violent policies enacted in Poland (Rossino, 2001). Lebensraum was crucial for the Nazis, as it generated public support for Germany's expansion. The concept of Lebensraum emerged in the early twentieth century as [image: A group of men in military uniforms

Description automatically generated]Germany sought imperial expansion, notably in German South-West Africa, where indigenous groups were displaced and killed (Madley, 2005). It was later adopted by radical conservatives in the 1920s and influenced Hitler's 1941 invasion of Russia and resettlement plans in Eastern Europe (Smith, 1980). The Einsatzgruppen were vital in implementing the Nazis' racial and ideological policies, particularly in the early stages of the Holocaust. By systematically targeting Jews, the Einsatzgruppen facilitated the Nazis' broader goals of ethnic cleansing, territorial domination, and the establishment of German control in occupied Poland (Breitman, 1994). Christopher Browning’s 1992 book Ordinary Men explores how German police officers, particularly those in Reserve Police Battalion 101, became perpetrators of mass murder. The battalion, mainly composed of middle-aged working-class men from Hamburg and not predominantly Nazis, participated in the systematic killing of Jews in Poland. Over 16 months, they executed around 38,000 Jews and transported 45,000 to Treblinka through forced labour and escorting them to execution sites. Their actions can be analysed from two perspectives: intentionalism, which considers them part of a Nazi genocidal plan, and functionalism, which attributes their behaviour to social pressures and conformity (Pleasants, 2017). Fritzsche (2013) argues that both Nazi ideologies and social pressures played a key role, with a decentralised bureaucratic structure turning ordinary individuals into perpetrators. Likewise, Michael Mann (2000) found that many acted out of fear rather than ideology, revealing a mix of ordinary men and devoted Nazis. Understanding why ordinary people commit horrific acts is crucial. It is a misconception that such participation is driven solely by deep hatred or ideology. Individual actions shaped mindsets, fostering a psychologically favourable disposition towards deeds that, under different circumstances, would have been inconceivable and likely opposed (Cesarani, 1994, pp. 119-120). Situational pressures also play a significant role, including peer pressure, the desire to avoid social ostracism and desensitisation to violence.
The concept of ‘working towards the Fuhrer,’ introduced by historian Ian Kershaw is vital to understanding the Holocaust as it sheds light on the dynamic between Hitler's overarching ideology and the actions of individuals within the Nazi regime. It describes how Nazi officials acted on their interpretation of Adolf Hitler's wishes without explicit orders. This approach suggests they autonomously escalated anti-Jewish measures, driven by ideological commitment and a desire for approval. It bridges two perspectives: the intentionalist view, which emphasises Hitler’s central role, and the functionalist perspective, focusing on the [image: A group of soldiers marching in a field

Description automatically generated]chaotic nature of Nazi governance. Therefore, the progression toward genocidal policies like the Final Solution resulted from both Hitler’s vision and the initiatives of his followers. Ambition and conformity among bureaucrats also played significant roles, as competition influenced policies like the Final Solution, illustrating a complex interplay of motivations and dynamics within the regime (Marrus, 1994).
On 22nd June 1941, Germany initiated Operation Barbarossa, invading the Soviet Union and subjecting millions of Jews in Eastern Europe to Nazi control. This invasion created logistical challenges that contributed to the radicalisation of anti-Jewish policies, and the Nazi approach to dealing with the Jewish population shifted fundamentally from expulsion to extermination. In the occupied regions, a systematic campaign began to eliminate Jews, highlighted by mass shootings such as the one at Babi Yar from 29th-30th September 1941 (See Figure 9), where 33,771 Jews were killed near Kyiv, Ukraine. The Einsatzgruppen carried out these executions with the help of local collaborators (Gerlach, 1998; United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 2024). The Einsatzgruppen initially targeted Jewish male leadership and intelligentsia. However, by late July 1941, orders expanded to murder all nonworking Jews, including women and children, reflecting an evolving plan for the extermination of Soviet Jewry. Early logistical challenges delayed mass murders, but as German forces gained confidence, systematic extermination escalated (Browning, 1994). The Einsatzgruppen's mass executions were soon deemed impractical, leading to gas chambers and extermination camps as more efficient solutions, aligning with the functionalist view of wartime-driven policy evolution. The invasion of the Soviet Union created significant logistical challenges in managing millions of Jews, resulting in a crucial shift in how the Nazis addressed the issue. The Nazis had to find a more efficient solution on a larger scale.
[bookmark: _Hlk186965017]On July 31, 1941, Reinhard Heydrich was tasked with creating a final solution for the ‘Jewish question’. This was reinforced on 23rd October 1941 with the formal prohibition of Jewish emigration from Germany and the occupied territories, clearly showing the transition in Nazi policy from forced emigration to genocide. This led to the Wannsee Conference in January 1942, where officials formalised plans to eliminate eleven [image: A document with black text

