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 Explaining ‘Auschwitz’
It often goes unnoticed that the Holocaust is not one event, but that it is composed of a multiplicity of distinctive yet interconnected events. It follows that once a ‘label’ has been applied, that inescapably gives rise to a certain extent to a simplification of the actual occurrence. It is partly on account of this that it has often been argued that a single term does not do justice to such a row of events, even more so since certain words (such as Dritter Hurban or Shoah) describe the events that took place between 1933-1945 from the victims’ outlook, whereas the ‘Final Solution’ is clearly part of the National Socialist discourse. In any case, the ubiquitous popular usage of the term clearly serves to routinize its meaning.
 
To make matters even more intricate, one of the most lasting and multifaceted debates concerning the Holocaust is the one where the parties involved either question or sustain the ‘uniqueness’ argument. One could say that the Holocaust is a particular kind of genocide, because it involves the intended total annihilation of the Jewish people, in this case supported by forcefully contended ideological reasons. However, one debate that arises with such a definition concerns the non-Jewish victims of the Holocaust. How can their deaths be explained? Should they also be referred to in the same terms, or should they be somehow separated from the definition of the ‘Jewish Holocaust’? Should then the term ‘Holocaust’ be applied only to the Jewish victims and should a separate term be coined in order to represent the killing of Gypsies, handicapped, homosexuals and other non-Aryan peoples? The issue of the ‘uniqueness’ of the Holocaust is certainly judicious for the historian, as it raises the question of the authenticity of comparison, which is in the end such a scholar’s main instrument of analysis.
The general lines of discussion that have been traced so far point to the essence of this essay, namely to the attempt to explain the unfolding of events that have generally been termed as the Holocaust, and whose ghastly symbol has been Auschwitz. In order to explain ‘Auschwitz’ we would need to get into the minds of the Nazis themselves and observe how the enthronement of racial discrimination and visceral hatred at the core of the National Socialist ideology found its materialization in the callous destruction of human lives, centuries-old traditions and communities and identity, as part of a destructive war that led Europe into moral, physical and cultural ruin. It was exactly this beguiling opportunity that the war gave to the Nazis that plays a key role in explaining ‘Auschwitz’. Without the cover provided by the war, without a situation where conventional norms of conduct are abolished, and in a world that incessantly threatened one’s very existence, it became considerably less demanding to carry out homicidal policies.  What follows is that, at times of crisis, modes of perceptions can be severely tainted and can have profound ramifications in human conduct and reaction to different stimuli and events. This is not to excuse those that willingly participated in the abhorrent process of extermination. It is simply an attempt to understand the mental and emotional upshot that war –as any state of affairs characterized by incessant violence- can have on the human psyche; the psychological pressures that are unleashed when being aware that one’s own life is under constant threat and that the solution exists and is simply waiting to be put into practice must be considerable. Using this type of mechanism and through relentless and skilful propaganda, the Nazis came frightfully close to reaching their intended target of constructing their Judenrein racial utopia.

The overriding purpose of any historian is to understand and then to explain the events that are described, but when faced with such a challenge as explaining ‘Auschwitz’, standard rules seem to somehow lose their applicability. It is here that the moral, philosophical and interpretative quandaries come to light.  Such an undertaking runs the risk of never being solved in its entirety. Accordingly, this essay does not propose itself to give a definitive account of what ‘Auschwitz’ represents or to offer an authoritative explanation. It is rather an attempt to raise questions than provide answers, in the hope that it is relevant questions that help us draw nearer to the inward nature of such a multifarious phenomenon.

