Excerpts from “For God’s Sake—Terrible”: 

The Scope and Scale of the Holocaust

[from Denying History: Who Says the Holocaust Never Happened and Why Do They Say It? (2000) by Michael Shermer & Alex Grobman]

Schacht objects to being made to look at film as I ask him to move over; turns away, folds arms, gazes into gallery. (Film starts.) Fritzsche already looks pale and sits aghast as it starts with scenes of prisoners burned alive in a barn. . .Keitel wipes brow, takes off 

headphones . . . Funk covers his eyes, looks as if he is in agony, shakes his head . . . Ribbertrop closes his eyes, looks away . . . Sauckel mops brow . . . Frank swallows hard, blinks eyes, trying to stifle tears . . . Frick shakes head at illustration of “violent death”—Frank mutters “Horrible!” . . . Speer looks very sad, swallows hard . . . Defense attorneys are now muttering, “for God’s sake—terrible.”

Dr. G. M. Gilbert, prison psychologist, describing Nazi leaders’ reactions to a film of concentration camps liberated by Americans, International Military Tribunal, Nuremberg, November 29, 1945

This raw description at the Nuremberg trials of some Nazi leaders’ shock and horror at the scope and scale of the Holocaust gives us some indication of just how far beyond belief the mass murder was even to the perpetrators.  So vast in scope and complex in scale was the Holocaust that no one individual—with the possible exceptions of Hitler and Himmler (who had taken their own lives before capture) or Eichman (who was still at large in late 1945)—knew what had gone on throughout the Reich.  One purpose of the Nuremberg trials was to determine how many people were killed in order to assess culpability and, where appropriate, punishment for these crimes against humanity.  The specific question at hand was not how many people died in the course of the war . . .  Instead, what the prosecutors wanted to know was, how many people did the Nazis murder?  As the trial unfolded and more information came in from camps throughout Europe, it became apparent that one group of people in particular was singled out more than any other.  So the question became, how many Jews did the Nazis murder? . . .

How many Jews died at the hands of the Nazis?  The second major axis around which Holocaust denial turns is the number of victims.  Paul Rassinier concluded in his 1978 book, Debunking the Genocide Myth . . . that “a minimum of 4,419,908 Jews succeeded in leaving Europe between 1931 and 1945.”  Therefore, he argued, far fewer than 6 million died at the hands of the Nazis.  Most Holocaust scholars, however, using reliable figures and cross-checking them with other sources, place the total between 5.1 and 6.3 million Jewish victims.  And, of course, there were many millions more killed by the Nazis, including gypsies, Poles, Serbs, Czechs, Soviet civilians, mentally and physically handicapped patients, political prisoners, Soviet POWs, and the countless civilians in towns and villages throughout Europe who simply got in the way.

While estimates vary, there is independent corroboration among historians, using different methods and different source materials.  Indeed, the variation adds credibility to the figure of around six million, for it would be more likely that the numbers were “cooked” if they all came out the same . . . Whether it is five or six million is central to the victims, but from the point of view of whether the Holocaust took place it is irrelevant.  Either figure represents a large number of people.  In any case, it was not several hundred thousand, or “only” one or two million, as some deniers suggest . . . 

To challenge the deniers we can begin with a simple question: If six million Jews did not die, where did they all go?  A denier might say that they are still living in Siberia, Peoria, and similar places . . . It goes against logic to expect millions of Jews to appear suddenly out of the hinterlands of Russia or America (especially given the intensely restrictive immigration laws at the time).  The number of Jews in both countries is well established; we cannot believe that millions of Jews have consistently eluded the census takers there and in other countries.  Interestingly, the Nazis themselves estimated that at least six million were murdered, if not more.  On November 26, 1945, at the first Nuremberg trial, the Nazi physician Dr. Wilhelm Hoettel testified:

In the various concentration camps approximately four million Jews had been killed, while about two million were killed in other ways, the majority of these having been killed by the action squads of the security police.

Himmler had not been satisfied by the report, since in his opinion the number of Jews killed must have been greater than six million . . .

[We] realize that such powerful statements by the perpetrators must be corroborated.  The German historian Wolfgang Benz, for example, comments on the problem of depending only on confessions of Nazis: “But historic research is not dependent on confessions of the perpetrators.  Original and undeniable sources are available for the research and calculation of the dimension of the genocide, but there are massive difficulties still.  A major part of the murder actions was secret, covered through euphemistic expressions like the Final Solution, and proofs for the crimes had been destroyed during the last effort of the NS regime.  Thus it will never be possible to quote an absolute figure that counts every single human, but it is possible to position the measure beyond every speculation.”  Table 2 presents estimates of Jewish losses in the Holocaust by country, as compiled by Benz, using his own as well as other sources, including those from Gerald Reitlinger’s The Final Solution, Raul Hilberg’s The Destruction of the European Jews, and Yisrael Gutman and Robert Rozett’s article in the Encyclopedia of the Holocaust  . . .

