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Blueprint or Wartime Emergency?

Was the Final Solution’ an
intended corollary of Hitler's
anti-Semitism or an ‘accident
of war”?

| | ntil the early 1960s, historical analysis of

the Holocaust was limited in both quan-
tity and extent. The change m attitude thecalter
s sometimes attributed 1o the publicity surround-
g the trial of the SS killer Adolf Eichmzann, who
was Kidnapped in Argentina by the Tsrach Segret
Service, triec] and executed m Jerusalem,

Now there is an entire academic field of
Holocaust studies devoted to trying to answer
some of the intractable questions surrounding this
lerrible human cataclysm. How could the
Holecawst have happened? To what extent was it
4 procuct of Gemuany’s past? Was it an meviiable
result of Hitler's rabid anti-Semitism, or the
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procduct of wartime circumstances? And why was
there apparently so litthe Jewish resistance to the
genocide?

Historians of the Holocaust fall broadly into
two groups. The so-called infentionalists, who
believe that the Holocaust was essentially a
product of @ plan hatched by Hitler; and the
Sunctionedist school, which has argued that only
the coming of the Second World War caused the
Endlisung (Final Solution’) to be adopted. There
is another group of revisionists, or ‘Holocaust
deniers’, but it would be a form of flattery to
accord the ntle of historian’ to such mavericks
and fantasists.

The intentionalist view
Many students would find the intentionalist view
of the Holocaust more convineing. It focuses on
Hitler's extreme antiSemitism, which i
expressed so clearly in his book Meirr Kamipf.
Here Hitler talks in lurid style about his first
meeting with a Jew i Vienna, and how the Jews

were the root cause of all Germany's misfortunes,
both during and after the Firet World War.
Hitler is seen to a degree as a product of
German history, in the sense that anti-Semitism
had been a feature of Gemum intellectual life as
far back as Luther in the sixteenth, and Fichte in
1he late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
Hitler was, of course, an Austrian by birth, but
was known to have been influenced by leading
anti-Semites like Lueger and von Schonerer,
whose pamphlets he read as a young man. The
recent suggestion by Kimberley Cornish, in a
book entitled The few of Linz, that Hitler's anti-
Semitism can be explaived by his dislike of a
Jewish schoolmate, Ludwig von Wirtgenstein,
winle interesting, is not particularly amvincng,
Intentionalist historians fike Lucy Dawidow-
iz, Rarl Dietrich Bracher and Alan Bullock see
an unbroken line between the Holocaust and
Hitler's earliest anti Semitic ravings. Acoording to
Dawadowwz, the Second World War was signif-
cant only because it provided a convenient cover
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Chronology of the Holocaust

1933 Hitler comes to power, Logisiative
#ssault on the Jews begins.

The Nuremberg Laws.
Kristalingcht.

Outtveak of the Second World War
seals off German Jewry from escape.

Invasion of the USSR, First gassings
& Chelmno.

Wannsee Conference co-ordinates the
government agencics involved in the
Final Solution. Mass gassings start at
Auschwitz and Treblinka.

Completion of the Holocaust with the
mass murder of 400,000 Hunganan
Jews.

Surviving Nazl seaders tried for crimes

against humanity at Nuremberg. Ten
afe hanged.

1935
1938
1939

1941

B
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Left: A woman lights candles on Ihe rails lo
Awnsclueste.
Right: A prisouer dying of mabuelvition and ill-
trealment ouiside Buchenwald prison camp al iy end
of the o,

for the mass murder of European Jewry. Hitler's
speech of January 1459, o which he threatened
the Jews with extmetion if they plinged Germany
mto another world war, can therefore be seen asa
Jogical follow-up to what he had written in Mein
Kawspf. There can be no possible doubt, the mten.
tionalisis argue, of Hither's overwhelming personal
responstbility for the Holocaust,

