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What is now called the Holocaust has become a defining event of 20th century 

humanity with implications for humanity’s future and the very essence of Western 

civilization—for all civilization. 

 

Why?  

 

The Holocaust evolved slowly. In Germany, a polarized, incompetent, ineffective 

democracy gave way to an authoritarian regime, a totalitarian regime, and finally a 

genocidal regime. This evolution is now of greater interest to scholars, historians, 

political scientists, and sociologists, as well as the general public, as we find 

democracies far more fragile in the Western world than ever before, most especially in 

the US. 

The murder of the Jews involved two of the three great monotheistic religions of 

the world, Christianity and Judaism, far less so Islam.  

 

The destruction of the Jews evolved slowly and legally, from discrimination to 

persecution, from a legal definition of the Jews based on the religion of their 

grandparents to dis-emancipation followed by systematic, sustained expropriation, 

incarceration in concentration camps and ghettos, and, in Nazi-speak, systematic 

extermination. In Germany, this process evolved over 12 years. Elsewhere, as in 

Hungary, the process took just months to accomplish. 

The perpetrators were the most culturally advanced, scientifically developed of all 

European countries, imbued with the most sophisticated philosophy, art, music, 

architecture, literature, and science. Each of these fields became indispensable to the 

process of murder. 

Physicians were engaged in Tiergarten 4, Hitler’s T-4 program, wherein he murdered 

his own imperfect citizens: the handicapped, special needs children—anyone defined as 

a “food waster.”i Dr. Irmfried Eberl, age 32, headed the program. Because of his 

experience with T-4, he was sent to Treblinka to supervise death by gas. At the 

disembarkation ramp in Birkenau, selektion, the God-like decision of who shall live and 

who shall die was presided over by Josef Mengele, MD, Ph.D., and other physicians. 

With a flick of the wrist or movement of a baton, condemned men, women, and children 

were dispatched to the gas chambers. The deadly gas, Zyklon B, arrived in Red Cross 

trucks, camouflaging murder as a medical procedure, and only physicians declared the 

victims dead when the gas chambers were cleared for the arrival of the next group. 

Lawyers developed the legal system to allow expropriation and annihilation of the 

Jews within the framework of law. A majority of the 15 men gathered at the Wannsee 

Conference, the Conference that confirmed the decision to destroy the Jews of the 

world, were lawyers. Judges were directly implicated in the killing process. Family 

courts adjudicated disputes over who was a Jew. In the T-4 program, German courts 



 

declared who was deemed unworthy of living. Lawyers crafted the Fuhrer’s Princip, 

endowing Hitler’s word with the force of law. 

Engineers designed the gas chambers and crematoria; chemists developed 

Zyklon B as a gassing agent. Architects applied for zoning permits and designed the 

camps. At a recent Venice Biennale, Auschwitz was called, “the greatest crime 

architects ever committed.” 

Religious leaders facilitated the murders. As a rule, the more devout a 

community, the greater the percentage of Jews murdered. The President of Slovakia 

was a Roman Catholic priest who paid the Germans 300 marks per person to deport the 

Jews of Slovakia.  

My teacher, the late Richard L. Rubenstein argued in his slim but important work 

The Cunning of History that the Holocaust was an expression in the extreme of what 

was common to the mainstream of Western civilization in terms of economics, 

demography, religion and social policy. The extreme only reveals the weakness of the 

mainstream. One simply example, think of the death camps as a unique combination of 

Charles Darwin’s “survival of the fittest” and Henry Ford’s assembly line manufacturing, 

this time of dead corpses, consumed in the manufacturing process. 

There were a fw morally and religiously significant examples of religious 

opposition to the murder of Jews: The Bishop of Copenhagen, the Pastor of Le 

Chambon, Archbishop Roncalli in Turkey—now Saint John XXIII. But in general, the 

great religious institutions were silent and ineffective, if not complicitous and supportive. 

The Vatican engaged in “judicious silence.” 

