History of Shoa

Specification of the term


The word “holocaust” (from the Greek word holocauston = burnt offering) means burnt sacrifice. This term was brought to general awareness in the 1970s, when American documentary makers used it for the title of a series on murdering European Jews in the territories ruled by Germany during World War II. Gradually it has also come to mean the murdering of the Roma (there is a term “porajmos” for the Roma holocaust). The Hebrew term “shoa” means the victimisation and murdering of Jews in this period, which can be translated as a catastrophe, disaster, evil, doom, destruction. The Nazis used the euphemistic term the “final solution to the Jewish question” (Endlösung der Judenfrage”) for their goal of exterminating European Jews, which in order to conceal their real intentions. 

The Holocaust became a term for modern genocide, but simultaneously it is a unique phenomenon. According to the author of the term “genocide”, Raphael Lemkin, it is a process of destroying a nation or ethnic group and it is not necessary to carry it out at once and directly in the way of a mass murdering all the members of this nation or ethnic group.


The historic uniqueness of the Holocaust lies in the fact that the state, its bureaucracy and all modern means were involved in the process of liquidation of the Jewish ethnic group, that this process was totally dehumanized, industrialized and made more effective (personal belongings/things of victims and their mortal remains as well were further used; also the central institutions of the persecuted community were involved in this process, which were forced to take part in the efficiency of the whole murdering process). The Holocaust victims were dehumanized (in the concentration camps their names were replaced with numbers, hair cut, personal clothes replaced with prison clothes). The racial definition of Jewish origin
 was condemned in advance to a sad fate, even for those who were not born yet. According to the theory of one of the most important contemporary Holocaust historians, Jehuda Bauer, the Holocaust was global, total and irrational, which sets it apart from other genocides. Another very important Holocaust historian, Raul Hilberg, described particular phases of the Holocaust in this way: definition (a precise specification of a group of people detailed for extermination) and marking – expropriation – deportation – concentration - physical liquidation. At the beginning of the persecution there was an intention to isolate the Jewish population (assimilated in the West and Central Europe almost without any exceptions) –registering Jewish inhabitants, labelling their identity cards and then the particular people as well, segregation from the environment. The Jewish people lived in an atmosphere of fear even before starting deportations, a situation which is pithily called a “ghetto without walls”.
The History of the Holocaust/ shoah
The Nazis continued old traditions of German and international modern anti-Semitism. They based their programme on a trumped up theory of a modern biological racism that with the help of anthropological measurements began to qualify and evaluate in addition to basic races also secondary races as formulated by count Joseph Arthur Gobineu in his three-part Essay on Inequity of Human Races (1853 – 1855): for him the “northern (Nordic) fairy blue-eyed dolichocefal (long-skull) secondary race” and particularly its Germanic tribe is the main creative part of the white population. The popular standpoints of social Darwinism applying terms as “natural selection” and “right of stronger” on human society were an important part of Nazi theory as well. Also Houston Stewart Chamberlain’s (1855 – 1927) works were of important influence.


Since the foundation of Hitler’s NSDAP and statement of its programme in 1920, anti-Semitism began a principal part of Nazi ideology (Hitler’s Mein Kampf (1924), whose number of copies had reached almost 10 million till the end of World War II, became a Nazi “mouthpiece”) and its populist propaganda that had been increasing in this time and came to a peak particularly after appointing Hitler the Chancellor of the Reich on 30th January 1933.

Joseph Goebles, who led the party’s propaganda since 1929, was also among the ideologists of Nazism and so was Alfred Rosenberg who was born in the Baltics. For the entire period of the 1920s and 1930s a lot of anti-Semitic magazines were published in Germany (the strongly anti-Semitic magazine Der Stürmer = Attacker, published by Julius Streicher since 1923, was the most well-known among them.) In 1926 the youth organization Hitlerjugend was founded, membership began to be compulsory in 1936 when it was declared to be the only upholder of education besides the family and school.