There are some problems with this interpreta-
tion, however. Hither's fundamental ant-Semitism
cannnt be in doubt, But there was a lengthy pas-
sage of tme berween Hitler's comng to power in
Jamuary 1933 and the first gassings of Jews at
Chelmno in December 1941 Two other distingt
phases in Nazi policy can be recogmised in the
period 1903341,

The legislative phase
Between 1433 and 1935 the Nazis seemed pre-
occupied with # legislative assaalt on the Jews. First
of all thery was an SA«rgamsed boyoolt of Jewish
shops and husinesses, which was not actually very
successful. Then Jews were systematically
excluded from the professsons and vistually every

The emigration option

The legislative attack on the jews went hand in
hand with a second altermative aption, although
this anly really came to the fore between 1938 and
1940, But as carly as 1923, as a result of the so-
called Havaara Agreements, the Reich Economics
Ministry had allowed Jews to emigrate to Pales-
tine in exchange for payment. The Jewish Agency
250 agreed that refugees” financial resources
nust be used to purchase German goods. It is
interesting that Hitler, despite his fanatical anti-
Semitism, condoned soch agreements when it
was in the Reicl's economic mterest to do s,

For some years little of substance was heard of
the emigration option, although the Nazs flirted
with the idea of sending Jews abroad. A radicali-
sation of anti-Jewish policy can. however, be iden-

refuged access to Poland.

Some 20000 Jews were sent to concentration
camps following Knistallnachy, and the Nazis
became mare systematic in their efforts to exclude
Jews from Gemmany altogether, Eicimann had set
up an office in Vienna following the Anseliuss (the
union of Austria and Germany) in March 1968 1o
accelerate the expulsion of Jews from Austria. This
office was replicated by Remhard Heydrich,
Himmler's deputy in the SS, for Germany itself.
Hundreds of thousands of Jews had been forced out
of the Reich, leaving their property behind them, by
September 1939,

At the same tme more outlandish emigration
schemes were considered by the Nazi
leadership. Goring suggested that
rich US and Canadian Jews might _

tified following the nationwide attack on Jewish  be persuaded to pay for the m
property and synagogues during Kristalnachtin - settlement of Jews in the USA.

November 1938. This followed the murder of

a German diplomat in Paris by Hershel

Grynzspan, a young Jewish boy whose ~ DENMARK m

parents had, with others, been ‘dumped’
amg tht Polish German frontier but
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This czome 1o vothing, But a plan 3
to resettle the Jews of Gemany i
on the French adonial skind of
Madagascar seenms 10 have been
taken much more senously. The
fact that the French nught have
objected, or that Brtish control
of the seas might render this idea
impossible, does not seem to
have been part of the equation,
Nevertheless, the Madagascar
Plan was certainly under serious
consideration as late as 19410),
Another alternative was gome
sort of vast reservation in
castern Russia, once Hitler had
carried oot s threatened attack
o Bolsheviam,

The functionalist view

The coming of the Second World Warin Sepiem-
ber 1939 aceentuzted whal the Nazis liked o eall
the Jewish problem’. Many Jows were herded
o ghettos like Warsaw and Lublin in
canquered Poland, but there were many more of
then. At 3 million, Poland had the largest Jewish
population in Kunipe, Even move Jows came
under Nazi comirol after the Germam attack on
the Soviet Union in June 1941, What was 19 be
done with themy?

[t = at this paini that he finetiomalist school of
historians differs most sharply from the
intentionalists, Acoording o leadmg functionalists
like Broszat and Mommsen, it was this pressure of
numbers that brought sbout the decision to murder
the Jews en masse, The Holocaust was not,
theretore, the result of 2 long-erm plan but of a
short-term wartime emergency. It was also s result
of pressure from the 5S and Lol Nazis in Poland
to be rid of those masses of fews,

Hitler himself, according o the finctionalists,
biad tittle persimal involverént in s decision for
genocide. Indeed, acvording to Waltuang
Mommsen, Hitler was ‘o weak dictator who was
quite mepable of fonnulating a biuepring abxot
anything. Mommeen huked (his with his thevry
that Nazi Germazny was ‘polyeratic’, a many-
headed power system with rival POWEr entres.
[itler, be argued, was & shambolic, weak Jeader
who only rarely imervened directly in
Lovernnent.