 

Jews were the centerpiece of Nazi racial policy but not their only victims. Trade 

unionists and social democrats were sent to concentration camps early in the Nazi 

regime. Others were victimized for what they refused to do: Jehovah’s Witnesses 

refused to swear allegiance to the State and would not register for the draft. They 

proclaimed one must obey God and not man. They would not utter “Heil Hitler.” Still 

others were victimized for what they were, Roma and Sinti, pejoratively called Gypsies, 

were targeted as asocial, as were male homosexuals [the term gay implies acceptance} 

in Germany and, after March 1938, in Austria. Every Jew was targeted for elimination 

and then annihilation in every country under Nazi German control, in every nation allied 

with Nazi Germany. 

The murder process evolved into ever-greater sophistication and 

dehumanization. Shortly after Germany invaded Poland, ghettos were formed to isolate, 

segregate, and contain the Jews until … Neither Jew nor German knew until “what.”  

Jews hoped the ghettos would allow them life until the war ended, until a German 

defeat, or until Germany came to its senses. In retrospect—but only in retrospect—the 

ghetto was a place to “store” the Jews until their collective fate was decided and the 

instrumentalities of their destruction—the death camps—were created. 

In the interim, the ghetto served as a passive means of destruction. Starvation, 

malnutrition, disease and despair, and the typhus epidemics gave rise to a death ratio of 

1 in 10 in Warsaw in 1941, twice that ratio in 1942 before the first great deportation. 



 

The killing began Mobile Killing Units [Einsatzgruppen] aided by the Wehrmacht, 

Axis armies, even local gendarmerie and local antisemites. Town by town they murderd, 

village by village, men, women and children. When this became too difficult for the 

killers, at first, they needed alcohol before and after and soon even during the operation. 

No one was required to participate, nothing happened to the few who refused. But soon, 

the process was reversed. Instead of sending mobile killers to stationary victims, the 

victims were made mobile, sent by train to killing centers.which used an assembly line 

of murder, depersonalized, dehumanized the victims were at a distance from their 

killers. 

 

The Holocaust was unprecedented in intention and in function. 

 

What was unique about the Jewish fate? 

 The scope of the German determination to kill the Jews: The Germans sought to 

murder all Jews everywhere: men, women, and children. 11 million Jews were 

targeted for murder at the Wannsee Conference on January 20, 1942.. 

 

 Previous antisemitism had varied by source, whether religious, nationalist, 

economic or political, to which the Nazis added racism, what Timothy Snyder 

calls “zoological.”ii Saul Friedlander described Nazi antisemitism as 

“redemptive”iii—the murder of the Jews was essential to the national salvation of 

the German people. Jews were considered a cancer on the very body of the 

Master Race and their elimination was urgent and indispensable for German 

survival and domination. 

 

 Antisemitism varies according to level of preoccupation, how endangered a 

society feels, how important antisemitism is to the antisemites. For Hitler and the 

Nazis, it was all important from his inception as a Nazi leader to his final will and 

testament to the German people. 

 

 Antisemitism varies according to goal: conversion was important when religion 

was the primary source of antisemitism. Exclusion is critical when the source of 

antisemitism is social, expulsion if its source is political, and finally for the Nazis, 

“extermination” eliminated a racial threat.  

 

 The Nazi efforts to eliminate the Jews was relentless, even to the detriment of 

World War II: The Germans fought two wars, a military war and a racial war. 

Priority was often given to the racial war. In 1942 and 1944, key moments of 

German military peril were pivotal in the deportation of Jews to death camps. 

Mein Kampf, Hitler’s 1925 manifesto, articulates two goals: German 

expansionism, colonialism within Europe, German racial domination—and the 



 

elimination of the Jews. 

 

 The instrumentalities employed included death camps where systematic murder 

took on a factory-like, assembly line process. 

 

Many call the Holocaust unimaginable, which it once was, but no longer. 

Humanity is today capable even greater evil. Unless we understand the restraints 

that are needed, the solidarity that is required, unless we value the sanctity of 

each human life, unless we celebrate the diversity of all creation. 

 

The Holocaust is not merely an event in the past; it is a warning to the future. 
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