Since Hitler’s rise to power, the Jewish population of Germany was exposed to many discriminatory measures, which were constantly multiplied and sharpened. These measures were also later introduced by the Nazis in the occupied territories to various extents and intensity. In Germany doctors and defence lawyers of Jewish origin were forbidden to practise in 1933, the Jewish university professors and civil servants were dismissed. On 28th March 1928 the Nazi leadership appealed to boycotting Jewish sellers, tradesmen, lawyers and doctors accompanied by an intensive anti-Semitic propaganda, according to which the boycott should have only been a revenge for inimical activities of the Jews abroad against the new German regime. The members of the SA and SS were supervising observances of the boycott. The boycott was officially finished on 4th April saying that it had fulfilled its purpose. After the first “revolution” phase of victimizing the Jews and eliminating them from the German economy the Nazis, who were afraid of possible losses in the national economy, chose more cautious tactics and limited to a certain extent the “spontaneous” measures against Jews.
However the process of an economic and social elimination had been never stopped and it was sped up or slowed down according to the circumstances.


Apart from the Jews, the Nazi regime also did not like physically or mentally handicapped people, homosexuals, Roma people and political opponents of the NSDAP. For them, concentration camps were founded in Germany in the first half of the 1930s. The first of these camps were established in Dachau at Munich and in Oranienburg at Berlin in March 1933. Then Sachsenhausen (1936), Buchenwald (1937) and many others followed. An important goal of Nazi offices was to improve finances – the law on confiscation of Jewish property of 1933 was to achieve this.

After September 1935 the anti-Semitic measures could be based on pseudo-legislative norms that were known as Nuremberg Laws. Those were the Act on Reich Citizenship and the Act on Protection of German Blood and Honour.
 These acts took Reich citizenship from the Jews and other people who could not prove their Aryan or “generic related” origin and changed them into persons with no rights. They also fixed the identification system according to which it was stipulated who would be considered a Jew or a Jewish half-breed of the first or second degree. By adopting the term “defamation of the race” the acts prohibited the Aryans to be intimate with “people of inferior race”. Everyone who had at least three Jewish grandparents was considered to be a Jew even though both of his parents and he himself were baptized or of no denomination. He who had only one or two Jewish grandparents could be considered to be a “half-breed” of the first or second degree but providing that he himself had never been a member of a Jewish community or had not married a person of Jewish origin.

The Nazi propaganda and persecution was most severe for the middle class – doctors, lawyers, judges, prosecutors, civil servants, professors etc. In 1933 the numerus clausus for Jewish students at universities was launched and by the end of 1938 they were entirely expelled from universities. After November 1939 Jewish children were not allowed to attend any public schools. Psychological terror escalated (for example public burning of Jewish books and other  irritating authors). The injustice culminated in Germany in the summer and autumn of 1938: the Jews had to get registered and special identity cards labelled with letter “J” were introduced for them. In October 1938 the decision of Aryanization of the economy and segregation of the Jews was adopted.


These regulations were also applied to Austria which was occupied by Germany by so-called Anschluß on the 12th March 1938. The Jews here were expelled faster from the society than in Germany – due to a long tradition of anti-Semitism in this country. The speed and efficiency of anti-Semitic measures in Austria became an example that was later put into practise in other annexed and occupied territories.

The pogrom known as the „Kristallnacht“ (Crystal Night), which was set off during the night of the 9th November 1938 in Germany, Austria and also in the sequestrated Czechoslovak border area (the so-called Sudetenlands), was a total legalization of violence.

Allegedly it was a reaction to the assassination of Ernst vom Rath, a secretary at the German legation in Paris, carried out by Jewish student Herschel Grynszpan. During the Kristallnacht, 281 synagogues and 7.500 other buildings were destroyed, about one hundred citizens of Jewish origin were murdered and around 30,000 of them were arrested and dragged to concentration camps. The final compensation of the damages and the penalty for the whole event, which was assessed to be of 1.000 million Reich Marks, was set to be paid by the Jews.

