
The University of Vermont
CAROLYN & LEONARD MILLER

CENTER FOR HOLOCAUST STUDIES

The 2017 Annual Raul Hilberg Memorial Lecture

Getting it Right, Getting it Wrong: 
Recent Holocaust Scholarship in Light of 

the Work of Raul Hilberg

Dan Michman
Yad Vashem and Bar-IIan University

Tuesday, October 24, 2017



THE RAUL HILBERG MEMORIAL LECTURE  OCTOBER 2017

2

A Personal Introduction

Ladies and Gentleman, good evening.
Allow me to start by quoting the following exchange of letters: 

August 24th, 1958
Dear Professor Hilberg,
        Your manuscript on the extermination of the Jews has been read in the course 
of the last two months by several of our staff, each of whom is an expert in one of 
the aspects involved.
        At a meeting of the editorial board which took place on the 15.8.1958, a 
joint readers’ report was considered. In this report it was stated that while the 
manuscript possessed numerous merits, it has also certain deficiencies:

1. Your book rests almost entirely on the authority of German sources and does 
not utilize primary sources in the languages of the occupied states, or in Yiddish and Hebrew.

2. The Jewish historians here make reservations concerning the historical conclusions which you draw, both 
in respect of the comparison with former periods, and in respect of your appraisal of the Jewish resistance 
(active and passive) during the Nazi occupation.

On the basis of what has been said, our foundation cannot appear as one of the publishers without running 
the risk that expert critics who know the history of the Nazi catastrophe thoroughly and possess a command of 
the languages of the occupied states in question might express hostile criticism of the book.
        On the other hand we are prepared to act as mediators between the University of Columbia and the printer 
here, in order to make possible the book’s appearance under the auspices of the Columbia University.
Yours faithfully,
Dr. J. Melkman
General Manager
[Yad Washem]

On September 29, 1958 Raul Hilberg responded: 
Dear Dr. Melkman:
        Thank you for the bluntness of your letter. I understand why your staff has rejected my 
book. It does not exalt in Israel’s glories. I am deeply sorry. But this was not martyrdom. 
It was not heroism. It was a pure disaster.
        The specific objections which your readers have raised cannot be easily answered. 
Undoubtedly you realize yourself that one is irrelevant and the other is false.
         Of course, I have not gathered masses of documents in the archives of France and 
Italy, Czechoslovakia and Hungary, Roumania and Bulgaria, Yugoslavia and Greece. 
Neither has the YIVO and neither has Yad Washem. I am only one researcher, without 
assistants, without translators, and without any secretarial help. I set out to look at the 
German documents. I have done so to a greater extent than anyone and I stopped only at the point of diminishing 
returns.
 Although my work is about the Germans and their deeds, I have had to deal with the Jewish reactions. I have 
had to accept compelling evidence that five million Jews were killed after they had failed to resist, actively or 
passively, in all the areas of Axis Europe. If one cannot absorb this fact, one will not admit of any explanations. But 
once the truth is recognized, there is no escape from the conclusion that centuries of historical conditioning had 
produced this catastrophic response. 
 So much for polemics. […]
Sincerely yours,
Raul Hilberg

Joseph Melkman

Raul Hilberg
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On the same day, September 29, 1958, Hilberg wrote another letter; it was written on the University of Vermont letterhead 
and sent to his mentor, Dr. Philip Friedman, at his YIVO address: 

Dear Dr. Friedman:
Please forgive me for taking so long in my reply to Dr. Melkman. I have at last 

brought myself to write to him, and I am sorry that a feeling of tiredness has not 
permitted me to express myself in more apologetic tones. If anything can still be done, 
I shall of course be happy.

Finally, Melkman responded in a letter dated February 12, 1959: 

Dear Professor Hilberg,
[…] I understand very well that you are upset by our decision. But I would like to emphasize that this decision 

was not influenced by those motives you supposed in your letter. We are not such fervent chauvinists that we 
would discard a serious work on such grounds. By the way, I didn’t see anything in your book that runs counter 
[to] accepted Zionist theories.

But the real reason was that our readers contended that various chapters were not based on the available 
material. In our institution some experts are now working on Rumania and Poland and they found the chapters on 
these countries interesting but in many respects in contradiction to their findings. And as many of our compatriots 
are conversant with the intimate history of the destruction of the Jews in those countries we are liable to severe 
criticism if we would publish the work in his [sic] present form.

Nevertheless your book makes interesting reading and I am sure that its publication in the United States would 
be welcomed as an important contribution to the history of the period.
Sincerely yours,
Dr. J. Melkman
Director General1

The publication history of Hilberg’s monumental 
study, The Destruction of the European Jews—and especially 
the Yad Vashem episode—has been quite accurately 
recounted in several studies,2 most recently in a PhD 
thesis,3 and inaccurately in many more, especially in Israel 
during the so-called “Post-Zionist” debate of the 1990s.4 
One mistake, which is repeated in most of the descriptions, 
is that the exchange with Yad Vashem related to a Hebrew 
version of the book, which is wrong. The idea was that Yad 
Vashem would co-publish the original English version with 
Columbia University Press. In any case, I will not retell 
the whole story, but will limit myself to one aspect—the 
personal one. Hilberg himself described the story from his 
perspective in his memoir, The Politics of Memory, published 
in 1996; of the correspondence with Melkman, only 
Melkman’s first letter in which he conveys Yad Vashem’s 
decision to decline co-publication was published.5 His 
grudge against Melkman was still apparent in his 1990s 
memoir: he stated that he had learned “later” that 

before the war he [Melkman] had been a teacher 

of Greek and Latin in a secondary school in the 
Netherlands, and during the German occupation 
his Zionist connections enabled him and his wife 
to hold on to a precarious privileged position, 
first in Amsterdam, then in the transit camp of 
Westerbork, and finally in Bergen-Belsen.6 
Hilberg did not mention that after the war Melkman 

had written a PhD thesis in Jewish history and literature 
at the University of Amsterdam. He was also wrong 
about Melkman having “a precarious privileged position.” 
Melkman had no special, privileged position—not in 
Amsterdam, Westerbork, or Bergen-Belsen (at the time, a 
“privileged position” meant being part of the Judenrat, the 
Jewish Council7). However, as a Zionist who had applied 
for an immigration certificate for Palestine before the 
war, he succeeded in getting on the Palästina-List that was 
drawn up by the Germans; it included several hundreds of 
Jews who could potentially be exchanged for Germans in 
Palestine. Consequently, he was deported via Westerbork 
to Bergen-Belsen, and not to Auschwitz or Sobibor, as 

Philip Friedman
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Second, not only did Hilberg write a memoir, but my 
father also wrote one, in Hebrew, which was published a 
decade after Hilberg’s memoir. He dedicated a page to the 
affair in which he explained: 

The manuscript was comprehensive, based 
on serious research of German documents, 
and was actually an important step forward 
in the historiography of the Shoah. From that 
perspective, it was important for Yad Vashem 
to publish it. But I thought that it deserved 
serious critique, even though it was an important 
manuscript. The author dealt with the conduct of 
the Jewish leadership in the occupied countries, 
among other issues, and condemned them in 
harsh words. This attitude matched the views of 
the [Holocaust commemoration] institutions 
[Ghetto Fighters House and Yad Mordechai] 
that already existed in Israel and had sprung…
from the resistance organizations, and thus 
would have been welcomed well in the country 

was most of his family. Hilberg could, of course, have 
verified these details when he wrote his memoir in the 
beginning of the 1990s. But how do I know these details? 
Because I am the son of the late Dr. Jozeph Melkman, who 
Hebraized his name to Michman in 1965 (I did so two 
years later). Therefore, the fact that I am here today to 
deliver the prestigious Raul Hilberg Memorial Lecture on 
the occasion of the tenth anniversary of Hilberg’s passing 
away is in a certain sense the closing of a personal circle in 
the field of Holocaust historiography. 

