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Introduction: Understanding the
Unthinkable

The Holocaust stands as one of the most devastating and
systematically orchestrated genocides in human history.
Between 1941 and 1945, Nazi Germany and its collaborators
murdered approximately six million Jewish men, women, and
children. Alongside them, millions of others—including
Roma, people with disabilities, Slavic peoples, political
prisoners, and homosexuals—were also targeted for
persecution and death. To ask why did the Holocaust
happen is to confront a question that has haunted historians,
philosophers, and humanity itself for decades. There is no
single, simple answer. Instead, the Holocaust emerged from a
toxic confluence of long-standing prejudice, economic
turmoil, political opportunism, bureaucratic machinery, and
the catastrophic failure of moral courage. Understanding this
complex origin is not merely an academic exercise; it is a vital
step in ensuring such an atrocity never occurs again.

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Carrillo & Brewer ¢
Knowledge is power. ¢ Page 1



The Historical Context:
Germany After World War |

To grasp why did the Holocaust happen, one must first
understand the crippling conditions in Germany following its
defeat in World War 1. The Treaty of Versailles, signed in
1919, imposed harsh penalties on Germany. The nation was
forced to accept full responsibility for the war, lose significant
territories, dismantle its military, and pay immense
reparations. These terms bred deep resentment and
humiliation among the German populace.

Economic Devastation and Hyperinflation

The economic consequences were catastrophic. During the
early 1920s, Germany experienced hyperinflation so severe
that people needed wheelbarrows full of cash to buy a loaf of
bread. Savings were wiped out, and the middle class was
decimated. When the Great Depression struck in 1929,
Germany was particularly vulnerable. Unemployment soared,
factories closed, and despair became widespread. In times of
such profound crisis, populations often look for scapegoats,
and extremist ideologies gain traction.

A Fragile Democracy

The Weimar Republic, Germany's democratic government
established after the war, was fragile from the start. It was
associated with defeat and national humiliation, and it
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lacked a deep commitment to democratic principles, and the
political system was fractured by numerous parties. This
instability created the perfect breeding ground for radical
movements that promised a return to national pride and order.

The Rise of Adolf Hitler and the
Nazi Party

Adolf Hitler and the National Socialist German Workers'
Party (Nazi Party) did not invent antisemitism, but they
weaponized it with unprecedented effectiveness. Hitler was a
charismatic and ruthless propagandist who offered simple,
powerful explanations for Germany's suffering. His central
argument was a conspiracy theory: Jews were to blame for
Germany's defeat, its economic woes, and the threat of
communism.

Charisma and Propaganda

Hitler's speeches tapped into the anger, fear, and desperation
of millions. He promised to restore Germany's honor, create
jobs, and purify the nation. The Nazi Party used sophisticated
propaganda techniques, including mass rallies, powerful
imagery, and control of newspapers and radio, to spread its
message. They presented themselves as the only force capable
of saving Germany from chaos and foreign influence.
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The Seizure of Power

In 1933, Hitler was appointed Chancellor in a political
backroom deal. Within months, the Nazis used the Reichstag
Fire—a suspicious fire at the parliament building—as a
pretext to suspend civil liberties and arrest political
opponents. Through a combination of legal maneuvers,
intimidation, and violence, they dismantled the Weimar
Republic and established a dictatorship. Once in power, the
Nazis moved quickly to consolidate control and implement
their radical ideology.

Antisemitism in Europe: A Long
History

It is a critical mistake to assume that the Holocaust sprang
from nothing. Antisemitism in Europe had deep roots
stretching back centuries. To understand why did the
Holocaust happen, we must acknowledge this poisonous
legacy.

Religious and Economic Prejudice

For centuries, Christian anti-Judaism portrayed Jews as the
killers of Christ. Jews were often restricted to specific
professions, such as moneylending, because many other trades
were closed to them. This led to stereotypes of Jews as greedy
and manipulative. They were confined to ghettos, subjected to
pogroms, and expelled from entire countries, including
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not cause the Holocaust directly, but they created a cultural
reservoir of antisemitic imagery and hatred that the Nazis
could tap into.

Racial Antisemitism: A Deadly Innovation

The Nazis introduced a more sinister and pseudoscientific
form of hatred: racial antisemitism. Unlike religious
prejudice, which theoretically allowed for conversion, racial
antisemitism held that Jewishness was an inherent, biological
trait that could not be changed. Jews were depicted as a
parasitic race that threatened the purity and health of the
Aryan race. Drawing on social Darwinism and eugenics, the
Nazis framed history as a racial struggle for survival. This
ideology provided a pseudo-scientific justification for the
complete removal of Jews from German society.

The Role of Nazi Propaganda

Propaganda was not merely a tool for the Nazis; it was central
to their project. Joseph Goebbels, the Minister of
Propaganda, orchestrated a relentless campaign to
dehumanize Jews and condition the German population to
accept increasingly radical measures.

Dehumanization Through Media

Newspapers, films, posters, and school textbooks portrayed
Jews as rats, parasites, and subhuman creatures. The infamous
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1940 film The Eternal Jew depicted Jews as a wandering,
destructive force. Children's books, such as The Poisonous
Mushroom, taught young Germans to identify and despise
their Jewish neighbors. This constant barrage of hateful
imagery desensitized the population and made it easier to
view Jews not as people, but as a problem to be solved.