The effort of the Jews in Germany and Austria to emigrate was naturally growing. But such mass emigration was becoming a worldwide problem, which other states could not solve. According to the records of German security agencies, several thousand Jews emigrated only from Germany in the years 1933 – 1941. Many of them were later run to the ground in other parts of Europe. There were also such people who decided to get back to Germany on their own free will due to bad emigration conditions. 

On the 30th January 1939 Adolf Hitler made his notorious “prophecy” in the Reichstag: If the world Jewry sets off another world war, its consequence will be a total extermination of the Jewish race in Europe. Later on Hitler often referred to this “prophecy”. There is not a consensus among historians as to the beginning of the Holocaust – some of them think that the Holocaust began in the pre-war period, i.e. after 1933.  Other’s opinion is that the idea of a physical liquidation of European Jews originated in the course of the war, when the conditions for it were made – that is after 1940. 

The Reich leader of the SS and the head of German police, Heinrich Himmler, was charged with the “final solution”. After the occupation of Poland the phase of concentration of the Jews began. In April 1940 the ghetto in Lodz was established, in November 1940 in Warsaw. Simultaneously the preparatory works for the changeover to mass murder of the Jews were carried out. Since the end of World War II, there have been disputes on when and by whom the command was given. Probably it was Hitler himself to whose command Himmler was repeatedly referring. 


The beginning of the mass murdering of the Jews is connected with the attack on the Soviet Union. The so-called Eisatzgruppen (flying squads) consisting of members of the security police and security service were closely following the front. According to their own fragmentary records the flying squads murdered 900,000 Jews at minimum. The biggest massacre took place in the ravine of Babi Yar near Kiev on the 29th and 30th September, where 33,771 Jews from Kiev were shot dead.

The coordinator of all parts providing organizational backup for the extermination of the Jew became the head of the Main Office of the Reich’s Security (RSHA) Reinhard Heydrich, who on the 31st July 1941 obtained an official authorization from Hermann Göring, the chairman of the Council for Reich’s Defense.

The concentration of the Jews in ghettos, from where they were to be gradually sent in transports eastbound for liquidation was a kind of temporary solution. A considerable part of the Jews just died in the ghettos due to totally insufficient hygienic accommodations and eating conditions, as well as of the permanent terror of the SS members. The Jewish ghettos in the area of Poland and of the Soviet occupied territories were established for the interment of Jewish inhabitants from mentioned areas but the Jews from the Protectorate were deported there as well. The so-called Jewish self-rule – judenrat was set up in ghettos, which tried within the bounds of possibility, to improve the life of the interned people. 

The Jews imprisoned in Polish ghettos ended their days mostly in the extermination camps such as the camp of Chelmno (established 1941), Treblinka (1941), Belzec (1940) or Sobibor (1942). Since December 1941 gas trucks had been used for mass murdering of the Jews in the extermination camp of Chelmno; approximately 150,000 people were murdered this way. In the Autumn 1941, the building of large-capacity extermination facilities was started and the camps of Belzec, Sobibor and Treblinka were built. Stable gas chambers were installed there. The building of the gas chambers was started on the basis of the resolution of state secretaries of particular ministries and higher SS commanders who met at the Conference in Wannsee at Berlin on the 20th January 1942. At the conference under the chairmanship of Reinhard Heydrich the “final solution to the Jewish question”, involving 11 million European Jews living at the area from Ireland to Ural,
 was decided to be carried out.


The main centre of murder of the Jews since the Spring of 1942 moved to the concentration camp of Auschwitz II – Birkenau, which was built next to the main camp at Auschwitz. There were four crematoria with working gas chambers, where the victims were murdered with the gas called cyklon B. The total number of Jews murdered at Auschwitz is estimated to be 1.2 to 1.6 million.

Murder in gas chambers was also carried out in the concentration camp of Majdanek, and at a lower scale also in the camps of Sachsenhausen, Mauthausen, Ravensbrück and others. Many of the people who survived the concentration and extermination camps died at the end of the war during so-called death marches or death transports dispatched from the camps being liquidated. In total there were about 6 million Jews who died as victims of the Holocaust. 

