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

The Holocaust remains as one of the most complex and extensively debated events in modern history, particularly regarding the origins and the process of which Nazi Germany reached The Final Solution in 1942. Historians have long grappled with the question: Were the events leading to the Final Solution a ‘straight road’ determined by a pre-existing plan for Jewish extermination, or an improvised ‘twisted path,’ shaped by a bureaucratic contingencies, radicalization or chaos of a wartime era. This question is centre stage of the Functionalism–intentionalism debate, a term originating from a 1981 essay written by Marxist historian, Timothy Mason.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Browning, Christopher. Nazi Ghettoization in Poland: 1939-41.1986 p 343] 

Functionalist historian Karl Schleunes in his landmark 1970 work, ‘The Twisted Road to Auschwitz’ influenced this debate and other functionalist historians, by challenging the notion of a Nazi master plan for genocide.[footnoteRef:2] He and other Functionalist historians such as Christopher Browning, Hans Mommsen and Aly Götz would argue that the Holocaust did not follow a straight road, but instead emerged gradually through incrementally introduced radicalisation, wartime exigencies, and disorder within bureaucratic procedures. Functionalists reason that Nazi policies evolved through impromptu decision making based on the competing government officials, a worsening war time situation and cumulative radicalisation.[footnoteRef:3] In contrast, the ‘straight road’ argument, associated with intentionalist historians including Lucy Dawidowicz, Karl Dietrich and Eberhard Jackal contend that the Holocaust was a clear predetermined goal of Nazi ideology. Supported by Adolf Hitlers own writing, Mein Kampf in 1925 and the continuous remarks made in his speeches since made the desire of Nazi policies explicit.[footnoteRef:4][footnoteRef:5] Intentionalists affirm the idea of Hitlers dominance of the Nazi state was so great, that his personal ideas and prejudice were reaffirmed into official state policies, approving the theory of the ‘strong Fuhrer’.[footnoteRef:6]  [2:  Schleunes, Karl A. The Twisted Road to Auschwitz: Nazi Policy Toward German Jews, 1933-1939. 1970.]  [3:  Aly, Götz. “Final Solution”: Nazi Population Policy and the Murder of the European Jews.1999.]  [4:  Hitler, Afolf. Mein Kampf: My Struggle (Vol. I and Vol. II) - (Complete and Illustrated Edition). 2016.]  [5:  Baynes, Norman H. The Speeches of Adolf Hitler. 1942]  [6:  Alpha History. “The Historiography of the Holocaust.” 2023.] 

By evaluating Intentionalist and Functionalist perspectives, alongside the analysis of key historical moments and evidence, it should become a clear determination whether the events leading to Auschwitz were ‘straight road’ or a ‘twisted path.’

A compelling argument for the ‘twisted path’ theory is the decentralised and chaotic Nature of the Nazi bureaucracy, which resulted in a progressive radicalisation in an ideology to remove harmful variables, rather than premeditated Genocide.[footnoteRef:7] Functionalist historians such as Browning and Mommsen put forward that the Holocaust emerged from governmental improvisations because of internal rivalries between Nazi officers, local administrators, and SS leaders. Consequently, this intensified anti-Jewish polices absent of any direct mandates from Hitler.[footnoteRef:8] Nazi Jewish policy did not adhere to a singular, linear plan towards genocide; rather it evolved in reaction to conditions influenced by interdepartmental conflicts, logistical challenges, and external wartime forces.  [7:  Browning, Christopher. The Path to Genocide on Launching the Final Solution. 1992, p. 86]  [8:  The International School for Holocaust Studies. An Interview With Prof. Hans Mommsen. Shoah Resource Center. 1997] 

In the Nazis initial years of control, the regime implemented measures to discriminate against Jews, however these initial policies can be argued to not have exhibited any definitive precursors towards a mass extermination. The Madagascar plan of 1940 exemplified Nazi uncertainty and improvisation. At first, the policy proposed to forcibly deport Jewish Europeans to the island of Madagascar 250 miles from South Africa’s coast, assuming its harsh conditions would solve their Jewish problem.[footnoteRef:9] Britain's naval blockade forced the Nazis to abandon this plan, and instead ghettoise occupied Poland (Warsaw, Łódź, etc.) as a stopgap measure rather than a planned step towards annihilation.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Longerich, Peter. Holocaust: The Nazi Persecution and Murder of the Jews. 2010]  [10:  Schleunes, Karl A. The Twisted Road to Auschwitz: Nazi Policy Toward German Jews, 1933-1939. 1970.] 