Description automatically generated]million Jews (See Figure 10). The minutes, recorded by Adolf Eichmann, detail this extermination plan (See Figure 11), including deportation and exemptions such as sterilisation for those of mixed Jewish ancestry and the temporary retention of Jewish workers in the military (Friedlander, 1994; Yad Vashem, 2025; Gerlach, 1998). The conference formalised genocidal policies, accelerated by the war in the East. By early 1942, Nazis were building extermination camps to industrialise murder. The Wannsee Conference coordinated efforts across Nazi-occupied territories, as the invasion of the Soviet Union demanded a continent-wide extermination program. It played a key role in implementing Hitler’s goals, reflecting the ideological zeal of the new elites within the Fuhrer state. This reflects a combination of intentionalist and functionalist viewpoints, as it illustrates the importance of Hitler's vision while recognising the bureaucratic and organisational facets of the regime's actions (Kershaw, 2004). The Wannsee Conference marked the official approval of the Final Solution, with Auschwitz identified as a key site for its implementation. Auschwitz became a notorious symbol of the Holocaust due to the scale of its systematic killings.  Founded in June 1940 for Polish political prisoners, Auschwitz was divided into three sections: Auschwitz I (See Figure 12), Auschwitz II (Birkenau), and [image: A gate to a concentration camp

Description automatically generated]Auschwitz III. Birkenau, added in March 1942, became the main extermination centre, housing Europe’s largest gas chambers (Auschwitz Birkenau State Museum, 2024). From 1940 to its evacuation in January 1945, approximately 1.3 million people were brought to Auschwitz, with only about 200,000 surviving (Hayes, 2003). 
Historian Hans Mommsen argues that while Hitler's approval was essential for the Holocaust, he did not directly order it. Instead, rival factions and committed Nazis wishing to progress their careers and impress Hitler developed the policies independently. In contrast, the intentionalist perspective suggests that Hitler verbally instructed Himmler and the SS to eliminate the Jews, intentionally avoiding written approval to evade direct implication. In his 1943 Posen speeches, Himmler described the extermination of the Jewish people as a directive from the highest leadership, implying it originated from Hitler (Friedlander, 1994). However, evidentially, no long-term premeditated plan or signed directive from Hitler explicitly ordering the Holocaust has ever been discovered. Historians generally agree that the decision-making process for the Final Solution was gradual and influenced by various entities within the Nazi regime. Functionalists believe it resulted from improvisation, while intentionalists connect it to Hitler’s ideological goals, linking it to the Soviet invasion and his pursuit of Lebensraum along with the annihilation of the Jews (Browning, 1992, pp. 3-4; Browning, 2003). Both perspectives are valid.
In conclusion, Hitler's antisemitic ideology was the foundation of early Nazi policies of discrimination and persecution toward Jews, such as the Haavara Agreement that forced many to flee Germany. The Nazis' mistreatment of Jews escalated from oppressive laws to violent actions. Significant events, such as Kristallnacht and the activities of the Einsatzgruppen in Poland, illustrate the increasing severity of these measures as the war progressed. The invasion of the Soviet Union marked a significant turning point; the logistical challenges of removing millions of Jews in pursuit of lebensraum raised the urgency of finding a solution. This culminated in the Wannsee Conference, where bureaucrats decided on plans for the systematic extermination of Jews and other targeted groups. The implementation of the Final Solution developed in a decentralised manner. Leaders and officials interpreted Hitler’s ideology and directives without receiving direct orders from him. The journey to Auschwitz did not follow a premeditated plan; instead, it involved changing policies and bureaucratic competition, all under a clear ideological goal: the eradication of Jews from society. This perspective highlights the coexistence of what can be described as the ‘straight road’ and the ‘twisted path’ of the Holocaust. Recognising the complexity of the Holocaust is vital to avoid oversimplification and to grasp its dual nature.
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Figure 1: Hitler at the Reichstag 30 January 1939
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Figure 3: The interior of a Berlin synagogue after it was set on fire by Nazis on Nov. 9, 1938
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Figure 5: Reinhard Heydrich was a principal
architect of the Holocaust.
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Figure 6: Children begging in the We
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Figure 7: A squad of the Einsatzgruppe D shooting Jewish women in an open pit
near Dubossary in Soviet Moldavia, 14 September 1941 (Image HU 86369).
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Figure 9: The Nazis used Babi Yar as a giant execution site in 1941-1943,
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Figure 11: First page of Copy 16 of the Wannsee Protocol
marked “Secret Reich Matter.”
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