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Scholarship Review- Who was responsible for the brutal nature of the Holocaust and the Final Solution?
Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, in his book ‘Hitler’s willing Executioners’ seeks to prove that the German people were mostly to blame for the aggression towards the Jews during the Holocaust. To do this he tells us that the German people willingly acted to differing degrees to alienate members of the Jewish faith. In this book, Goldhagen makes it clear that the German people themselves were mistreating not only Jews but a number of other people in the streets. Here he states that the Jews were assaulted verbally, physically and isolated from society.[footnoteRef:1] This disregards the idea that the German people were unaware of the atrocities as they themselves were partaking in the persecution. He further tells us that the German people justify their actions by saying that they had acted out of fear and acknowledges that this is a reason that has been given many times. However, he doesn’t believe this to be the case. He said that the people were told by an officer that if they didn’t think they were up to the task of killing they would be excused; yet many people stayed to commit the atrocities anyway.[footnoteRef:2] Goldhagen takes his point further by stating that the German people were ‘by no means brainwashed’ to commit these atrocities.[footnoteRef:3] He poses that their views on the Jews had been in place long before the Holocaust even began and that the idea of brainwashing is ‘absurd’.[footnoteRef:4] The ultimate point of this book is to show us that the German people are indeed to blame for the Holocaust and inform people that these actions were voluntary. Although this book provides compelling evidence as to this particular argument, one could argue that there were many more external factors outside of the German people themselves, for example the propaganda these people were exposed to, the negative stigma surrounding Jews in everyday places such as the education system, and of course the Nazi leaders and ideologies themselves. These are factors which this particular book appears to often disregard. [1: Daniel Jonah Goldhagen ‘Hitler's willing executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust’ (New York: Knopf, 1996), p.439]  [2:  Goldhagen, (p. 553)]  [3:  Ibid, (p.606)]  [4:  Ibid, (p. 606)] 

Historian Timothy Snyder, in chapter 6 of his book ‘Bloodlands: Europe between Hitler and Stalin’ blames Hitler and his high command, specifically Himmler, Heydrich and Göring and the Final Solution for the acts exercised within the Holocaust. He does this by observing the increase in brutality towards the Jews in 1941. Firstly he mentions how it was from this point that Hitler began to declare ‘a war against Jews.’[footnoteRef:5] He furthers his point by stating that Heydrich went out if his way to force the able bodied prisoners in concentration camps into hard labour, and those that were not fit to work would instead be ‘made to disappear.’[footnoteRef:6] Snyder concludes this point by specifying that it was Himmler who provided the necessary manpower to commit mass shootings supported by the Wehrmacht. Snyder estimates that by the end of 1941, about one million Jews had been murdered to the east of the Molotov-Ribbentrop line.[footnoteRef:7] The purpose of this particular book is to investigate the killing fields of the years 1933-1945. The book looks into the atrocities committed by both Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Russia; it allows people to consider the similarities between the two countries that at the time were believed to be polar opposites of one another.  [5:  Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin (London: Basic Books, 2022), p. 188]  [6:  Snyder, (p188)]  [7:  Ibid (189)] 

Professor Guenter Lewy in his book ‘Perpetrators: the world of the Holocaust killers’ mostly accuses the workers in the concentration camps for the horrors during the holocaust. He notes that the perpetrators within the camps all had different reasons for the acts committed during the holocaust, from some people just enjoying the sense of power, some aspiring individuals who hoped to climb the ranks, some partook in the events to conform to normality and some who outright refused to murder; but in many cases these people still turned a blind eye. He continues to state that these people made a choice, and unfortunately most chose to become killers.[footnoteRef:8] He concludes the book by saying that even in cases like that of the holocaust, wherein mass crimes take place, people can always act differently, that we as a species like to have our freedoms to act. Lewy argues that Nazi Germany was no different and that ultimately those within the concentration camps acted upon their own decisions. Although in this book, Lewy acknowledges other factors such as the nature of German schools, the military structure of the Hitler Youth, and society as a whole played a role in enforcing the fascism and antisemitism, he argues this does not excuse the people’s actions in any way.[footnoteRef:9] The purpose of this book is to look into all of the key people responsible for the actions in the holocaust and ultimately inform the reader of the events through a philosophical and psychological perspective of the mindsets of the perpetrators.  [8:  Guenter Lewy, Perpetrators: The World of the Holocaust Killers (New York: Oxford University Press, Incorporated, 2017) p.97]  [9:  Lewy, (p.36)] 

Raul Hilberg in the first chapter of his book ‘Perpetrators, victims, bystanders’ observes Adolf Hitler as a primary cause for the atrocities of the Holocaust. Here, Hilberg states that Hitler saw the Jewish people as Germany’s ‘principle adversary’.[footnoteRef:10] Hilberg specifies that Hitler saw the Holocaust not as a Genocide, but instead as a defence against the Jews while this theology may have held some weight in Hitler’s mind, it is indeed very important to acknowledge that it is unlikely that all the perpetrators, victims or otherwise saw the killing as defence, since we know defenceless people were slaughtered. Hilberg elaborates to say that although Hitler himself did not do the killings personally and could never have controlled and orchestrated the genocide alone, it was him who allowed it to happen; he controlled the laws, and he signed specific directives to allow the removal of rights, not only from the Jews, but from all ‘non-Aryans’.[footnoteRef:11] Hilberg furthers this argument by saying that one cannot deny the glaring fact that Hitler was also very outspoken against the Jewish people. Hilberg provides the examples of Hitler’s first Anti-Jewish letter written as early as 1919,[footnoteRef:12] and another example where in 1933 Hitler began his anti-Jewish campaigns, disbarring Jews in occupations such as Lawyers and Tax Advisors.[footnoteRef:13] Hilberg furthers this once more by mentioning a number of oppressive laws approved by Hitler, such as 1935 law which saw Jewish people outright deprived of their German citizenships.[footnoteRef:14] This book serves to inform the reader of the multitude of factors responsible for the outbreak of the Holocaust, what people did in response, what they failed to do and why it was allowed to occur. [10:  Raul Hilberg, Perpetrators, Victims, Bystanders (New York: Secker & Warburg, 1995), p.10]  [11:  Hilberg, (p.12)]  [12:  Ibid, (p.14)]  [13:  Ibid, (p.12)]  [14:  Ibid, (p.13)] 
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