Mommsen contends the intentionalist theory of a ‘strong Fuhrer,’ with Hitlers frequent delegations of crucial decisions to subordinates who independently intensified policy.[footnoteRef:11] And instead of issuing a clear command for genocide, Hitler offered ambiguous ideological guidelines that officials would progressively interpret and intensify over time. This decentralised governance model created an environment in which rival Nazi officials vied to enact progressively more radical measures emulate Hitler’s perceived desires.[footnoteRef:12] Consequently, initial Nazi policies regarding Jews were characterised by inconsistency, spontaneous measures, and conflicting agendas, rather than adhering to a preordained trajectory towards the Final Solution. [11:  Mommsen, Hans. From Weimar to Auschwitz. 1991.]  [12:  Ibid] 

The onset of the Second World War and the 1941 invasion of the Soviet marked a significant turning point, Functionalist historians would argue that the Holocaust developed in response to wartime circumstances such as Operation Barbarossa. Nazi Jewish policy had before concentrated mostly on segregation, forced labour, and deportation, with the final fate of Jews still unknown. Reaction to this new reality was instantaneous and violent. Operating behind German military lines, mobile death squads called the Einsatzgruppen started the methodical mass execution of Jewish men, women, and children.[footnoteRef:13] Just one of the thousands of mass killings executed across occupied Soviet territory was the atrocity at Babi Yar in September 1941, where 33,771 Jews were killed close to Kyiv.[footnoteRef:14] These murders marked a dramatic change in Nazi policy since they showed that the main approach to solve the so-called "Jewish Question" was extermination, not exile or confinement. [13:  Desbois, Patrick, and Paul A. Shapiro. The Holocaust by Bullets: A Priest’s Journey to Uncover the Truth Behind the Murder of 1.5 Million Jews. 2008.]  [14:  Hoffman, Avi. "A Museum for Babi Yar". 2011] 

With this, the logistical restraints of Nazi expansionism required changes in governmental policies towards Jewish people. The dominance of the British Navy had already led to abandonment of the Madagascar plan, the Holocaust by bullets put too heavy of a strain on German war resources, and the once provisional solution of relocating Jews to ghettos had now become another issue for the Nazis due to unsustainable overcrowding resulting in disease and famine.[footnoteRef:15] Heinrich Himmler sought "more efficient" methods of mass murder in response to these logistical challenges. This question led to the first use of carbon monoxide poisoning as a method of execution in Soldau in 1940 with the implementation of petrol vans. Subsequently, this approach was expanded to the construction of extermination camps in 1942, including: Chełmno, Belzec, Sobibor, Treblinka, and Auschwitz-Birkenau.[footnoteRef:16] This demonstrates how the Holocaust evolved in response to impromptu policy modifications rather than a meticulously orchestrated, long-term genocide. [15:  Life in the Ghettos. encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/life-in-the-ghettos.]  [16:  Patrick Montague. The Gas Vans (Appendix I). 2012] 

The significant strain the Holocaust imposed on German military resources, especially as the wartime conditions deteriorated, was another crucial element of this radicalising process. The Nazis prioritised the extermination of the Jews, often to the detriment of their own military efforts, despite Germany's urgent need for resources to combat the Soviet Union.[footnoteRef:17] Millions of Jews were transferred to death camps, diverting trains, fuel, and personnel from combat operations, so straining supply lines at a time when the Eastern Front was already under duress. Mass deportations were meticulously orchestrated by the Reichsbahn, despite military authorities' objections regarding resource constraints. Hitler and Himmler remained committed to the Final Solution as the Red Army advanced, exemplified by the mass deportation of Hungarian Jews to Auschwitz in 1944, an operation that consumed essential resources despite Germany's dire military situation. Adam Tooze asserts in The Wages of Destruction (2006) that the chaotic, ideological, and reactionary nature of Nazi policymaking is underscored by the leadership's persistent prioritisation of extermination, even in the face of certain defeat.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Browning, Christopher R. The Origins of the Final Solution: The Evolution of Nazi Jewish Policy, September 1939-March 1942. 2007.]  [18:  Tooze, Adam. The Wages of Destruction: The Making and Breaking of the Nazi Economy. Penguin UK, 2007.] 

A core thesis of the twisted path claim puts forward the idea that Nazi officials formulated the Final Solution through rivalry, improvisation, and localised decision-making, rather than a centralised blueprint. Nazi officials, particularly General Government Governor Hans Frank, implemented increasingly brutal measures that encompassed widespread starvation in ghettos, forced work, and mass executions in occupied Poland. In the absence of explicit directives, this decentralisation of Nazi authority resulted in policy escalations "from below," as local officials intensified their measures. This culminated in the Wannsee Conference (January 1942), which codified procedures that had already been implemented rather than initiating extermination.[footnoteRef:19] The Final Solution arose from a convergence of radical policies rather than a singular command, thereby corroborating the Functionalist argument that the trajectory to Auschwitz was not a linear, predetermined course but a dynamic process influenced by situational variables and bureaucratic inertia. [19:  Browning, Christopher R. The Origins of the Final Solution: The Evolution of Nazi Jewish Policy, September 1939-March 1942. 2007.] 


