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NAZI IDEOLOGY AND OCCUPATIONTHE POLISH CONTEXT OF THE SHOAH



NAZI IDEOLOGY AND OCCUPATION
Social Darwinism contributed to the 

development of modern anti-Semitism. 

In 1850, the Englishman, Herbert 

Spencer, advanced the theory of 

“constant struggle between humans in 

which the strongest would win” – it was 

not the survival of the “fittest” as 

Darwin later postulated but the survival 

of the “strongest” (p. 49). 



NAZI IDEOLOGY AND OCCUPATION
Nazi ideology desired to 

shape the entire world. 

“It did not limit itself to the 

Jews and to the aspiration 

of their disappearance and 

annihilation” 

Nazi Germany wanted to 

“create a New Order in 

Europe and beyond” (Tel 

Aviv University & Vashem, 

2016a). 



NAZI IDEOLOGY AND OCCUPATION
Nazi Redemptive Anti-Semitism 

defined the Jews as an anti-race, 

a destructive element of 

humanity

As such they were a hazard to 

the existence of the new order of 

the world. 

Subsequently this ideology could 

not be expressed or realized 

without “the well-rooted hostility 

towards the Jews of Europe.”



NAZI IDEOLOGY AND OCCUPATION
Aryans “were considered the 

master race, consisting above all of 

the Germans and ethnic Germans 

in Eastern Europe 

Also included northwestern 

populations such as the Dutch and 

the Scandinavians” and people 

from such groups were viewed as 

“superior” (Tel Aviv University & 

Vashem, 2016a). 



NAZI IDEOLOGY AND OCCUPATION

Consequently such people 

“needed and deserved 

more”—“more rights, more 

food, more space: 

lebensraum, living space” 

(Tel Aviv University & 

Vashem, 2016a). 



NAZI IDEOLOGY 
AND OCCUPATION

Untermenschen were those people and 

nations, who were placed “at the bottom of 

the racial scale,” which included “the 

Russians and Poles, as well as others” (Tel Aviv 

University & Vashem, 2016a). 

Polish Jews and Polish Christians were both 

victims of the ruthless Nazi occupation, 

though they were “unequal victims,” to use a 

term phrased by the scholars Israel Gutman 

and Shmoleka Kofsky (Tel Aviv University & 

Vashem, 2016a).



POLISH CONTEXT OF THE SHOAH

Jews and Poles have shared a long history, which at times has been 

strained and embittered. The events of the Shoah only worked to 

exacerbate the difficulty in their relations even further. 

Common belief is that the Nazi regime chose Poland for the setting 

of the Final Solution because of Polish anti-Semitism; however, this is 

not the case. 

The Nazis chose Poland strategically “as their gigantic laboratory for 

mass murder” simply for the reason that Poland was the home to the 

largest Jewish population in Europe (Zimmerman, 2003, p. 3). 



POLISH CONTEXT OF THE SHOAH
Louise Steinman (2013) states that 

there is emptiness in the space of her 

family’s history prior to the Shoah. 

According to Steinman “most [Jews] 

harbored more bitterness toward 

Poland than they did toward 

Germany” even though they were 

once “part of Poland’s body and 

soul, but they’d been excised, cast 

out” (p. xi). 



POLISH 
CONTEXT OF THE SHOAH

Although the Shoah was not 

conceived by Poles, it “had 

tainted Polish soil forever” 

(Zimmerman, 2003, p. 6). 

Dealing with the aftermath of 

such a tragic event would 

require cleansing Poland and 

its people from this “terrible 

burden of history” by allowing 

the Polish people to see 

themselves and their country 

“in the light of truth” 

(Zimmerman, 2003, p. 6). 



POLISH CONTEXT OF THE SHOAH
The Shoah “is the tragedy 

of the Poles” because 

during dark days of the 

Nazi extermination of the 

Jews, Poles “were exposed 

to an unprecedented 

moral trial” through which 

it would be difficult to say if 

anyone else “would have 

come through it better” 

(Zimmerman, 2003, p. 7). 



POLISH 
CONTEXT OF 

THE SHOAH
On at least one occasion, Poles became participants of barbarism, 

rounding up and brutally murdering their Jewish neighbors in a pogrom. 