That this could occur—and I am most grateful and 
honored that it did happen—is due to the initiative of 
my friend and colleague, Prof. Alan Steinweis, the Miller 
Distinguished Professor of Holocaust Studies at this 
university and a fine scholar with whom I have cooperated 
now for quite a number of years. We first corresponded 
regarding a Nazi scholar, Peter-Heinz Seraphim, whose 
research has been described and analyzed by Prof. 
Steinweis in his important study on scholarly antisemitism 
in Nazi Germany;8 I too dealt with Seraphim in my 
study on the emergence of the Holocaust-era ghettos, 
a process in which Seraphim played a pivotal role in 
transforming the Nazi understanding of the “ghetto” into 
a dangerous phenomenon at the heart of the so-called 
Jewish peril.9 In recent years, we both were members of 
an ad-hoc advisory committee of the publication of the 
scholarly edition of Mein Kampf convened by the Institute 
of Contemporary History in Munich,10 and are currently 
members of the editorial board of the English version of 
the important 16-volume project of documents on the 
Holocaust, Persecution and Murder of the European Jews by 
National–Socialist Germany.11 Indeed, I assume that more 
people were involved in the decision to invite me to deliver 
this lecture, which is supported by Jerold D. Jacobson, and I 
want to thank them all, as well as the Carolyn and Leonard 
Miller Center for Holocaust Studies of the University of 
Vermont. I also want to express my appreciation to you, the 
audience, for having made the effort to attend this event.

Before proceeding to the main issue of this lecture, I 
would like to add to this prologue some anecdotes of my 
personal relations with Raul Hilberg, which will bridge 
the Hilberg–Melkman chapter and today’s event. I want to 
begin by presenting an epilogue to the Hilberg–Melkman 
exchange. First, after leaving his position at Yad Vashem in 
1960 for a job as head of the Department of Culture at the 
Ministry of Education and Culture, my father still wrote 
a damning review of The Destruction in the Dutch Jewish 
Weekly (NIW) in 1963, titled “A Dangerous Book”.12 

“A Dangerous Book”
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[Israel]. But the author [Hilberg] went too far, 
because he explained the conduct of the Jewish 
Councils as having originated in the shtadlanut 
tradition that was common in the Middle Ages: 
to avert existential dangers by means of bribery 
and collaboration/cooperation [in Hebrew the 
term “shituf-pe’ula” can mean both] with the 
authorities.13 […] I found, that [because of his 
lack of use of documentation in other languages 
than German and English, and especially Yiddish], 
he made mistakes or did not mention important 
facts that would refute his theory. My opinion 
was that Yad Vashem, an official institution of 
the State of Israel that also represents Diaspora 
Jewry, cannot disseminate throughout the world 
a book that contains a theory that is so extremely 
controversial among the Jews as its first important 
publication. The Yad Vashem directorate agreed 
with me, and thus I wrote a letter to Hilberg.14

This is the conclusion of that exchange.
As for myself, I first saw Hilberg in person at the Yad 

Vashem scholars’ conference on Jewish leadership during 
the Holocaust in April 1977.15 Hilberg was one of the 
speakers in the first session, together with Isaiah Trunk 
and Otto Dov Kulka. The session was so tense and he was 
surrounded by so many people during the break and later 
in the conference that I, a young scholar in his early career 
who had not yet finished his PhD thesis and had not yet 
published anything in the field, did not approach him. But 
when he visited Israel in 1985 and spoke at a meeting of 
the working group on the Holocaust, headed by Yehuda 
Bauer, at the Institute for Advanced Studies of The Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem, I had already accomplished more 
and as there was time for private discussions, the first 
thing he said, without adding anything else, was: “Ah, you 
are the son of Dr. Melkman!” We both understood what 
was looming behind that short sentence. And yet, I must 
say that he had no hard feelings toward me at any time. 
When we met again in a conference in Naples, Italy, in 
1997, he immediately approached me, and simply said: 
“Tell me, what is wrong about the kosher food of El Al?” 
I wondered at the time why Hilberg cared about kosher 
food, although Gwendolyn, who passed away half a year 
ago, had brought him closer to Jewish tradition in those 
years – but not so much that a supreme level of kosher food 
concerned him much; it turned out that he apparently had 
bought his daughter, Deborah, a ticket to Israel, and she 
had requested a glatt kosher meal—not the regular kosher 

meal provided by the standard El Al caterer. 
Several years later, when I was already Yad Vashem’s 

chief historian and my friend and colleague, the late David 
Bankier, headed the Yad Vashem research institute that I 
am heading now, we were planning the next biannual Yad 
Vashem conference. The theme that we chose for that 
conference was: “Holocaust Historiography in Context.” 
Having decided on the theme, we both immediately agreed 
that we should invite Hilberg to deliver the keynote closing 
paper. Although he was already coping with cancer, he 
immediately responded to our request that he would come, 
if possible. And indeed, he did come. The crowd that showed 
up was enormous: the Yad Vashem auditorium was packed, 
which means that there were about 400 people. His lecture 
was phenomenal. He delivered his 45-minute discourse 
without any notes; it was extremely well-structured. I can 
truly vouch for this, because when I edited the volume with 
the proceedings of the conference, I hardly had to make 
any revisions to the text, which had been transcribed; I 
actually only had to add some subtitles and footnotes to the 
literature he had cited.16 

More important was the fact that following his 
consent to lecture at the conference, we also asked his 
permission—before the conference took place—to 
translate his book into Hebrew. He immediately agreed. 
In a letter to Dr. Bella Gutterman, the then director of 
our institute, he wrote the following: “At the outset, let 
me state that I am very impressed by your earnestness in 
pursuing the publication of my work, and accordingly my 
answer is equally affirmative. Yes, we can go ahead after 
all these years.” This was a loaded sentence, of course. He 
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spelled out a series of mostly technical provisions that he 
regarded as essential, and no less important, he did not 
say a word about royalties!17 In that particular letter, he 
also wrote that we should include “small corrections and 
additions not exceeding about 7,000 words,” which he had 
inserted in the copy of the Yale UP edition that he had sent 
us. He promised not to send any more corrections. 