A central claim of the Intentionalist perspective is that the Holocaust was not an improvised response to wartime conditions but the logical endpoint of Nazi ideology, particularly Hitler’s antisemitism. Intentionalists such as Lucy Dawidowicz and Eberhard Jäckel argue that Hitler had a clear genocidal vision long before 1941. In Mein Kampf (1925), In addition to portraying Jews as a threat to Germany and the human race, Hitler asserted that the right to self-preservation is paramount and supersedes all ethical limits. He claimed that the existence of Germany as a country itself was threatened,[footnoteRef:20] these ideas made the Final Solution a logical ending. This was strengthened by his remarks over the 1930s, particularly his 30 January 1939 Reichstag speech expressly warning that, should war strike, it would cause the "annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe".[footnoteRef:21] Lucy Dawidowicz cited many strong anti-Semitic remarks made by Hitler to bolster her reading of events. "We will carry on the struggle until the last Jew is removed from the German Reich," Hitler remarked in a Reichswehr account from an April 1920 conference. Hitler claimed that the NSDAP would cause a revolution that would "thoroughly clean out the Jew-rabble,” A Bavarian police report noted.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Hitler, Afolf. Mein Kampf: My Struggle (Vol. I and Vol. II) - (Complete and Illustrated Edition). 2016.
]  [21:  Baynes, Norman H. The Speeches of Adolf Hitler. 1942]  [22:  Dawidowicz, Lucy. The War Against the Jews, 1933–1945. New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston. 1975] 

Intentionalists contend that such rhetoric was a precursor of real Nazi policy, not only propaganda. Hitler's antisemitic perspective stayed constant and uncompromising, implying that even if the precise techniques were changed with time, the murder of Jews was always a goal. This questions functionalist assertions that bureaucratic improvisation led to the Holocaust, functionalists dispute that Hitler left Jewish policy open, letting subordinates "work towards the Führer,"[footnoteRef:23] Intentionalists respond that this does not mean lack of forethought. Instead, Hitler's approach inspired effort in carrying out a vision he had previously developed. Many functionalists point to the 1940 Madagascar Plan as proof that mass deportation, rather than extermination, was the initial objective. Intentionalists reply, however, that this was really a temporary public-facing strategy and that it never worked. Designed to delay rather than avoid the inevitable, the Madagascar Plan reflected Nazi philosophy at that time rather than a substitute for genocide. Intentionalists contend that the final solution was already the underlying goal; its realisation depended more on logistical possibilities than on ideological changes. [23:  Kershaw, Ian. Hitler, 1889-1936.1999.] 

Another important Intentionalist argument is that war only gave the cover to more successfully execute Nazi objectives; it did not fundamentally change them. According to Richard Evans, Operation Barbarossa hastened the execution of the Final Solution rather than producing it.[footnoteRef:24] Already tying Jews to his anti-Soviet crusade, Hitler had called them "the carriers of Bolshevism."[footnoteRef:25] Intentionalists contend that mass murders carried by Einsatzgruppen in 1941 were the initial stage of a pre-existing genocidal scheme rather than ad hoc responses. To the functionalists, these tragedies merely followed logical reactions to the invasion of the Soviet Union. Intentionalists counter that most famously in the T4 euthanasia program (1939–1941)[footnoteRef:26], organised mass executions were already under way when the conflict intensified. This operation, which used gas chambers to eradicate handicapped Germans, proved that before 1941 the Nazis possessed both the ideological will and technological capacity to conduct mass murder. Intentionalists assert that this operation was a domestic trial run for the wider killing of Jews, therefore supporting the theory that genocide was planned rather than an unforeseen wartime adaption. [24:  Evans, Richard J. The Third Reich at War: How the Nazis Led Germany from Conquest to Disaster. 2012.]  [25:  Kershaw, Ian. Hitler, 1889-1936.1999.]  [26:  Budanovic, Nikola. “Action T4 – Nazis Euthanasia Programme That Dealt With the Disabled and Mentally Ill.” Warhistoryonline. 2018] 

Moreover, the Holocaust's top priority in spite of Germany's escalating conflict points to ideological commitment rather than military need. As Adam Tooze points out in The Wages of Destruction (2006), the Nazis spent priceless railway resources and people towards deporting Jews to extermination camps even while Germany was suffering severe military shortages.[footnoteRef:27] Hitler and Himmler carried out extensive deportations from Hungary in 1944 as the Red Army advanced, even though these operations made use of trains that may have been employed for military transportation. Intentionalists contend that this shows the Final Solution was an ideological need rather than merely a pragmatic wartime measure. Should extermination have been only a functional adaptation, military survival would have taken front stage instead of elimination. [27:  Tooze, Adam. The Wages of Destruction: The Making and Breaking of the Nazi Economy. Penguin UK, 2007.] 