With the permission of Nazi officials, Polish residents of Jedwabne, Poland 

brutally murdered 1,600 of their Jewish neighbors in July 1941. 

Jews were rounded up and were beaten, clubbed or hacked to death; 

however, most of those who died were eventually herded into a barn and 

burned alive. 



POLISH CONTEXT OF THE SHOAH
The events of Jedwabne were 

not the norm; however, it 

occurred and Poles took part 

in the murder of Jews. 

This event has not been 

examined historically due to 

the fact that many historians 

discounted the grim 

eyewitness testimony of the 

Jewish survivors of the event as 

being too incredible to be true. 



THE NAZI GHETTO



GHETTOIZATION
In September of 1939 SS General 

Reinhardt Heydrich, sent the 

Schnellbrief,” concerning the 

“Jewish Question in Occupied 

Territories” and in this letter he 

“emphasized that the planned 

total measures, i.e., the final aim -

Endziel, are to be kept strictly 

secret” (Tel Aviv University & 

Vashem, 2016b).



GHETTOIZATION
Heydrich emphasized that 

the “final aim” would 

require time and that there 

would be stages running 

up to the “final aim.” These 

were short periods of time 

to carry out so called 

“temporary steps” (Tel Aviv 

University & Vashem, 

2016b).



GHETTOIZATION
In the annexed territories were to 

be cleared of Jews, while in 

Poland, Jews should be 

concentrated in large cities at rail 

junctions or along rail lines.

The question concerning how to 

implement the final aim and its 

associated steps was not answered 

in Nazi documents.



GHETTOIZATION
The word ghetto is from 

Italy, where the first 

ghetto was set aside 

for Jews in Venice in 

the 1500s. 

Unlike what the Israeli 

Minister of Education 

said recently at 

Auschwitz,  there were 

no ghettos in Paris and 

Vienna.



GHETTOIZATION

Ghetto was a term used by Nazis is 

different.

It meant that the Jews would be 

moved to an area as a temporary 

step in the deportation process.

The first ghetto was established in 

Poland and later in other parts of 

Eastern Europe. 

Roughly a 1,000 ghettos established 

by the Nazis during the Holocaust.

Ghettos were generally placed in 

cities, but could be in other areas.



GHETTOIZATION
More than half of the ghetto 

residents were refugees.

Ghettos were in the Eastern 

European Jewish experience.

In the West, Jews were isolated by 

legal and economic measures and 

they were essentially removed from 

society.

The Warsaw Ghetto is a “standard example” of a ghetto but there were 

others. Nevertheless all the ghettos in the occupied territories were quite 

diverse.





THE WARSAW GHETTO

The Jews were ordered to move 

into the Warsaw Ghetto on 

October 12, 1940 and by 

November 1940 the Warsaw 

Ghetto was sealed and 

enclosed by a 3 meter high 

wall.

In the beginning of the Warsaw 

Ghetto, 380,000 Jews lived in 

less than 3.5 square kilometers.



THE WARSAW GHETTO
About 30% of Warsaw’s 

population lived in 3% of the 

city’s territory.

More than 80,000 Jews died in 

the Warsaw Ghetto of hunger, 

disease, and Nazi terror.

The German formal food 

allocation for a Jew was 184 

calories per day.





TREBLINKA



TREBLINKA
Beginning in July 1942, the Nazis 

began to empty the Warsaw Ghetto 

and sent Jews to their immediate 

death at the Treblinka Death Camp.

Treblinka was “only designed for 

mass murder of Jews.” 



TREBLINKA
In the summer of 1942 

more than 300,000 Jews 

were sent to their death 

at Treblinka.

Collectively more than 

1,000,000 Jews were 

murdered at Treblinka.



DISCUSSION
Nazi Germany built their 

“extermination camps in 

occupied Poland. It is 

historically unfair that the Poles, 

whose country was annexed 

by the Nazis and effectively 

dismantled, are forced to bear 

the guilt that is Germany’s and 

the hatred and disgust of 

Israelis and the entire world.”

Carolina Landsmann