Thus there was no long-term plan for the
Holocaust, but only a slide mto genacide
oweasioned hy the circomssunees facng the Nazs
in 194142, Itentionalists like Dawidowicz and
Bracher hotly disputed this attempt 10 absolve
Hitler of personal responsibility. Other historians
like Burrin, who is rot totally convineed by the
intentionalist analveis, have reiterated the
centrality of Hitler's rede. He willed the Holocaust,
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The ngtermath of Kvietalinacht, Nowentber 1938,

The decision for genocide

A parallel debate has taken place about when
exictly the decision to kill the Jews was mude.
Some, like Burrin, argue for mid-September 1M1;
others helicve that the decision may have been
made in the early summer of 1941, What we
do know is that the first Jews were gassed at
Chelmmo m Poland in December 1941, some 3 or 4
months before the gas chambers at Auschwitz,
Treblinka and Sobibor began to operate. (The
Nazis had already gassed mentally retarded people
in Prussia as part of their enthanasia programme
m 1941 In January 1942 Heydrich chaired 2 meet-
ing with other Naz keaders at Wannsev, a Berlin
suburb, about the practical problems posed by the
mass liquidation of the Jews.

Thereafter the Holocust gained momentum,
culminating in the gassing of 100,000 Hungarian
Jews in 1944, Even when it was clear that
Germany had lost the war the killings went on,
althaugh Eichmann produced a bizarre scheme in
1944 whereby Hungarian Jews were to be
swapped for 10000 mucks and other rmw maters-
ks newded by the Germans. This blatant attempd
to save his own neck was fatly rejected by the
Al powers,

Jewish resistance

It has been argued that the Jews went passively 1o
their deaths, And it is true that there was a gener-
atwmal difference in approsch. Older Jews were
more likely to co-operate with the Judenvate
Uewish Councilg) in their efforts to save their
communities by co-operation with the Nazis. But
in practice the Jewish Councils had little choice.
Resistance by them might result in death.

Younger Jews, especially those who were
Zionists or communists, often chose active resis-
tance, In 1943 Jewish resisters held out hervically
for 6 weeks in the Warsaw ghetto against its
destruction and evacuation; this was normally the

prelude to transportation to
the gas chambers.

There were also Jewish
upnisimgs against the Nazis in
the Sobibor and Treblinka
camps. These precedems left
an important legacy. After
1948 the Jewish state of lsrae)
would never accept dictation
by force — the memory of the
Holocaust was 0o viyid.

The legacy of the
Holocaust

The physical remains of the

genocide still exist because of

the perpetuation of places like

Auschwitz, and Holocaust

museums in Isrzel and else-
where. Nazi leaders were punished for their crime
ar Nuremberg in 1946, but such Justioe was incom:
plete. Many leading Nazis escaped punishment,
often (a8 in the case of the notorious desth amp
doctor Mengele) by fleeing to South America,

The question of responsibility still hung in the
wir. Were the democracies to blame because of
their unsympathetic attitude to Jewish refugees
before 1908, and their unwillingness to believe the
first atrocity stories coming out of Poland in
1941422 Were all Germans responsible for the
Third Reich's crimes, as Daniel Goldhagen has
suggested in a recent book? And what of those
states like Switzerland, which gained finandally
from the Holocaust?

Crimes of genocide have still been committed
since 1945 in Cambodia, Bosnia and Rwanda.
And unly in 1998 did the UN socure the agrec-
ment of the international community to the
setting up of a permanent war crimes court. The
shadow of the Holocaust still lies over us, and the
potential for its repetition remains,
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