The degree to which Hitler personally oversaw the Holocaust is a fundamental topic of contention between functionalists and intentionalists. Functionalists assert that Nazi leaders including Heinrich Himmler, Reinhard Heydrich, and Hans Frank advanced policy without clear directions from Hitler out of bureaucratic anarchy. Intentionalists, however, reject the idea that local Nazi officials behaved outside of Hitler's intellectual perspective. Although Hitler might not have micromanaged every choice, intentionalists contend that his speeches, policies, and approval of significant events helped to define the course of the Final Solution. Ian Kershaw's "Working Towards the Führer" presents a synthesis of several points of view. Although Kershaw contends that Nazi officials radicalised measures in an attempt to fit Hitler's expansive vision, this does not mean Hitler was absent. Hitler actively participated in decision-making as seen by his direct approval of programs including the T4 euthanasia program, the Einsatzgruppen atrocities, and the creation of extermination camps. His rhetoric also regularly accompanied significant policy increases, implying that extermination was always part of his ideological toolkit. Moreover, functionalists underline the Wannsee Conference (January 1942) as an administrative gathering rather than a decision-making occasion. Intentionalists counter that Wannsee formalised ideas that had already been essentially and practically active. Mass killings were already occurring by the conference; hence the main goal of the conference was not so much to decide on it for the first time but rather to arrange the logistics of eradication.

The debate between Functionalists and Intentionalists over whether the Holocaust followed a preordained path or emerged through bureaucratic improvisation is one of the most significant in Holocaust historiography. One of the most important arguments in Holocaust historiography is that between functionalists and intentionalists about whether the Holocaust followed a preordained path or resulted from bureaucratic improvisation. Functionalists believe that expanding radicalisation, bureaucratic inefficiencies, and war pressures shaped Nazi policy; intentionalists maintain that genocide was always the ultimate goal of Nazi ideology, with Hitler providing the ideological framework for mass extermination from the outset. The Final Solution likely emerged from a mix of both points of view, a process sculpted by long-standing antisemitic intention, changing military conditions, and growing logistical restrictions.
The functionalist perspective shows quite clearly how erratic and flexible Nazi policies were. Early emphasis on emigration and ghettoization, as shown in the Madagascar Plan and the creation of Jewish ghettos in Poland, helps to explain why mass extermination was not first sought as the one fix. As the Einsatzgruppen massacres following Operation Barbarossa in 1941 demonstrate, the war itself was absolutely pivotal in radicalising Nazi policy. Gas vans and extermination camps developed in 1942 can be seen as an improvised reaction to logistical difficulties rather than the outcome of a master plan developed years earlier. Intentionalists respond that these events reflect a change in technique rather than in ideological goals, not contradict a long-term vision for Jewish extermination. Clearly expressing his ambition for Jewish annihilation, Hitler's Mein Kampf (1925) and his 30 January 1939 Reichstag speech. Although wartime conditions might have affected the specific processes of the Final Solution, the ideological goal stayed constant. Showing that the Nazis were already experimenting with extermination methods before the invasion of the Soviet Union, the T4 euthanasia program (1939–1941) offers a striking precedent for state-sanctioned mass killing. Moreover, the fact that the Nazis were ready to commit vital military resources to support genocide initiatives even as the war turned against them supports the case that extermination was an ideological goal rather than only a wartime need.

To conclude, it is most likely that the truth about the Holocaust rests somewhere in the middle of these two positions. In spite of the fact that there was no single, pre-written "blueprint" for genocide, the Nazis did not accidentally discover that they were responsible for mass genocide. Hitler's vision served as the ideological foundation for the Holocaust, while the realities of the war, internal bureaucratic rivalries, and practical limits all had a role in determining how and when policies worsened. Therefore, the path that led to Auschwitz was neither a perfectly straight line nor a wholly spontaneous diversion; rather, it was a path that was fashioned by both ideological intent and practical difficulties. It is essential to have a complete understanding of how the Holocaust transpired in order to completely comprehend the interplay that exists between antisemitic ideology that has been present since the very foundations and the changing circumstances of Nazi governance.
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