[These authors] derive their figures by various methods, including population demographics before the war, the number reported transferred to camps, the number reported killed, the number estimated killed, the number liberated from the camps, the number killed in “special actions” by the Einsatzgruppen, and the number remaining after the war.  Hilberg cautions that “margins of error may be wider than they seem” and that “exactness is impossible.”  But these margins are not so wide that, for example, six million would become six hundred thousand.  Indeed, the range of estimates is typical for scientific data, necessary when figures have been estimated and cannot be stated with certainty . . .

THE VICTIMS AND PERPETRATORS SPEAK OUT

Deniers claim that no extermination camp victim has given eyewitness testimony of gassings.  If so many millions of Jews were exterminated, surely someone could tell us what happened, Butz insists.  Indeed, we do have lots of eyewitness accounts, not only from the SS and Nazi doctors, but from the Sonderkommandos who dragged the bodies from the gas chambers into the crematoria . . .

From these accounts we can see how multiple eyewitness testimonies can be used to corroborate a historical event.  Additional eyewitness accounts . . . speak for the victims who cannot speak for themselves.  In the film SS members and others recall on camera the gruesome details of the extermination process . . . 

Finally, there are the dramatic testimonies captured on film by Claude Lanzmann, in his documentary Shoah: An Oral History of the Holocaust.  At Treblinka, for example, SS Sergeant Franz Suchomel recalls that the horror began before the Jews even arrived at the camp: “While five thousand Jews arrived in Treblinka, three thousand were dead in the cars.  They had slashed their wrists, or just died.  The ones were unloaded were half dead and half mad.”  Upon his arrival at the camp he was given a tour by a fellow Sergeant (Unterscharfuehrer), who “showed us the camp from end to end.  Just as we went by, they were opening the gas-chamber doors, and people fell out like potatoes.  Naturally, that horrified and appalled us.  We went back and sat down on our suitcases and cried like old women.  Each day one hundred Jews were chosen to drag the corpses to the mass graves.  In the evening the Ukrainians drove those Jews into the gas chambers or shot them.  Every day!”  The victims and perpetrators have spoken. [173-181]

[In refuting Holocaust deniers] consider in general how we might prove through a convergence of evidence from various sources that the Nazis used gas chambers and crematoria for mass murder:

1. Written documents—orders for Zyklon-B (the trade name of hydrocyanic        acid. . .), architectural blueprints, and orders for building materials for gas chambers and crematoria.

2. Zyklon-B gas traces—on the walls of the gas chambers at several camps.

3. Eyewitness testimony—survivor testimonies, Jewish Sonderkommando diaries, and confessions of guards and commandants.

4. Aerial photographs—indicating prisoners being moved toward the gas chamber/crematorium complexes, and matching those of ground photographs corroborating the structure of the gas chambers and crematoria.

5. The extant ruins of the camps—examined in light of the above sources of evidence.

In presenting these six lines of evidence, we are not saying that each or even any particular one proves that gas chambers and crematoria were used for genocide.  Rather, we are arguing that these lines of evidence converge on this conclusion.  As we shall see, there were six extermination camps—with gas chambers and crematoria—involved in the Final Solution, resulting in a total of approximately 

3,062,000 killed.

Camp



Number Killed


Killing Method

Auschwitz-Birkenau (1942-44)
1,100,000



Zyklon-B

Treblinka (1942-43)

900,000



Carbon monoxide

Belzec (1942)


600,000



Carbon monoxide

Sobibor (1942-43)


250,000



Carbon monoxide

Chelmno (1941-42)

152,000



Carbon monoxide

Majdenek (1942-44)

60,000



Zyklon-B & CO

What the Nazis learned in the T4 program, along with subterfuge and secrecy and the methods of mass murder, was that the public would not tolerate such activities on German soil . . . As a result of public outcry, the Nazis located these six camps in the East, far from the watchful eyes of the German public and press.  But the evidence to convict the murderers has not escaped history. [127-128] 

1) What are the most important claims made about the Holocaust in these excerpts?

2) What major points do the authors make regarding the use of historical evidence?  

