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Bridging the Gap: Thinking to Acting
An Attempt at Explaining Auschwitz

The subsequent paper consists in an attempt to identify what was the path that led to the creation and operation of the Auschwitz extermination complex. Since Auschwitz is the epitome of the Holocaust, an important part of the paper will focus on the reasons that led to the “Final Solution” to the Jewish Question, while a latter part will deal with Auschwitz per se and the manner extermination was engineered. The main argument that the paper develops is that Auschwitz and the dramatic process it stands for was the result of contingency, of “cumulative radicalization,”
 the “catastrophe” not rendering itself liable to a simple intentionalist explanation. Before proceeding, however, it should be noted that the attempt to find possible, all-encompassing, pertinent explanations to the savage killing of almost three million human beings on the sole grounds of belonging to a certain nation is a highly difficult, delicate if not impossible one, not rendering itself totally to rational interpretation.

An important part in the process that led to the Holocaust was undoubtedly played by German anti-Semitism. Far from being characteristic of that period alone, rooted in centuries of history, anti-Semitism had reemerged as well- entrenched within the German society by the end of World War One
. The loss of the war corroborated with Germany’s loss in status as a great power and the association of the Weimar Republic with the Jews fueled a feeling of Judeo- phobia. Antisemitism is of outmost importance at the level of Nazi leadership and minority of fanatic Nazis succeeding in imposing their view of the elimination of European Jewry. However, the intentionalist element cannot explain by itself why the Holocaust occurred, being a necessary but by no means sufficient condition
, as shall be later on seen. If indeed it can explain something, is give account of the starting point, but not of the development, dependent on more variables. According to the racially embedded, redemptive anti-Semitic National Socialist ideology, the superior German, Arian race was destined to rule the world.
 Nonetheless, its vitality, purity and missionary role was threatened by the Jews, already responsible according to the Nazis for the miserable situation of the country. The only solution envisaged to the problem, for the regeneration of the nation and the fulfillment of its destiny as master, superior race was the total elimination of the Jews, either through expulsion or annihilation. In an April 1920 speech, that is before seizing power, Hitler argued that Jews were to be exterminated, while in 1921 he stressed the fact that the Jewish question could only be solved by brute force.

However, what is to be considered is the manner in which and to which extent this ideology was recepted and internalized, and here one has to make, as far as the paper is concerned, a two-fold distinction. On the one hand, between the one hundred- odd devoted Nazis totally committed to National Socialist ideology and goal of eliminating the Jews and the other part of the population, the majority anti-Semitic due to other reasons and to a less important extent. For instance, in what regards the middle class, both the upper and the lower one, anti-Semitism and related actions were rooted in professional rivalry.
 The second distinction, of at least an equal importance is that between planning and experiencing, turning plans into reality, since what differentiates earlier forms of anti-Semitism from Nazi Germany anti-Semitism is its operational aspect: carrying the process through to its ultimate consequences.

A second important factor to combine and result in the “catastrophe” is the feeling of utter disappointment and discontent experienced by the German nation following the end of World War One, reflected in their rejection of the Weimar Republic, granting thus the National Socialists the opportunity to seize power and popularize their radical anti-Semitic ideology.

Thirdly and closely related is the very nature of the regime Hitler had set in place. On the one hand, one has to do with a totalitarian – or at least closing on totalitarianism if considering the incomplete control of the economic sector, except for a brief period towards the end of the war – granting thus a larger possibility for the regime to push through its designs and policies without having to fear strong opposition. On the other hand, at another level, a particularly important part is played by the competing institutions system of power, set in place by Hitler.
 In one respect, the fighting for power spurred competition leading to a radicalization of the Jewish problem solution. In another respect, in the absence of a formal governmental body directing the actions of all the others or mediating the arising disputes, it was much more difficult to efficiently intervene against such policies as the Final Solution mainly when Hitler would advice to solve the problem directly with the interested institutions, not with him, evading thus responsibility and securing an intangible position.

Fourthly, there are the legal measures taken with regard to the Jews, the Racial Laws, ghettoization and elimination from cultural and economic life played a particularly important role in the process, isolating the Jews from the German population, the loss of contact being doubled by a loss of interest, basic condition for the Holocaust
. Related is the system of incentives offered to the citizens in order to associate them in at least the process of discrimination against the Jews.
Fifthly, a relevant aspect is the dehumanization of the Jews carried through the state propaganda, presenting the Jews as Communists and plotting against the German nation, therefore adding to the desensibilization of the population towards their fate.