Nevertheless, in the following years, he constantly 
continued sending corrections, such as first names or 
titles of this or that obscure Nazi official that he had finally 
identified, and a book title to insert in a footnote. In his 
last letter, dated February 25, 2007, he wrote: 

An additional sentence with a new footnote for 
page 500 in volume II […] it would be good to 
include this item, which is not merely a detail of 
administrative procedure, but also an example of 
[the] awareness and mentality within the German 
population of those days. From the same source, I 
also obtained the first name of a bureaucrat who 
played a significant role in the confiscation of 
personal belongings. Please include his full name 
in the index: Patzer, Max.18

It took Yad Vashem another five years to publish 
Hilberg’s magnum opus, because it required a high level 
of expertise and precision. A rough estimate of the costs 
of this publication, both the documented payments and 
the undocumented costs of working hours invested in it by 
David Bankier, Bella Gutterman, myself, the team of the 
publications department, the librarians, and the archivists 

at Yad Vashem is about $150,000, which makes it one of 
the most expensive books published by Yad Vashem ever. 
It is the most complete version of The Destruction of the 
European Jews,19 so if you really want to know Hilberg’s final 
say, you must refer to the Yad Vashem edition, although 
you will first have to learn Hebrew.

The Status of The Destruction of the European Jews in 
Holocaust Historiography

The Destruction of the European Jews is undoubtedly Hilberg’s 
major study. He considered it as such, fostering and 
expanding the book with each edition and translation. In 
fact, most of his additional studies, which were written after 
the first publication of The Destruction in 1961, are satellites 
of that book; some of them, such as his excellent study on 
the Reichsbahn (the German railways), were integrated into 
its later editions.20 It is interesting that all the later additions 
to his book did not cause Hilberg to change the basic 
conceptualization of the Holocaust that he had developed in 
the 1950s: they were inserted as additional enriching details 
into the existing structure. This is curious since scholars 
usually change their perceptions over time as they acquire 
more knowledge; they also move on to other topics. Hilberg, 
on the contrary, stuck to his conceptualization until his last 
day, confirming and reinforcing it time and again with the 
publication of each edition and translation—during the 
course of almost fifty years! 

Many case studies in this or that place or institution 
have corrected certain details in his book (in some 
cases, he adopted the corrections and additions in later 
editions). And yet his clear-cut and easy-to-remember 
conceptualization of the event, which includes a set of 
terms that firmly established themselves in Holocaust 
research vocabulary, deeply influenced the modes of 
thinking in Holocaust scholarship; one can easily trace 
it in a plethora of studies. I believe that it is precisely this 
aspect of The Destruction that is so fascinating. This also 
explains why this book was a pathfinder at the time and 
why it maintains its power and influence as opposed to 
both earlier and later comprehensive studies, some of 
them huge bestsellers in their time, which eventually fell 
into oblivion or lost their fame.21 

Despite the many analyses of Hilberg’s study, the 
conceptual model of the internal dynamics of the process 
that defines the Holocaust as an “event” which underlies 
Hilberg’s bureaucracy-oriented interpretation and in my 
eyes is the crux of the book, has hardly been critically 
examined in the light of the results of the enormous body 
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of research that is available today. 22 I intend to tackle this 
aspect today.

Raul Hilberg: A Social Scientist

The first point that should be emphasized is that in spite of 
the fact that Hilberg is often called a Holocaust historian, he 
was trained as a social scientist in the department of political 
science. This is not said in a denigrating manner: some of 
my best friends are political scientists… Yet it is important 
to be aware of this fact in order to acquire an understanding 
of his methodology, the postulates and scope of his project,  
and thus the consequent limitations of his work.

Although political scientific or sociological studies 
might sometimes resemble historical studies, there is an 
essential difference in their purpose and therefore in their 
methodology. Political science is a social science. The 
goal of the social sciences is to distill from past events a 
recurring pattern in order to build a model that can than 
serve as a tool (for policy makers, planners of various 
kinds, or caregivers) to understand and analyze present 
and future situations in which certain features of that 
pattern are noticed or discerned, and thus enable coping 
with them. Therefore, the methodology requires that the 
particulars of each case are sifted out so that rather than 
focusing on the case itself, the model can be extracted 
from it. Moreover, the search for a pattern is based on 
certain assumptions, which will be validated or refuted in 
the course of the research. Historical research in certain 
academic institutions is also situated in the Faculty of 
Social Sciences, because it deals with society; yet from the 
methodological perspective it belongs to the humanities 
(Geisteswissenschaften in German). Unlike the social 
sciences, it has another goal, or rather two interrelated 
goals: to analyze the past—in all its complexities—in 
order to (1) understand how the world we live in has been 
shaped by past processes and events; and (2) learn more 
about the broad spectrum of possible human behavior, 
something that is relevant to the scope of our expectations 
as individuals in societies. As such, genuine historical 
research does not seek to identify a pattern or model, 
although political, scientific, and sociological models and 
concepts can and should be used as analytical tools too. 
The historian’s task is to assemble as many data as possible 
(documents, material findings, testimonies, relevant 
research literature written by others, etc.) in order to be 
able to depict and clarify the chosen subject of research in 
the best way. Consequently, the historian does not sift out 
the data that do not fit into the pattern but includes them 

in the overall picture. The final product will therefore 
always be nuanced and multi-faceted, as opposed to the 
clear-cut, modelled picture of the social sciences.

And indeed, as previously stated, probably what is most 
striking about Hilberg’s book is the extremely clear-cut, 
organized picture of the Holocaust that it presents. In his 
memoir, Hilberg discloses how his approach was shaped: 

Returning to Brooklyn College [after my 
demobilization], I jettisoned my chemistry. My 
remaining subjects of concentration were history 
and political science. In political science I found 
my intellectual Home. I hungered for a structure, 
and soon found two of them in the context of 
political science courses: government and law. Yet 
it was a historian at college who, more than any of 
his colleagues in the political science department, 
was to have a deep and lasting influence on me. 
His name was Hans Rosenberg. An expert in 
Prussian bureaucracy, he labeled his course “The 
Rise of the National State.” […] 
In his presentations the bureaucracy became 
an organism. Its cells underwent amalgamation 
and interfusion as it took root in the territorial 
domain of the state, evolving and developing with 
a tenured meritocracy into an indispensable and 
indestructible system [my emphasis, DM]. […] I 
began to identify “government” more and more 
with public administration, and I became aware 
of the concept of jurisdiction, that bedrock of the 
legal order, which appeared to be both the basis and 
the basic tool of the bureaucrats. These potentates 
were an unstoppable force. As administrators they 
would always follow precedent, but if need be 
they would break new ground, without calling 
attention to themselves or claiming a patent, 
trademark, or copyright. The bureaucracy was a 
hidden world, an overlooked world, and once I 
was conscious of it I would not be deterred from 
prying open its shuttered windows and bolted 
doors.23 [emphases are mine, DM]
Hilberg’s fascination with bureaucracy, especially 

the German bureaucracy, was additionally influenced, 
first by Franz Neumann through his study, Behemoth: 
The Structure and Practice of National Socialism (1942) 
and later when Neumann was his PhD thesis supervisor. 
These were the overt influences, openly stated by Hilberg 
himself. But there is another interpretation of the modern 
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nation–state, and especially its bureaucracy, looming over 
this field, which undoubtedly had its impact on Hilberg’s 
interpretation, directly or indirectly: Max Weber’s political 
and organizational sociology.24 Weber had concluded that 
in an administration governed by rules, decisions must be 
predictable if the rules are known. Moreover, with respect 
to the calculability of decision-making, he wrote: 