In spite of hard conditions in the ghettos and extermination camps, resistance organizations originated which succeeded in starting uprisings in several ghettos and extermination camps: In Warsaw ghetto in 1943 (19th April to 16th May), Bialystok and Treblinka (both in August 1943, Sobibor (October 1943) and Auschwitz (October 1944). Besides this, the Jews were joining the army troops of particular countries who were fighting on the side of the Allies and in some regions they were establishing their own partisan groups. 

The speed of carrying out the “final solution” in particular European countries depended first of all on to what extent the country was controlled by Nazi Germany. For example the Jews in Poland, Serbia, Netherlands and the occupied territories of the Soviet Union only had a tiny chance of survival. In other cases the rate of dependence of each particular country on Germany was the deciding factor.

The Holocaust of the Jews in the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia

The beginning of the persecution of Jewish inhabitants in Czech lands can be dated to the Autumn 1938 when the Munich Agreement was signed (30th September 1938) with the consequence of surrendering Czechoslovak border areas to Germany. About 29,000 inhabitants from the border areas were, according to the Nuremberg Laws that immediately became valid in the Sudetenland, branded as Jews and due to violence and persecution more than 18,000 of them escaped to the Czech inland. During the period of the so-called Second Republic, anti-Semitism came out sharply in society.
 

On the 15th March 1939 the rest of Czechoslovakia, from which Slovakia broke away a day before, was occupied by the German army and on the 16th March 1939 the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia was declared. In March 1939 there were 118.310 Jews registered in the Protectorate.

From this moment on, anti-Semitic orders, bans, regulations became valid. They were issued by various institutions – from the Office of the Reich Protector and the government of the Protectorate, then particulars ministries to local authorities etc. Their number finally reached several hundred.
 The purpose of these orders was to isolate the Jewish inhabitants, separate them from public life and decimate them psychologically and physically. For example, the Jews were prohibited from entering chosen squares and streets, parks, public orchards, gardens and woods. They were banned from attending theatres, cinemas, libraries, playing fields and funfairs, swimming pools and spas. In local means of transport the Jews were only allowed to go in the last car and on the back platform, their purchase period was restricted to two hours twice a day. Jews had their telephones, radio sets, record players, sewing machines, bicycles, skies, and domestic animals confiscated. They were prohibited to go out after 8 p.m., and for the school year 1940/41 and after there was a ban on attending any schools. In January 1940 the so-called Aryanization of the Jewish property began. 
From February 1940 the Jewish identity cards were labelled with a red letter “J”, and after 1st September 1941 all Jews over six years old had to wear a yellow badge visible on their clothing. On the 21st July 1941 the Central Office for Jewish Emigration within which authority over all problems of the Jews in the Protectorate lay was created. At the beginning Adolf Eichman was in charge of the Office. The Central Office, apart from others things, concentrated Jewish property, which lay in the authority of the so-called Emigration Fund for Bohemia and Moravia. As for the emigration, 25,977 people emigrated from the Protectorate until 30th November 1942.
Terezín
 
Terezín was chosen by the Nazis as a reception and transit camp for the Jews from the Protectorate, Germany, Netherlands, Denmark and Austria. Later on, the Jews from Hungary and Slovakia were also interned here. Terezín was chosen because of its location and fortress architecture: it was fortified, located close to the Protectorate’s border with the Reich and had numerous barracks, which could accommodate many. Until June 1942 the civil population beside the interned Jews also lived here. In June 1940, the Nazis established a Gestapo prison for political prisoners from the Protectorate in the Malá pevnost (Small Fortress).