 One can embark upon structuring different narratives in the attempt to at least partly explain or represent the Holocaust. It is this sheer impossibility of reaching consensus over a ‘master narrative’ and the endless chain of debates that can be stirred that have rendered this topic just about inexhaustible. The approach that seems to allow for an outlook that is as encompassing as possible is the one that endeavors to render the Holocaust more comprehensible by scrutinizing not only at the actions of the perpetrators, but also those of the victims and the bystanders, as well as the ideological tenets on which such actions rested, the propaganda mechanisms at play and the long-term effects for all the major components of this process. The limited expanse of this essay disallows an in-depth study of all these potentially explanatory factors; it follows that the main purpose is to draw several logical correlations between them and to propose an outline of the psychological defense mechanisms that enabled the perpetrators to carry out their crime, the victims to cope with the threat to their lives and the bystanders to indulge in thinking that it was not in their power to get involved.
It is with the support of such a framework of analysis that this paper intends to proceed towards reflecting upon a deviant hallucinatory vision of the world whose practices have disrupted our preexisting framework of reference and have time and again tested our capacity to understand its twisted coils. An undertaking such as this is undoubtedly based on years of research of different scholars, and due to the fact that such approaches rely on the benefit of hindsight, shunning from moral judgments becomes a painstaking challenge. Naturally, the focal point of the discussion at hand is the image of the past. Still, it is the contention of this essay that, although immensely valuable for the process of understanding and explaining ‘Auschwitz’, retrospection needs to be combined with the endeavor to view what for us now represents the past with the eyes of those for whom it then represented the unfolding and unpredictable present.  

The extermination of the Jews was designed to be carried out in total terms, meaning not only that the destruction of the entire Jewry was intended, but that this process also involved a remarkable and complex interplay of the most important of the Nazi state’s institutions and their personnel; it would not be an exaggeration to state that the extermination process entailed an extensive part of the society’s human and financial resources. Such an intricate administrative process is indeed one of the essential factors that need to be taken into account when tackling the multifaceted proceedings that are symbolically termed as the ‘Holocaust’. One essential observation that is related to the way these bureaucratic mechanisms functioned, to the structure and power relation within the Nazi state and it concerns the atrophying system of laws. It follows that laws or decrees were no longer considered to have absolute power, but were rather interpreted to be the expression of will
. 
In following this line of reasoning, it was very likely that the way events unfolded in reality could hardly be entirely predicted through a decree. Consequently, it became common practice to consider such rulings as setting nothing more than rough boundaries for a certain kind of action that needed to be taken. As a result, it becomes apparent that by not imposing clear limitations, a certain degree of independence was given by the central to the local authorities, which opened the way for personal initiatives, which in its turn is a very powerful argument against the theory placing the structure and functioning Third Reich within the totalitarian paradigm. On the other hand, since this point has been touched upon, the discussion tends to drift towards another key aspect: if we are to believe that there was no detailed scheme, no precise arrangements, if the implementation of the annihilation process depended on the actions taken by so many people -sometimes independent of each other- how was it that it was so efficient? Saying this, one does not deny that there was an inflexible inner structure of the extermination process, which consisted of defining the pattern of those that were meant to be slaughtered, of containing them into concentration camps and in the end of killing them.
 
