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Explaining Auschwitz

Some Simple Thoughts
I remember being asked at the beginning of this course the reason I chose it. I recall having answered that even though I had no focused interest in the subject I expect it to be a challenging one, in the sense that it would help me get rid of the “inherited” prejudices related not only to Nazism and the Holocaust, but also to what always questioning “unquestionable truths” means. Surely, what I have learned during this course is far from providing me the necessary background in order to explain the Holocaust. Still widely regarded as an incomprehensible event, with deficiencies and ambiguities in documentary evidence that renders any explanation incomplete, Auschwitz seen through my own eyes is a deconstruction of the personalized interpretation of the Holocaust, which is still the dominant paradigm in the high-school teaching of German history in Romania. Hence, my ideal reader is the one who has scarcely heard anything apart from Mein Kampf, historical hatred towards the Jews and the Nazi party. It is first an account of what historians have to say about what caused Auschwitz.

One of the positions in historiography related to the Holocaust is that as early as 1925, with the release of the second volume of Mein Kampf, Hitler openly declared his ideological objective of physically destroying the Jewish race. The aforementioned objective was given a central position once he came to power in 1933. Finding widespread favor in Germany for his anti-Semitic cause, Hitler pursued this objective throughout his political career. Finally, in the early years of 1941, with the disorder of war providing the necessary cover, Hitler decided to set his plan into motion. This he did by issuing a personal order for the mass killing of the European Jews
. Although his racism was not original, because he had come to know the most important racial-anthropological, racial-hygienic and racial anti-Semitic theories, a racial program was outlined in Mein Kampf, focusing on the idea that the Jews were the absolute enemy of the Aryan race and hence had to be eliminated specially or physically. According to some authors, his racism had a programmatic character
.

On the other hand, there are authors such as Martin Broszat and Hans Mommsen, “broadly associated to the Social Democrats and the liberals who state that the German people are to be blamed for the crimes of the Third Reich, in that not only did they participate in these crimes but had also originated them.” They claim that the physical extermination of the Jews was not a central political objective of Hitler’s dictatorship, rather that the Fuehrer considered the Jews in terms of their propagandistic value, for the purpose of enhancing his public image. Hence, far from a situation in which Hitler personally dictated each policy in accordance with clear racial objectives, they emphasis that the Third Reich functioned in a state of “authoritarian anarchy”, with rival bureaucracies and power groups fighting to extend their own authority, by trying to “prove” the efficiency of their machinery and their political indispensability to the Fuehrer. Thus, as a result of this chaotic environment, Nazi policy towards the Jews emerged in a largely unsystematic and improvised manner, as these competing groups-members of the army, police and bureaucracy, as well as party organizations, sought to devise the most efficient means to rid the Jews from Europe. This improvised and un-coordinated process of decision-making led to radical measures, until finally extermination emerged as the only solution to what had turned into a massive self-induced administrative nightmare
. 

Analyzing the various initiatives which were put forward in the Reich from 1933, including the early attempts at economic and legal exclusion, as well as the policy of compulsory emigration offered the Nazis the hope for a territorial Final Solution. Deportation and not extermination was the Nazi’s plan for the Jews on the eve of the war with Russia. Historian Ian Kershaw has provided additional evidence that the Holocaust was not the end result of a coherent Nazi Strategy. He claims that the systematic extermination of the Jews could be seen to have its roots in a series of “improvised” local killings in the occupied German territories in the autumn of 1941. He refers in particular to the killing of 100,000 Jews in the Warghenthau area of Poland, where Governor Arthur Greiser had been given permission by Hitler to “deal with the Jews as he saw fit”. Hitler was content to provide carte blanche for others to turn ideological imperatives into concrete directives for action. Thus, Kershaw indicates that the killings had “an unmistakable air of improvisation, experimentation and rapid adaptation to new opportunities” and concluded that: “The Final Solution, as it came to emerge formed a unity out of a number of these organizationally separate programs”
.

This largely improvised process began from January 1942 to develop into a planned and systematic program of genocide.
 Thus, while finding the causes of the final solution in the chaotic administrative structure of the Third Reich and the desperate circumstances which arose during World War II, these historians tend to minimize both the personality of Adolph Hitler and the role of the Nazi ideology as contributing factors. Files found in the Auschwitz archive containing the architectural drawings of the camp showing the stages of its evolution show that architects who worked on its design had to find efficient solutions to increase the capacity of the camp out of a small scale project. This task imposed interesting technical challenges and, here is no trace in the archives about the moral questions these engineers might have had. We might say that there is a fusion between authoritarian nationalism and scientific elitism. Generally, science based professions hoped for privileges from authoritarian political structures (benefited those scientific professions which depended on industrial growth). The extreme case of professionalism without ethics high lightens an important truth about engineers, namely that they are preoccupied with means rather than the ends (becoming the doers).
It is also the case of the medical crimes of the third Reich which were the result of a dynamic triad involving the state, the medical profession and an academic enterprise comprising the universities, the medical profession and the research institutes. The academic enterprise legitimized the nazi’s state policy of eugenic and racial discrimination. In exchange they benefited from the availability of human subject material for teaching and experimentation. The medical profession facilitated the implementation of the state’s racial programs.
The leadership of the medical profession paid respects to the Nazi state, receiving in return economic and political rewards. German medical science made it professionally acceptable to define and describe human beings as “subhuman”, “life without value”. Not being considered as human, the victims were stripped of any pretense of protection and dignity. Thus, German doctors had a tradition of regarding medicine in terms of service to the state rather than to the individual. It was hoped that the racial hygiene would take a central role in placing medicine on nationalist values and in enhancing professional powers. If we take for granted the idea that indeed German doctors had a tradition of regarding medicine in terms of service to the state rather than to the individual
, we disregard the fact that there were tensions between the technocratic-eugenicists and racial-biological anti-Semitic conceptions of social engineering, as well as conflicting social interests in the racial hygiene movement. These competing biological theories were overshadowed by power struggles among Nazi leadership groups .On one hand there is the party dominated faction which emphasized the role of the family doctor as fundamental in promoting primary health care. There was a high degree of ideological motivation to the Party and to Aryan ideals .On the other there is the technocratic and elitist faction whose policies required medical expertise for sterilization, segregation and mass killing. Hence, the organizations and forces that define Nazism had aims that went beyond racial hygienists’ nationalism .As it became caught up in Nazi power politics, its aims, institutions and active leadership were transformed.