Creating a Climate of Fear and Conformity

Propaganda also created intense social pressure to conform.
Neighbors were encouraged to report anyone who expressed
dissent. The Gestapo, the secret police, cultivated an
atmosphere of surveillance and fear. Being seen as a friend of
Jews could lead to social ostracism, loss of employment, or
arrest. This combination of ideological indoctrination and
social coercion is a critical component in understanding why
did the Holocaust happen.

The Legal Framework: From
Discrimination to
Disenfranchisement

The persecution of Jews did not happen overnight. It was a
gradual, step-by-step process carried out through the law. This
gave the Nazi regime a veneer of legitimacy and allowed the
German population to become accustomed to each new level
of discrimination.
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The Nuremberg Laws

In 1935, the Nazis passed the Nuremberg Laws, which
stripped Jews of their German citizenship and prohibited
marriage or relationships between Jews and non-Jews. These
laws defined Jewishness by ancestry, not religion. A person
with three or four Jewish grandparents was considered a full
Jew, regardless of whether they practiced the faith. This legal
definition made antisemitism systematic and bureaucratic.

Escalating Persecution

Following the Nuremberg Laws, Jews were progressively
excluded from public life. They were banned from
universities, professions, parks, theaters, and swimming pools.
Jewish businesses were boycotted and then forcibly
Aryanized, meaning they were taken over by non-Jewish
Germans. On Kristallnacht, the Night of Broken Glass in
November 1938, Nazi paramilitary forces and civilians
destroyed thousands of Jewish synagogues, shops, and homes,
killing dozens of people. This state-sponsored violence was a
clear signal that the goal was no longer discrimination, but
removal.

The Outbreak of War and the
Shift to Genocide

World War II, which began with the German invasion of
Poland in September 1939, was the crucible in which the
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Holocaust was forged. The war radicalized Nazi policy
dramatically. As German forces conquered vast territories in
Eastern Europe, they gained control over millions of Jewish
people, far more than lived in Germany itself.

From Expulsion to Extermination

Initially, Nazi policy focused on encouraging Jewish
emigration. However, as the war expanded, this became
impractical. Plans for forced resettlement to Madagascar were
abandoned when Britain refused to surrender. The invasion of
the Soviet Union in June 1941 marked a critical turning point.
Mobile killing units called Einsatzgruppen followed the
German army, systematically massacring Jewish men, women,
and children in mass shootings. It is estimated that these units
murdered over a million people. This was genocide in the
field, but it was inefficient, public, and psychologically
damaging for the perpetrators.

The Wannsee Conference and Industrialized
Murder

In January 1942, senior Nazi officials met at the Wannsee
Conference in Berlin to coordinate what they called the Final
Solution to the Jewish Question. The goal was nothing less
than the systematic murder of all European Jews, estimated at
11 million. To achieve this, the Nazis built dedicated death
camps in occupied Poland, including Auschwitz-Birkenau,
Treblinka, and Sobibor. These camps were not concentration
camps; they were industrial facilities designed for one
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systematically stripped of their belongings, and killed in gas
chambers using Zyklon B or carbon monoxide. Bodies were
then cremated in massive ovens. This was state-sponsored
murder on a scale and with a cold efficiency that the world
had never seen.

The Bureaucracy of Murder

One of the most chilling aspects of the Holocaust was how
ordinary it seemed for those involved. The mass murder
required the participation of countless professionals: civil
servants who organized train schedules, lawyers who drafted
discriminatory laws, doctors who selected victims for the gas
chambers, and engineers who designed crematoria. This
bureaucratic division of labor allowed individuals to claim
they were just following orders or doing a small, technical
job. Hannah Arendt, a philosopher who covered the trial of
Adolf Eichmann, famously described this as the banality of
evil. Understanding this bureaucratic machinery is essential to
answering why did the Holocaust happen—it shows how
genocide can be normalized within a modern state.

The Role of Bystanders,
Perpetrators, and Collaborators

The Holocaust was not solely the work of a handful of Nazi
leaders. It involved a complex network of perpetrators,
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collaborators, and bystanders across Europe.
Active Participation and Collaboration

In many occupied countries, local police, military units, and
civilian administrators actively assisted the Nazis in rounding
up and deporting Jews. The French Vichy regime, for
example, willingly passed its own antisemitic laws and
deported over 70,000 Jews to the death camps. In Eastern
Europe, local militias often carried out massacres with
enthusiasm. Fear, antisemitism, opportunism, and the desire
for personal gain all played a role in motivating collaborators.

The Silence of the Bystanders

The majority of Europeans did not actively participate in the
Holocaust, but neither did they resist it. Most chose to look
away. This passivity was crucial. The Nazi regime relied on
the silence of the population to carry out its plans with
minimal interference. The fear of reprisal, the pervasive
propaganda, and the simple human instinct to focus on one's
own survival all contributed to this widespread inaction. There
were notable exceptions, such as the Danish resistance, which
helped evacuate most of Denmark's Jewish population to
Sweden, and individual rescuers like Oskar Schindler and
Raoul Wallenberg. However, these were the exceptions that
proved the rule of tragic inaction.
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Question

So, why did the Holocaust happen? It happened because a
perfect storm of historical, economic, political, and social
factors converged at a specific moment in time. It happened
because deep-seated antisemitism was weaponized by a
ruthless and charismatic leader during a period of national
crisis. It happened because a modern, bureaucratic state
deployed its resources with chilling efficiency toward a goal of
racial purification. It happened because millions of ordinary
people became perpetrators, collaborators, or passive
bystanders. The Holocaust was not inevitable, but it was the
product of human choices—each one building upon the last.
To remember this is not to dwell in the past,

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Carrillo & Brewer ¢
Knowledge is power. ¢ Page 11