Despite the proved general effectiveness of the Nazi bureaucratic and execution apparatus, one cannot neglect the obvious administrative and financial obstacles that hindered the murderous proceedings. To only name a couple, one needs to think no further than the capacity of the extermination camps and the trouble it often had in withstanding the increasing influx of prisoners; the fact that the costs of physically destroying the Jews came to outweigh the financial benefits can also be said to have represented a serious stumbling block, as was the fact that the Nazis were depriving themselves of a workforce that could have considerably helped their war effort. It is such adversities and many others that the Nazi killing apparatus had to face that contributes to drawing a clearer picture describing the sheer determination of the perpetrators to take the exterminatory process to its intended total outcome, a determination which is in itself frightful. 
Important as they may have been, it is the contention of this paper that the administrative problems the Nazis faced came second to the underlying emotional deterrents of those that participated directly or indirectly in the exterminatory procedures. It is these constraints that present scholars with possibly the greatest challenge in explaining the Holocaust, since the task of setting patterns of behavior, of compliance and of resistance appears to be a painstaking one.  It is not the intention of this essay to engage in an exhaustive psychological investigation, but to simply pinpoint some commonsense connections and discuss the general implications of such psychological defense mechanisms. Firstly, in order to ward off the threat of potential opposition forces, secrecy was imperative, and so was the use of euphemisms such as Endlösung der Judenfrage (Final Solution to the Jewish Question), Sonderbehandlung (special treatment) or Entjudung (getting rid of the Jews). 
What is indeed thought-provoking is to discover whether, apart from being a technique that protected the leaders from public disapproval, this secrecy also represented a way of protecting those directly involved from psychological distress; in the end, things always seem to be less real if they are not verbalized.
 A question that has constantly been raised concerns the almost complete lack of resistance to the implementation of the Nazis’ murderous plans, both on the part of the Germans and that of the Jews. It is certainly a question that is not very likely to find an all-encompassing answer, due to the variety of motivations that prevented people from taking a decisive stance. In the end, if we are to approach this topic from a rational choice viewpoint, then it would indeed be challenging to discover the rationalization mechanisms that prompted people whose concerted actions might have had a positive outcome to look the other way or to even play a part in in the extermination process.
Continuing this line of reasoning, one crucial role was played by the relentless Nazi propaganda mechanisms. The Nazi propaganda machinery devised different strategies to suit disparate audiences. Such an elaborate organization was meant to shape the overall message of the movement to specific constituencies. Hence, different types of slogans were used in accordance with the social milieu where they were considered to have the most powerful influence. Nonetheless, The Nazis did not really put forward tangible solutions to any of Germany’s myriad problems. The Nazi programme was first and foremost elusive, it symbolically mixed old and new values, it was eclectic and incoherent time and again. Still, in simple, yet frightening terms, the message the National Socialists tried to put across was that the Germans had to decide whether to continue supporting the political forces that were directly responsible for their continuous state of social, economic, cultural and moral decay or to entrust their allegiance to the movement that would set alight their way to the outstanding future they deserved. It can be assumed that the mobilizing actions taken by the Nazis gave a sense of identity and of belonging to the many Germans who seemed to be out of place during those chaotic decades. Furthermore, the focal point in Nazi propaganda was that Germany could not achieve its historical mission because the presence of the Jews was nurturing Germany’s socio-economic debility and were subsequently denying Germany its rightful place in the world. In Hitler’s disturbed view, the Jews were a race of ‘parasites’ whose ultimate goal was to bring down the best of races, the Aryans.
As was argued in the introductory remarks of this essay, in attempting an explanation of ‘Auschwitz’, thorough consideration must be given to those that were the primary intended victims of the racial-biological ideological concepts of National Socialism, namely the Jews. However, one should by no means overlook the fact that there were other minorities that ranked high in the Nazis’ project of annihilation (the Roma and the Sinti, the German homosexuals and mentally and physically handicapped people,  Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Slav prisoners of war and so on). Human suffering can hardly be expressed in terms of statistics, but the difference between these social, ethnic or religious groups still needs to be made, since only the destruction of the European Jewry was devised in total terms. However, events or processes that now seem bluntly clear represented at that time actions that were unpredictable (especially if one found oneself on the side of the victims). In such circumstances, it seems almost impossible to predict the final intended outcome of such policies. Moreover, when scrutinizing the general compliance of the Jewish people with the orders and actions instrumented by the Nazis, an essential factor that should be made note of is that dealing with the Jewish mentality and with two thousand years of experience in countering anti-Semitic actions. It seems reasonable to presume that the Jews living in Germany and in the occupied territories in the 1930s and 1940s perceived Nazi anti-Semitism as being no different to what they had encountered before. Accordingly, it is likely that the majority of them perceived what was happening as a temporary outburst of anti-Semitic feeling, which would eventually lessen. It is common knowledge by now that the total secrecy concerning the existence extermination camps that the Nazis intended was not waterproof. Rumors existed, but seeing that some are even to this day not capable of internalizing the fact that such abhorrent crimes could be perpetrated, then should we expect people living at that time to have a different attitude? It seems that the element of surprise that the Nazis instrumentalized all too well on was vital in neutralizing the danger of Jewish rebellions inside or outside the camps. 
More importantly, the passive nature of the behaviour of the Jews, even when they arrived at the camps, invalidates one of the major arguments of the National Socialist creed, namely the existence of a world-wide Jewish conspiracy, whose main purpose was to do away with the Aryan race. If that allegation had been accurate, then the Jews would have undoubtedly been able to react more forcefully to what was happening to them. Instead, they proved to lack such resources to fight back exactly because the ties between different groups were very weak indeed, which in itself is a sign that the majority of them did their best to integrate in the societies where they lived.
All things considered, one of the most noteworthy conclusions that can be drawn is that the psychological mechanisms that helped both the Germans and the Jews with their respective positions must have been of a multifarious nature, one that enabled them to shun from taking responsibility for their actions or lack thereof. Raul Hilberg refers to this kind of inner workings of the human personality as ‘repression of the unbearable’
; one would add that it is such mechanisms that can at least serve as a starting point in trying to understand and explain ‘Auschwitz’.  
Similar types of mechanisms can be said to have encumbered the actions of the bystanders, be they Germans, Eastern-Europeans, Westerners or many others. There are many ‘ifs’ concerning the influence that the actions of the Western allied forced  could have had if they had decided to act on the rumors that were being delivered from Germany. The reasons why they didn’t will probably always remain hidden to the majority of us, but ultimately, perhaps the most important thing is that events unfolded in such a way that the indented total extermination plans remained just that: an intention. 
What is beyond doubt is that the impact of National Socialism certainly outlived the breakdown of the regime in 1945. As the Cold War set over Europe, some memories of Nazism were kept alive, while others were concealed. The Cold War context in which the confrontation with the legacies or lack thereof occurred generally meant that the memory of the Holocaust was utterly politicized. A case in point is the ‘historians’ debate’ stirred up by Ernst Nolte in 1986. The conflict identified two large groups. Conservative historians, such as Hillgruber, Stürmer or Ernst Nolte, strove to protect German national identity from the horrors of the Nazi period and were accused of apologetic tendencies, while other scholars, such as Jürgen Habermas, contended that the Germans should come to terms with the past and should benefit from a collective memory that is in accordance with that past. All things considered, the dispute took place along political lines, with those arguing for a relativization of the Nazi past being scholars having links with the Christian Democrats, while their challengers were predisposed to membership in the Social Democratic or Liberal camps. 