The more fully realized, the more bureaucracy 
“depersonalizes” itself, i.e., the more completely it 
succeeds in achieving the exclusion of love, hatred, 
and every purely personal, especially irrational 
and incalculable, feeling from the execution of 
official tasks. In the place of the old-type ruler…
modern culture requires for its sustaining external 
apparatus the emotionally detached and hence 
rigorously “professional” expert.25

When Hilberg looked back at the process that made 
him decide to dedicate his research to the Holocaust, he 
emphasized, in his memoir: 

The idea that the destruction of the Jews was complex 
became a fundamental hypothesis that guided 
my work. This complexity was to be uncovered, 
demonstrated, and explained. The killing, I became 
convinced, was no atrocity in the conventional sense. 
It was infinitely more, and that “more” was the work 
of a far-flung, sophisticated bureaucracy.26

Hilberg’s Interpretation, Conceptualization, and Model

Against the background of his intellectual and disciplinary 
formation, it becomes clear why and how the basic 
interpretation of the Holocaust as a “bureaucratic” 
event, which was a product of the modern nation–state, 
crystallized in Hilberg’s mind. It was the “indestructible 
system” of the bureaucracy that carried out the destruction 
of the European Jews. Indeed, many Germans—tens of 
thousands, even hundreds of thousands—were involved 
in the bureaucracy, but the act remained in Hilberg’s view 
limited to “the bureaucracy,” to the German bureaucracy, 
even though bureaucracy is interpreted here in the 
broadest sense. This interpretation was accompanied by 
another basic understanding of Hilberg, which is explained 
in the introductory chapters of his book, “Precedents” 
and “Antecedents.” Antisemitism and racism as ideas had 
existed before 1933, and antisemitic and racist policies 
had been carried out before the Nazi period in many 
countries; yet with all their severity, they had never had 
such unprecedented fatal consequences as they had in this 

case. Therefore, it is less a question of “why”—i.e., what was 
the motivation behind the Nazi perpetration, although 
after the publication of The Destruction in 1961, Hilberg 
also addressed this question in an interesting article in 
196527—than of “how”: how already existing ideas could 
turn into such a catastrophe.28 This implies the lesson to 
be learned: that the victims in this case were the Jews, and 
their destruction was indeed “unprecedented,” as Hilberg 
explicitly emphasized, but that that is not the essence of 
the event. The essence is that the Holocaust is the most 
unmitigated and therefore the exemplary case that proves 
what can happen to any group in a modern society29 due 
to the nature of the bureaucracy of the well-organized 
centralized nation–state and of the totalitarian state in 
particular. It was unprecedented because the bureaucratic 
process was consummated and not discontinued at some 
stage, as often happens.

The opening sentences and last sentence of the chapter 
titled “Reflections” in Hilberg’s book clearly present this 
comprehension: 

The Germans killed five million Jews. A process of 
such magnitude does not come from the void; to 
be brought to a conclusion in such dimensions, an 
administrative undertaking must have meaning to 
its perpetrators. To Adolf Hitler and his followers 
the destruction of the Jews had meaning. To 
these men, the act was worthwhile in itself. It 
could not be questioned. It had to be done. 
When half of Europe lay conquered at Germany’s 
feet, the uniqueness of the opportunity became 
compelling. The chance could not be missed. At 
that moment the German bureaucrat [and here 
I complement what Hilberg meant: the German 
bureaucrat who was not a Nazi!] beckoned to his 
Faustian fate. The scope of human experience was 
to be widened. As never before. Inevitably, at this 
point the German machinery of destruction had 
to attempt the ultimate, for when a generation 
seeks to accomplish more than its scientific and 
artistic heritage has equipped it for, its path to 
fulfillment lies only in destruction. The process of 
creation is tedious and long; destruction alone is 
both swift and lasting. 
 Let us point out at once that the Germans 
have not been the only ones in history who have 
had a reason to embark upon a destructive course 
of action. […But] The discriminatory systems 
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of many countries are the leftovers of such 
destruction processes. 

The German destruction of the Jews was 
not interrupted [my emphasis, DM]. That is its 
crucial, decisive characteristic. […] Technocratic 
and moral obstacles were overcome. An 
unprecedented killing operation was inaugurated, 
and with the beginning of this operation, the 
Germans demonstrated once and for all how 
quickly even large groups, numbering in the 
millions, could be annihilated. […]  

[And the last sentence of “Reflections” is:] 
When in the early days of 1933 the first civil servant 
wrote the first definition of a “non-Aryan” into a 
civil service ordinance, the fate of European Jewry 
was sealed.30

The last sentence is striking: it implies that it was 
enough for Hitler and his entourage to ascend to power for 
the ideology of the new regime to become the mission of 
the bureaucracy; and from that moment on, the result was 
absolutely clear. This implies that: 

(1) Hitler played a minor active role in the 
destruction process itself, an aspect which is clearly 
indicated by the fact that Hitler is mentioned less in 
the book than Himmler, and only a little more than 
Eichmann; 
(2) The whole bureaucracy apparatus by itself 
was not necessarily ideologically Nazified—
it functioned in the mode characteristic of 
bureaucracies, as described by Weber, hence 
the by now deeply entrenched Hilbergian term, 
“machinery of destruction.” Antisemitism as a 
constantly ongoing, actively motivating factor was 
not more important than the inherent nature of that 
“machinery” and of its characteristic motivations, 
such as careerism, for instance. Nazi antisemitism 
was needed formost to set the process in motion 
and to orient it accordingly, although at a later 
stage Hilberg admitted that “the Jews would have 
never been exterminated by means of orders only. 
What was needed was a will, a willingness, a train of 
thought and an agreement.”31 
(3) The path from the first civil ordinance to the 
Final Solution was linear and had an internal logic 
of bureaucratic functioning. 
(4) The path to the Final Solution was an entirely 
internal German process.32

In his study of the German railways, Hilberg 

found a concrete example of this, as he would 
explain to Claude Lanzmann when interviewed for 
the film, Shoah: 
destruction of the Jews occurred in the process 
of technical problems being solved – this was 
not only the property of the railroads, everyone 
was approaching the destruction from the same 
vantage point: a problem had to be solved. 
[…] the substance of the result emerged out of 
the individual tiny solutions to individual tiny 
problems. So, there is no difference between the 
railroads in this respect and the most extreme SS 
units in action.33

How did this linear development evolve or escalate? 
According to Hilberg, stepwise through four stages: 
definition, expropriation, concentration, and (finally) 
annihilation, which itself straddled two vehicles: killing 
units and killing centers. This conceptualization is 
repeated several times in the book, in its structure, and 
probably more importantly in a visual presentation:34 

The clarity and the visual simplicity of these basic elements 
leave a deep imprint on the mind of the reader.