The SS headquarters had its seat in Terezín but the ghetto was run by the Jewish self-rule. It had to fulfil the orders of the SS and helping the prisoners was almost impossible. Even worse, the self-rule was forced to choose the people for the transports to the east.
From November 1941 to 8th May 1945 around 140,000 people, more than 10,000 of them children, went through Terezín. Ninety thousand prisoners were deported to the east and 6,875 Jews from the Protectorate and about 240 from the sequestrated Czechoslovakian border areas, the so-called Sudetenland, lived to see the end of the war in Terezín. 
  Terezín was marked as a Jewish ghetto. The mandatory manual labour for people age 16 - 65 was in force here, but in fact, much younger children worked as well. The inhabitants of the ghetto suffered from shortages of food, bad hygienic conditions, diseases and lack of space. Terezín was overcrowded: the town planned before the war for a population of about seven thousand people now had to hold 50 to 60 thousand prisoners. The hard living conditions resulted in a high mortality rate: in June 1942 approximately 32 prisoners died every day, in September the number had risen to 131.
The fear of the transports to the east was a day-to-day reality in Terezín. Nobody knew the fate of the transports in detail: it was said that work in the Reich was involved, but the fear of the unknown still existed. 

During the war Terezín played another part – it was a ghetto for old German and Austrian Jews and allegedly a preparation for an after-war Jewish state. In Terezín – cultural activities were - to some extent - permitted – theatre, music, fine arts and sports that were to deceive both the prisoners and the world. That is why a delegation of representatives from the International Red Cross could visit Terezín on 23rd June 1944. The delegation in their report declared Terezín a running Jewish town from where transports to the east are not dispatched. The visitation was however thoroughly prepared: the transports were stopped for that time, sick and old people were hidden, faked signboards with titles like bank, school, café were fixed on the facades. The entire ghetto was to create an illusion of a well run Jewish settlement. But after the visit about 19,000 Jews were deported to Auschwitz.

The Jews in the transports did not know what their destination was, nor what their future fate would be. That is one of the reasons why the Jews came to the assembly place in faith they would be transferred or go to work. Mostly they were robbed of their last things, loaded into cattle wagons and under inhuman conditions, without water, food and basic hygiene carried to the unknown for several days. At the arrival at the concentration camp those who survived the transport were driven out with a beating and shouting, families were separated and only the strongest were selected for work. The others went directly into a gas chamber or were killed with shooting and injections. The corpses were burnt in crematoria. The sense of hard labor was also a physical liquidation and the high mortality rate was risen by day-to-day selections to the gas chambers.                                                                                
Children, who were torn from their life and often separated from the rest of their family, were an important part of the population in Terezín. The Department of Youth looked after the material and health support of the children ages 4 – 16 and also after their education and upbringing. During the course of 1942, homes for children and teenagers – so-called kinderheims (heims) – were formed in some buildings in Terezín. The children lived together in these boys’ and girls’ homes under the supervision of caretakers. The children had their meals together, went in for prohibited classes and played games together as well.

Children in these homes also made their own magazines (the most well-known magazine was The Vedem). Of the more than 10,000 children who were deported to the east, only about 240 of them returned. About 880 children were liberated in Terezín.
� Lemkin created the term for murdering Armenians in Osman Empire.


� The definition of Jewish origin in the Nazi conception was derived from the Nuremberg Laws: A Jew was a person, who had at lest three Jewish grandparents. The truth was that the determination whether a person is of a „Jewish race“ or not was derived more often from the membership in Jewish religion communities.





� The wording of the acts see � HYPERLINK "http://www.jewishmuseum.cz/neztratitviru" ��www.jewishmuseum.cz/neztratitviru�., Timeline section


� See the transcription from the conference at http://www.holocaust.cz/cz2/resources/documents/final_solution/wannsee_protocol.


� It is possible to find many examples at www.holocaust.cz


� Enumeration of tens of these regulation see at � HYPERLINK "http://www.jewishmuseum.cz/neztratitviru" ��www.jewishmuseum.cz/neztratitviru�, section Timeline, also see Helena Petrův, Právní postavení Židů v Protektorátu Čechy a Morava (1939 – 1941é, Sefer, Praha 2000