What is beyond doubt is that the perspectives on ‘Auschwitz’ will continue to broaden and contend each other, as has been the case so far, even more so since the historical distance is ever-growing. It is also predictable that the regime and the Holocaust will continue to be brought into historical normality by some.
 After all, memory of past events finds itself under a incessant process of transformation; this often becomes an imperative for adapting ourselves and ‘our story’ to the changing present environment that inexorably contributes to a redefinition of our identity (both as individuals and as members of a group). 


To conclude, in attempting an explanation of ‘Auschwitz’, the simplest solution seems to divert attention to the “how” and relegate the “why” to the background. Still, the inseparability of the procedures (the industrialization of killing) from the motives can be neither doubted nor disregarded. And still, the essential question that always seems to be in the background refers to the representation of the Holocaust. Are there exceptional restrictions that the ‘historical distinctiveness’ of the Holocaust should entail? Is there a certain point beyond which the Holocaust becomes unrepresentable? It can be stated that ‘Auschwitz’ is a moral testing ground for the limits of historical representation, as there is something about the Holocaust that seems to defy our power of understanding and to transgress that abysmal point below which we could not have imagined the human condition to sink.  

As a final point, this rather clear-cut attempt at explaining ‘Auschwitz’ has not done justice to the complexity of the themes intertwined in the nature of this phenomenon. It has, however, endeavored to draw the general lines that could serve as basis for future research.
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