Questioning the Underlying Principles of the Model
Certain questions arise, nevertheless, vis-à-vis this 
powerful analysis; some of them are methodological 
while others are a result of the findings that have been 
accumulated in the extremely active field of “perpetrator 
research.” Let us take a second look at the graphic 
presentation of the destruction process. 

First, Hilberg describes all the elements as “steps,” yet 
this is not so simple. “Definition” was the bureaucratic act 
of formulating a legal tool that facilitated the identification 
of the target (the Jews as individuals) at a certain moment, 
thus providing the administrative means that unleashed 
the entire destruction process. This tool could be used 

15  
	  

it accordingly, although at a later stage Hilberg admitted that “the Jews would have never 

been exterminated by means of orders only. What was needed was a will, a willingness, a 

train of thought and an agreement.”31  

(3) The path from the first civil ordinance to the Final Solution was linear and had an 

internal logic of bureaucratic functioning.  

(4) The path to the Final Solution was an entirely internal German process.32 

In his study of the German railways, Hilberg found a concrete example of this, as he would 

explain to Claude Lanzmann when interviewed for the film, Shoah:  

destruction of the Jews occurred in the process of technical problems being solved – this 

was not only the property of the railroads, everyone was approaching the destruction from 

the same vantage point: a problem had to be solved. […] the substance of the result 

emerged out of the individual tiny solutions to individual tiny problems. So, there is no 

difference between the railroads in this respect and the most extreme SS units in action.33 

 

How did this linear development evolve or escalate? According to Hilberg, stepwise 

through four stages: definition, expropriation, concentration, and (finally) annihilation, which 

itself straddled two vehicles: killing units and killing centers. This conceptualization is repeated 

several times in the book, in its structure, and probably more importantly in a visual presentation:34  

 

Definition 

Emigrations 

Expropriation 

        Emigrations 

Concentration 

Emigrations 

Annihilation 

 

The clarity and the visual simplicity of these basic elements leave a deep imprint on the mind of 

the reader. 

 

 



THE RAUL HILBERG MEMORIAL LECTURE  OCTOBER 2017

10

from then on to implement three consecutive long-term 
policies of “destruction”: “expropriation,” “concentration,” 
and “annihilation.” Although Hilberg used the term, “steps,” 
there is a difference in the nature of these steps: the first one 
is an act; the others are policies and processes. Moreover 
and interestingly, “emigration,” a very prominent dimension 
of the lives of German Jewry in the 1930s, is conceived in 
Hilberg’s model not as a “step” or “policy” in itself, but as 
a byproduct of other policies, and this is well-expressed by 
the fact that he uses the plural form, “Emigrations,” and not 
the singular form, “Emigration”! This raises two interrelated 
questions: first, is it really correct to define one element 
(expropriation) as a “policy” and the other (emigrations) 
as a “byproduct”? And second, even if so, why should 
“expropriation” be the first step to be taken after “definition,” 
and not something else? 

Indeed, already several years after the publication of 
The Destruction, this conceptualization was challenged 
by the so-called “functionalist” historians whose interest 
and research also focused only on the Third Reich’s 
bureaucracy—like Hilberg—but from the historian’s 
perspective. One of the pioneers of this approach, Karl 
Schleunes, in his book, The Twisted Road to Auschwitz, 
presented legal discrimination and exclusion, economic 
exclusion and emigration, as well as visual exclusion in 
the public sphere, as different, uncoordinated, and even 
colliding policies, carried out side by side by “competing 
power groups” during the same period—from the very first 
moment of Hitler’s ascendance to power on January 30, 
1933. Thus, even though Schleunes agreed with Hilberg 
that Hitler’s active role in the shaping of policies had been 
limited, he interpreted the escalation “that ultimately led 
to their [the Jews’] deaths” not as being a linear, stepwise 
evolution, but as a “twisted” one in which the escalation 
resulted from the fierce rivalries within the Nazi regime 
and the questioning of each other’s competence.35 And 
even though the definition of “non-Aryans” as established 
on April 11, 1933 was indeed an essential tool for many of 
the bureaucratic measures taken thereafter, some of these 
policies, such as violence and improvised boycotting on the 
local level, were carried out already before the enactment 
of that definition and also afterward without relating too 
much to it, because there were other means to identify 
“Jews”:36 the circumcision of male Jews; Jewish names 
in telephone directories; Jewish names of enterprises; 
membership of synagogues, and more. The functionalist 
understanding was underscored by a broad series of studies 
in the 1970s and 1980s,37 and although we have today 

largely moved beyond the “intentionalist–functionalist” 
debate, and definitely beyond the extreme stances that 
were proclaimed at the time, these findings cannot be 
dismissed. One example are the rivalries and different 
interpretations within the Nazi regime regarding the exact 
goal of anti-Jewish policies to be pursued as indicated in the 
stenographic record of the extremely important meeting 
at Hermann Göring’s office on November 12, 1938. On 
that occasion, in compliance with Hitler’s instructions—
(and I quote:) “the Jewish Question is to be summed up 
and coordinated once and for all and solved one way or 
another”—Göring, the plenipotentiary of the Four Years 
Plan, stated that (and I quote:) “the problem is in the main a 
large-scale economic matter.” Goebbels, the Reich Minister 
of Propaganda, argued that: 

this is our chance to dissolve the synagogues. […] 
We shall build parking lots in their places or new 
buildings. That ought to be the criterion for the 
whole country, the Jews shall have to remove the 
damaged or burned synagogues, and shall have 
to provide us with ready free space. […] I deem 
it necessary to issue a decree forbidding the Jews 
to enter German theaters, movie houses, and 
circuses. […] Furthermore, I advocate that the 
Jews be eliminated from all positions in public life 
in which they may prove to be provocative. It is still 
possible today that a Jew shares a compartment in 
a sleeping car with a German. 

I.e.: For Goebbels, the main problem was the presence 
of Jews in the public sphere. Heydrich, the chief of the 
security police and SS security service (the SD, claimed 
that “In spite of the elimination of the Jew from the 
economic life, the main problem, namely to kick the Jew 
out of Germany, remains.”38 These differing ideas about 
the conduct and goal of anti-Jewish policies were now 
finally to be coordinated; and indeed, one of the results of 
this meeting was that emigration, as a policy, got priority. 