Although we assume we know who the spiritual mentors of the Holocaust were - all those European anti-Semites who vied with each other in expressions of hatred and ingenuous solutions to the "Jewish question" the genocide was the brainchild of technocrats (economists, sociologists, geographers, demographers, urban planners, etc.) who, before going on to make successful careers for themselves in the Federal Republic, inhabited the middle echelons of the Nazi occupation apparatus in the East. Their goal was to rationalise the economies of the countries of Eastern Europe and anchor them firmly in the Nazi "greater economic area". To solve the problem of "overpopulation", they conceived an economic and social restructuring plan that involved elimination of the Jews. In Poland, for example, a key component was the transfer of part of the underemployed rural population to jobs in the cities freed by "aryanisation". On this view, elimination of the Jews was an integral part of an overall rationalization plan. "Elimination" became "annihilation" when circumstances made this the most efficient option. Departure of the Jews for a distant "reservation", announced on several occasions from 1939 to 1941, was postponed indefinitely when the advance in the East came to a halt. As a result, the continuing presence of the Jews blocked the process of economic and social restructuring. Robbed of their possessions by the Nazis, and confined to ghettos where they suffered from malnutrition and typhus, the Jews were no longer productive enough. They cost more in food than they contributed to the economy.

 Thus, it is emphasised the crucial link between the Nazi’s plans for remodelling Europe racially and their goal of economic, social and demographic transformation. The population of Europe, both Jewish and non-Jewish, came to be seen as a variable which the Nazi leaders could manipulate at will - transplanting, sterilising and exterminating as necessary - to provide the master race with "Lebensraum" and a standard of living befitting its status. The technocrats are seen as an extension of the biologists and physicians whose role has been stressed by other researchers.  They argue that the passage from euthanasia to genocide was marked not only by continuity of personnel and methods (gassing) but also by continuity of discourse about "useless mouths to feed". This gives fresh impetus to the debate on the disturbingly modern nature of nazism and illustrates Hannah Arendt’s thesis of "radical evil" as the fruit of a system in which human beings become "superfluous". However, the "productivity" thesis notably fails to explain why Jews fit for work were exterminated right in the middle of a serious labour shortage.

Other interpretations of the causes of Auschwitz put an emphasis on the killers at the base of the pyramid: the police who carried out mass shootings of Jews in Eastern Europe and the guards who killed Jewish prisoners in the labour camps and during forced evacuation marches at the end of the war. Unlike the situation in the annihilation camps, here the executioners were face to face with their victims. Here, the basic theses are that the killers were fully aware of what they were doing and acted with a zeal that could only derive from deep-seated anti-Semitism; that in terms of their origins, professions and mentality they were ordinary Germans; that the German people as whole supported them, if not emotionally than at least intellectually; and that this support is explained by the long-standing presence in German culture of virulent anti-Semitism that had raised elimination of the Jews to the level of a national mission.
Studying the activity of a police battalion responsible for murdering tens of thousands of Polish Jews, Browning argues that anti-Semitism is not a sufficient explanation. Other factors, especially group pressure and the context of war, helped to turn "ordinary men" into mass murderers. In insisting that the killers acted "voluntarily",  it is being trivialised the influence of a context that freed these men from the inhibitions of ordinary life and of an institutional framework that pushed them in the direction of mass crime. By attributing their behaviour to a single source, German national culture, he avoids the question of what, in the twentieth century, has turned men into mass murderers in so many different countries.

Does this study of the killers provide a special key to explanation of the Holocaust? It minimises the role of the bureaucratic apparatus of annihilation and relegates the gassing of three million people to second place  What justification can there be for giving the bloody face of the Holocaust precedence over systematic industrial annihilation? The mass shootings in Eastern Europe are terrifying, but Auschwitz questions the very basis of our civilization. On the one hand, we are asked to accept the thesis of a massacre brought about by age-old hatred of the Jews. On the other, it is about the industrial elimination of "useless mouths" as part of a technocratic project to restructure the continent of Europe. It is my opinion that these opposing interpretations of the Holocaust, the first atavistic and the latter modernistic, are both over-simplifications.
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