Sixthly, an important psychological stage was passed along with the Euthanasia Program accountable for the murder of 70, 000 persons, sanctioning the idea of useless life and taking it away as a natural prerogative. Being targeted at Germans as well, if some Germans were considered useless, it is clear that the Jews were seen beyond uselessness, thus explaining partially the attitude of the field perpetrators.
Last but not least, there is the war. On the one hand, the war in the east brought with the conquest of Poland alone an additional 1.8 million Jews to the already existing ones.  On the other, the immigration of the Jews, up to that moment encouraged and used as the manner to eliminate them from the German state was no more feasible, the loss of the Battle for Britain triggering the renunciation of the Madagascar Plan. At the same time, the attempts to create a reservation to isolate all Jews outside the Reich, in the Generalgouvernement, in the Lublin area were dropped. The situation alters further with the invasion of the Soviet Union and the acquisition of a supplementary number of Jews and their association with Communism. The war offered another possibility also: the conquest of new territories to the east offered Germany the opportunity to deal with the Jewish problem outside the fatherland, far from the eyes of the public opinion. Although a totalitarian state, public opinion was still an important force and this can be seen as an explanation of Hitler’s failure to publicly show support for the November 1938 pogrom or for the continous assurances that the Jews were taken to the east in order to work
. Equally important, war was accountable for the barbarization of both fighting units and the population, making it easier for them to accept the fate of the Jews.
As pointed out in the beginning, the implementation of the Holocaust was a political process leading to the conclusion that there was no other way out but the extermination of the Jews.
 The decision of the extermination cannot be explained totally by means of initial intent, of a clearly mapped and followed master plan of Hitler’s and his closest collaborators. The extermination of the Jews came as an ultimate response to the mixture of factors present at the time. This is proven by the evolution of the treatment of Jews in Germany. Initial measures, either legal or informal, were taken in order to isolate them from the German population, in order to protect the pure Aryan race, but the solution envisaged at the moment was immigration, forcing Jews out of Germany.  Jewish interment in concentration camps in 1938 had the twofold objective of confiscating their properties and determining them to immigrate
.  When the war broke out and Poland was conquered adding to Germany’s Jewish population, the Nazis attempted to create a “reservation” for Jews in the Lublin area, the Nisko and Lublin Plan. Another solution presented in May 1940 was that of isolating all Jews in the French colony of Madagascar, but was prevented by Germany’s loss of the Battle for Britain.

At this very point only, as a result of a wide range of factors among which the ones presented above, the decision to implement the extermination of 11 million Jews Europe- wide was taken, the Wansee Conference of January 20, 1942 briefing the representatives of the institutions assigned tasks within the process on the coordinates of the program.

     Auschwitz extermination complex was the epitome of what was to come. It was established in 1940, in the suburbs of Oswiecim, in the proximity of Krakow, at the heart of the German occupied Europe and served by convenient transportation connections. Initially, it was meant to serve as a concentration camp for Polish prisoners and consisted of only one part, Auschwitz I, to be known as the “main camp”, with a capacity of 15,000 to 20,000 prisoners. In 1941, a second part was begun on the site of the Brzezinska village, Auschwitz II- Birkenau. The third part of the complex was a constellation of 40 subcamps aimed at exploiting the resources of the region by means of the labour force provided by the camps, economic imperatives determining the placement of camps in industrial areas or developing industries around them.
 At Buna functioned an IG Farben rubber and fuel plant and scattered around the area were foundries and mines, the last providing the essential fuel for the crematoria.

Initially, Auschwitz was designed as a concentration camp, but withy view of the final solution, its status changed to the most important instrument for its implementation. A set of questions arise at this moment. 1. Why Auschwitz? 2. Why extermination by poisonous gas? 3. Why no reaction?

1. As seen earlier, there existed a latent anti-Semitism in Germany among the population, still the road from thinking anti-Semitism and professing it to the ultimate end, accepting its ultimate consequences even, was not followed by the population. If the Germans could understand and accept Jewish isolation and deprivations (as they themselves were subjected due to the war), death was something different. Moreover, the attitude of the Germans at the grass roots had been circumspect even in the case of the Reichkristallnacht, when they failed either to  approve and join in the SA practices, even if they did not involve murder. Therefore, if extermination was to take place, it was to take place in secrecy, beyond the reach of the public opinion, and Poland responded to this problem. Moreover, extermination could not take place in Germany since first of all German soil had to be cleansed of Jewish elements, not crowded with additional Jews from outside the borders. Equally, important, Auschwitz was closer to the major Jewish communities of the east.
2. Auschwitz I had only one crematorium and a morgue transformed into a gas chamber, with a capacity of burning 340 corpses a day. The building of Auschwitz II took into consideration the massive scale of the extermination process not envisaged on the establishment of Auschwitz I, and was equipped with four gas chambers and crematoria, the first two with a burning capacity of 1,440 corpses a day each, while the latter with a burning capacity of 768 a day. Gas Chamber and Crematorium V was the longest operable, into January 1945. The question revolving around the usage of gas chambers is again one of planning
On the one hand, it had been noted that classical firing squad executions had detrimental effect on the morale troops, not only on the army but also on the SS
. To deal away with this inconvenient both in terms of manpower and resources required for the front, gas vans were experimented in November 1941, but their inconvenient rested in the diminished capacity unsuited for the scale of the process an din the little place they allowed for they required secrecy
. Therefore, it was appealed to a more “sanitary” manner of extermination, by means of cyanide, a poisonous gas produced by Zyklon B, used continuously until January 1945 since its first experiments in Auschwitz I in September 1941. 

3. The problem of the lack of reaction to Auschwitz is very delicate. On the part of the fanatic Nazis, it was a matter of ideology, of redemptive anti-Semitism, a solution to a problem that concerned the very existence of the German nation. At the level of the field perpetrators, the barbarization of war led to disregard murder as an exceptional act rather than an actual current affair
. At the level of the grassroots, it can be explained but by no means excused by means of a combination of latent anti-Semitism and secrecy kept on the subject, the strict conditions in which the whole process took place.

By means of conclusion, the paper attempted to present a non- intentionalist point of view on the Holocaust. ”The Catastrophe” did not occur solely because the Germans, and their leaders most of all, were anti-Semitic. The bridge between believing and acting had to be crossed and Nazi Germany crossed it, a small majority succeeding in putting through its lunatic radical views with regard to the Jews. It was crossed due to a multitude of factors: Hitler’s views and manner of conceiving government, due to the war and its consequences on the alternative solutions and on the determination to carry the process through, due to the secrecy with which it was operated and, as a psychological factor, due to a dramatic collapse of moral fortitude where everything seemed possible.
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