The fol lowing step in Hilberg ’s model is 
“concentration,” which he equated and identified with 
“ghettoization”; the Jewish Councils phenomenon is 
interpreted as being an ingredient of the “ghettoization” 
or concentration process. He described this in the 
following manner: 

The preliminary steps of the ghettoization 
process consisted of marking [with bands or 
badges], movement restrictions [confined in 
ghettos], and the creation of Jewish control 
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organs [ Jewish Councils]. [...] The three 
preliminary steps—marking, movement 
restrictions, and the establishment of a Jewish 
control machinery—were taken in the very first 
months of civil rule [in Poland]. [...] In this book 
we shall be interested in the ghetto only as a 
control mechanism [for movement restrictions] 
in the hands of the German bureaucracy. To the 
Jews the ghetto was a way of life; to the Germans 
it was an administrative measure. […]

The most important, and ultimately also 
the most troublesome, of the preliminary 
steps in the ghettoization process was the 
establishment of Jewish councils-Judenräte. […] 
By the end of 1941 almost all Jews in 
the incorporated territories and the 
Generalgouvernement were living in ghettos.39

This view has become generally accepted in Holocaust 
research literature.40 Yet what was the source on which 
Hilberg based this comprehension? Relating only briefly 
to developments toward concentration in Germany proper 
in the 1930s, Reinhard Heydrich’s well-known, Schnellbrief, 
dated September 21, 1939, which is considered—not only 
by him—to be a key document in the whole process of 
anti-Jewish policies, was Hilberg’s buttress. It is indeed an 
important document, but it has to be read and analyzed 
meticulously and put in context.41 First, in that document, 
which was carefully phrased, there is no section whatsoever 
on ghettos! The word “ghetto” appears only in passing, in 
paragraph 5 in the extensive section on the Ältestenräte: 

The Councils of Elders in the concentration 
cities (Konzentrierungsstädten) are to be made 
responsible for the appropriate housing of Jews 
arriving from the countryside. 

For reasons of general police security, the 
concentration of the Jews in the cities will 
probably call for regulations in these cities, 
which will forbid their entry to certain quarters 
completely and that—but with due regard 
for economic requirements—they may, for 
instance, not leave the ghetto, nor leave their 
homes after a certain hour in the evening, etc. 
[my emphasis, DM].42

Indeed, according to another document, the actual 
minutes of the meeting of September 21, Heydrich said:

Jewry in the cities should be contained in 

the ghetto, to permit better control and, 
subsequently, their better removal. Along with 
this, it is urgent that the Jew as smallholder 
disappear from rural regions. This operation 
must be accomplished within the next three to 
four weeks.43 

At face value, this might support Hilberg’s view. 
But that would be the case only if we limit ourselves to 
simply reading these two documents without examining 
the terminology and without accurately checking what 
happened on the ground. If we read both statements well, 
it becomes clear that the ghettos already existed: “they 
may, for instance, not leave the ghetto” is the phrasing. 
But what were “ghettos?” In my study on the emergence 
of the ghettos, which I referred to in the beginning of 
this lecture, I have shown the changing semantic history 
of the term ghetto from 16th century Venice to the Nazi 
period: in this context—in Poland in September 1939—
the term indicated a densely populated, poor Jewish 
neighborhood. Therefore, this document does not talk 
about the establishment of ghettos as such. Indeed, as 
Christopher Browning has demonstrated in his detailed 
research, there was no systematic setting up of ghettos. 
And as I have shown, the number of officially established 
restricted areas for Jews in Poland that the Germans 
called “ghettos,” which was the new transformation of 
that concept, was very limited—until the spring of 1941; 
thereafter, there was a wave of “ghettoization,” i.e. of setting 
up ghettos. However, even then Hilberg’s statement that 
“by the end of 1941 almost all Jews in the incorporated 
territories and the Generalgouvernement were living in 
ghettos” is an exaggeration; there was a considerable 
number of villages without ghettos where Jews lived until 
their roundup in 1942 or 1943. Moreover, and this is of 
the utmost importance, ghettos were established only in 
Poland, the Soviet Union, Theresienstadt, Salonika, and 
Hungary, i.e., in Eastern Europe. The term “ghetto” was 
not used by the Germans or by local authorities to refer 
to concentrations of Jews in other countries. Therefore, 
“concentration” and “ghettoization” were two different 
processes that originated from different impulses at 
different bureaucratic levels, and that only partially 
overlapped. Hilberg conflated them, using the term, 
“ghetto,” for all concentrations of Jews, while the Nazis did 
not do so, which blurs reality.44

This brings us to the Judenräte, the Jewish 
Councils—a phenomenon to which I have dedicated 
considerable research. In early Holocaust historiography 
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written by survivors, the establishment of the councils 
was vaguely and in general attributed to “the Germans.” 
In the wake of Hilberg’s book and his conceptualization, 
scholarship essentially accepted that notion as an axiom: 
it was supposedly inherent in the bureaucratic process of 
destruction. Hence no scholar, including Hilberg, asked 
the questions: Who initiated the idea? Why? When? I 
cannot go into the details today, but regarding this topic 
too, attention has to be paid to the different types of what I 
call “headships,” of which the Judenräte were one branch. 

The headship idea itself had its own bureaucratic, 
linguistic, and conceptual origins. It developed before 
the invasion of Poland, originating in the Jewish 
Department of the SD (the SS Security Service) in 1937. 
The first prototypes were established in Vienna, Prague, 
Danzig, and Germany proper (none of them were called 
Judenräte). The first headships in Poland were established 
already in the two weeks preceding September 21, the 
date of Heydrich’s meeting with the commanders of 
the Einszatzgruppen and of the Schnellbrief. Therefore, 
the concept and the implementation of the headship 
were developed much earlier and separately from the 
emergence of the ghettos. This phenomenon was also 
much more widespread than ghettos: Judenräte and 
Judenvereinigungen (imposed associations of Jews) were 
established systematically all over Europe and even in 
North Africa, as well as in some concentration camps 
(such as Bergen-Belsen). If the number of real ghettos 
was altogether around 1140,45 my estimate of the number 
of Jewish Councils is more than 1200. In many cases, 
probably the majority, the establishment of the Jewish 
Councils preceded that of the ghettos in places where 
ghettos were established. The driving force behind the 
establishment of the Judenräte and the Judenvereinigungen 
was the SS and police apparatus, which aimed at getting 
the upper hand in controlling the Jewish communities 
versus other German authorities.46 

Finally, both the establishment of Jewish Councils 
and the establishment of ghettos were not by themselves 
stages leading toward the Final Solution, intentionally 
or unintentionally: close examination of the decision-
making process regarding the total extermination of the 
Jews reveals that it followed a conceptual path that did not 
include these phenomena as essential cogs. Indeed, both 
served to implement the Final Solution, but not always 
and not everywhere; the Final Solution was also executed 
in many places where Jewish Councils neither existed or 
could not be manipulated well enough.47 

Consequences of the Critique

If the major underlying principles of Hilberg’s model 
are deconstructed and proved as not matching historical 
reality, the model itself falls apart. The problem is not so 
much Hilberg and his book, The Destruction, as such, 
to which I will return in a few minutes, but the basic 
question: How then should the Holocaust and the anti-
Jewish processes be conceptualized? Before proposing my 
alternative, I want to broaden the discussion. 

An inherent ingredient of Hilberg’s concept—the idea 
of gradual escalation toward an ultimate fatal result: the 
comprehensive extermination campaign that essentially 
took place within the state administration—is a dominant 
mode of thinking in “perpetrator” research in general, 
whether functionalist or intentionalist. The intentionalist 
view comprehends a linear development that stretches 
from the Weltanschauung blueprint, as formulated in 
Hitler’s “first political writing” in September 1919 and 
Mein Kampf, according to the historian, Eberhard Jäckel 
(who passed away two months ago), via its escalating 
implementation by the state in the 1930s and peaking in 
1933, 1935 (Nuremberg Laws), 1938 (Kristallnacht), and 
1939 (the invasion of Poland), to the final stage, the Final 
Solution that was unleashed with Operation Barbarossa in 
June 1941.48 The functionalist view insists on “cumulative 
radicalization”—a term coined by the German functionalist 
historian, Hans Mommsen (who passed away two years 
ago)49—of the policies due to a situation of “totalitarian 
anarchy” in the bureaucracy, which led to struggles over 
the competence of rivals that caused the path to the murder 
campaign to be “twisted,” as mentioned above. 

In spite of the differences between the approaches 
of the intentionalists, the functionalists, Hilberg, and 
the more recent reconciling views of Ian Kershaw,50 
Saul Friedländer, and others,51 they all view the 
comprehensive murder campaign of the Jews as the 
ultimate and highest goal of the Nazi anti-Jewish 
enterprise. This murder-focused view, which can be fully 
understood from the perspective of humanist, Christian, 
and Jewish morality, has intensified even more in the 
past decades due to the development of (comparative) 
genocide studies that concentrate on social and 
political structures of mass murder. Consequently, the 
bureaucratic decision-making process in general and its 
multi-faceted subtleties in particular have gained and 
preserved center stage status in the field of perpetrator 
research. Moreover, the eagerness to uncover the 
path that led to the Final Solution has led scholars to 
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forcefully integrate into the path phenomena that, if 
studied closely, did not really contribute to that path. 

Conclusion: An Alternative Conceptualization of 
“the Holocaust”

In recent years, beginning around 1990, several historical 
methodologies—cultural, linguistic, and mentalités—
have been given more attention in historical Holocaust 
research. The utilization of these methods has shed 
light on important yet neglected aspects of the Nazi 
anti-Jewish enterprise. The German historian, Ulrich 
Herbert, has emphasized the importance of the concept 
of Weltanschauung as a motivating factor, versus common 
simplistic models and images, and versus materialistic 
interpretations of Nazism. He emphatically stated that 
“racism was not a ‘mistaken belief ’ (‘Irrglaube’) behind 
which the ‘real,’ i.e., economic interests hid themselves, 
but the core [literally: fixed point] of the whole system.”52 
Weltanschauung, a term derived from the sources, has 
a religious-like dimension. “It means…a convincing 
structure [of a set of ideas and views] that the individual 
finds as being correct and plausible, which organizes 
and provides answers to very diverse questions and 
problems.”53 

The French historian, Johann Chapoutot, has 
provided a masterful, comprehensive, cohesive, and 
systematic reconstruction of Nazi “normativity,” as 
he calls it; i.e., the “constituent norms, demands, and 
duties of the Nazi discourse.” He has convincingly 
demonstrated that the behavior of the broad palette and 
enormous numbers of people—not only bureaucrats—
who were involved in the Nazi enterprise and who did 
not view their acts as running counter to morality, should 
be comprehended in the context of the atmosphere and 
mental mindset created by Nazism, which comprised what 
was considered “normal,” what was posed as desirable 
(souhaitable), and what was demanded (impératif). The 
mode of thinking that was shaped through discourse that 
penetrated every realm of life was a fundamental element 
that created the condition for killing in general and for 
killing Jews in particular, because the mode of thinking in 
turn shaped the modes of acting.54 

The Israeli cultural historian, Alon Confino, has 
described how Nazi conceptualization, which cultivated 
deeply embedded Christian imagery and memory, 
sought to create a new “genesis” for the world. In this 
context, the mythical image of Der Jude (“the Jew”)—
that went far beyond the racial principle—was perceived 

as the origin of despised “modernity” with its postulates 
of equality, of the moral past, and of “history,” which had 
to all be erased. Consequently, the new world could only 
come into being “without Jews.”55

I myself have suggested56 that the visionary goal of 
the Nazi anti-Jewish enterprise was the exorcism of the 
so-called Jüdischen Geist—the “anti-natural” idea and 
principle of human equality that had penetrated and 
thoroughly polluted the political, social, and cultural 
spheres—from the globe. The physical Jews were HIV-like 
carriers of that spirit, which had infected all the spheres 
of life beyond the physical presence of the Jews and that 
consequently had to be de-Judaized (“entjudet”). The 
perception that “Judaism” stood for (alternating) evil 
principles was not a Nazi innovation. David Nirenberg 
described this long-standing tradition.57 Yet in the case of 
the Nazis, (1) the identification of Jews with the principle 
of equality, combined with (2) the social-Darwinist belief 
in the “constantly-recurring struggle for existence,”58 (3) 
Hitler’s personality as a transformational leader who was 
given the reins of a modern centralized state, and (4) a 
political and economic crisis situation, created a uniquely 
explosive situation. 

In a draft-concept paper for a law “to regulate the status 
of the Jews,” conceived by an inter-ministerial committee 
on 6 April 1933, only two months after Hitler’s rise to 
power, it is stated that the goal of anti-Jewish policies 
is “to use this unique moment to purify the German 
people and liberate it from the alien power that had been 
controlling it hitherto in its own home, in overt and covert 
ways, which posed an existential danger.”59 Indeed, this 
formulation came from the bureaucracy, but many of the 
members of this committee were non-Nazis, officials who 
were appointed during the Weimar period. Therefore, it 
expressed a widespread feeling, which existed beyond the 
hard core of the Nazis. One of the striking things about 
the Third Reich is the outburst of grassroots antisemitism 
all over, from the very first weeks and months of the 
Nazi regime, i.e., even before Nazification put down its 
roots. Frank Bajohr, in his detailed study of the economic 
exclusion of Jews in Hamburg, emphasized that there was 
no need for a trigger from above: the outburst from below 
had already preceded policies from above.60 It continued 
later on in every sphere, often beyond the initiatives of the 
bureaucracy. If Kershaw developed the idea of “working 
toward the Führer,” I would say instead that there was a 
popular “working toward the goal envisioned by Hitler and 
the Nazi Weltanschauung,” a drive from below, bottom-up. 
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When I say “antisemitism,” I mean the ousting of Jews, but 
also and no less so the purification of the German mind 
and soul by exorcizing the polluting and noxious “Jewish 
Spirit”; both ousting and purification were included in 
the term “entjudung.” This entjudung happened in the 
circles of the Lutheran61 and Catholic churches,62 of art 
(as has been described by Alan Steinweis) and music,63 
of language activists, such as the Deutsche Sprachverein,64 
of the legal profession,65 of scientific scholarship,66 of the 
humanities,67 of the broad variety of medical professions,68 
of the economy,69 and of more. This did not occur at the 
same pace in every field; in some fields it was almost 
not at all feasible; for example, the “Germanization of 
music.”70 Nevertheless, it is important to point out that 
these outbreaks of antisemitism began immediately after 
(and some already before) Hitler’s rise to power. Theses 
outbursts of vigorous action resulted from the convictions 
of many, on the one hand, and from the unbelievably rapid 
accommodation by many others, on the other hand.

At this point, it is necessary to note a characteristic of 
mainstream perpetrator decision-making historiography: 
This historiography is so obsessed with command channels, 
orders, and acts, that the mindset of the actors, the activating 
power of antisemitism as a rationalized form of hatred 
deeply entrenched in cultural norms, is often overlooked 
(we recently got a reminder of such a phenomenon 
in Charlottesville). These scholars definitely mention 
antisemitism as a general motivation that they place in the 
background—without giving it enough attention in the 
analysis of daily behavior. One should internalize well what 
Dieter Wisliceny, Eichmann’s man in Slovakia, Salonika, 
and Hungary, wrote in a postwar testimony: 

Antisemitism was one of the foundations of the 
platform of Nazism. It stemmed in practice from 
two outlooks: (1) the pseudo-scientific biological 
statements of Prof. Günther and (2) the mystical-
religious view that the world is directed by forces 
of good and evil. According to this view, the 
principle of evil was embodied in the Jews, who 
were assisted by the Church (the Jesuits), the 
Freemasons, and Bolshevism. […] Millions of 
people believed these things…something that 
can be compared only to similar phenomena from 
the Middle Ages, such as the mania of witchcraft 
(Hexenmania). To this world of evil, the racial 

mystics opposed the world of the good, of light, 
personified in blond, blue-eyed people, the sole 
source of all the energy that creates civilization 
and builds states. These two worlds were, of 
course, in a perpetual battle and the war of 1939, 
which Hitler began, was the final confrontation 
between these two forces.71

This goal, which in fact was already established 
in 1933, as previously stated, was pursued in a variety 
of ways at the same time. The number of studies on 
Nazi antisemitic activities that had no impact on the 
developments leading to toward the genocide of the Jews 
is enormous. This indicates that the murder campaign was 
but one aspect, albeit important and even essential, of the 
larger project, which was: the envisioned total elimination 
of the Jewish Spirit and its evil influence on humankind in 
general, and on the “Aryans” in particular. Consequently, 
if this genocide was not the ultimate culmination of the 
Nazi anti-Jewish enterprise from the Nazi perspective, I 
suggest a different conceptualization of the event called 
“the Holocaust” (or the Shoah, or whatever name one 
chooses), which I visualize as follows: 

Instead of a kind of tunnel process—whether 
linear or twisted—leading to “the ultimate goal” - the 
genocidal campaign that began at some point in 1941 - my 
understanding is that the Nazis had an open-ended vision 
of the total elimination of the Jewish Spirit and its carriers. 
This vision went beyond the elimination of the carriers, 
the physical Jews; it was interpreted and implemented in a 
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broad variety of ways due to the differing emphases given 
by the activists from the very beginning of the Third Reich. 
It included acts of self-purification—of language, science, 
philosophy, law, music, and art. Such a conceptualization 
also allows for the integration of the extremely broad 
array of accomplices and enablers in German and 
Austrian society outside and beyond the circles of Nazi 
organizations and the bureaucracy; and even of many 
ideological opponents of Nazism, who were nevertheless 
antisemitic enough, or who claimed to be apolitical, to 
consent to this aspect of the regime’s policies (as Götz Aly 
and David Bankier have pointed out);72 as well as so many 
people in the countries in Europe and North Africa that 
had been occupied by Germany or had allied themselves 
with Germany, which included not only ideological 
collaborators, but also many collaborators who were 
active beneficiaries, whether individuals, organizations, 
or governments, “Jew hunters,” and denouncers. I would 
describe this by paraphrasing Hilberg’s words as recorded 
by Lanzmann and previously cited:

The Hitler-set goal of the “total removal” of the Jews and 
of the “Jewish Spirit” occurred in the process of specifying and 
achieving that vague goal—this was not only the property of 
the railroads, everyone was approaching the “total removal” 
from the same vantage point: a goal had to be achieved by 
solving the problems along the way. […] The substance of the 
result emerged out of individual and group solutions to “the 
Jewish peril” as each of them perceived it (some as physical 
annihilation, others as the eradication of anything “Jewish”). 
So, there is no difference in this respect between the railroads 
and the most extreme SS units in action, between the artists 
and the physicists, between the linguists and the priests, etc.

To conclude: In my eyes, Hilberg’s conceptualization 
of the Holocaust (1) as a social scientific model that is 
based on a (2) linear (3) bureaucratic process that (4) 
reaches its ultimate climax with the implementation of the 
Final Solution can no longer be sustained in this simplistic 
mode in light of the available research. The Holocaust 
was a much more comprehensive “event” that cannot be 
restricted to the bureaucratic realm, and the unprecedented 
success of the anti-Jewish project (and other projects of 
the Third Reich) in an extremely short time in historical 

terms—only twelve years and ninety-eight days—was the 
product of an extremely rapid dramatic change of social 
behavior in Nazi Germany and under the influence of Nazi 
Germany, a volcano-like eruption of antisemitic energy in 
many strands all over society  which defied and undermined 
the inherent slow moving, inflexible, and inefficient nature 
of the bureaucratic tool. Hilberg himself pointed out many 
of the problems in the functioning of the bureaucracy, 
which in regular situations would have undermined 
the implementation of the process that led to the Final 
Solution. Michael Wildt has shown, for instance, the 
power of the “uncompromising generation,” a generation 
that acted without being bound to rules and bureaucratic 
procedures.73 Hilberg’s model does not provide an answer 
to the questions raised by the behavior of German society 
at large and the role of the various societies in the occupied 
and satellite countries. Cultural and linguistic aspects, 
such as the history of concepts (Begriffsgeschichte), are also 
beyond the scope of this model.

And yet, as opposed to many of the other 
comprehensive presentations of the Holocaust that 
ceased to be relevant, The Destruction of the European 
Jews remains and is still—and I believe that it will 
continue to be—an essential study for any research 
on and any teaching of the Holocaust. This is due to 
its analytical structure and the treasure of data and 
phenomenal insights into the functioning of the 
bureaucracy of the Third Reich that it provides. These 
virtues offer important established truths (even if we 
cannot accept the overarching model), including (1) 
that the periodization of the event should be defined 
as 1933–1945, which is counter to a series of recent 
approaches that, under the influence of genocide 
studies, define the Holocaust as “the genocide of the 
Jews” that was carried out during the years, 1941–1945, 
and thus marginalize the 1930s; 74 and (2) that the 
process was not top-down, but rather a collective effort 
of many people (just think about the fact that the Final 
Solution was carried out without having a designated 
budget!75). In other words, even if the peel cannot be 
sustained any more, the rest of the apple remains and 
is tasty and satisfying—and it will continue to nourish 
Holocaust research in the future as well.
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