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Walk into a bookstore and pick up any book whose author loosely fits the
label “public intellectual.” Many will fit under the broad category of what
is now popularly known as the “Culture Wars”: authors such as Alan
Bloom, Jean-Frangois Lyotard, and Richard Rorty. Flip through the index
to the H’s. Chances are that you will find a few pages on “Hitler” or
“Holocaust,” and if you read them you will find that, despite the bewil-
dering diversity and vituperation, the unique atrocities of Nazism and
“modernity” occupy a prominent place in these authors’ historical imagi-
nations. For example, Francis Fukuyama urges us to embrace the shining
truth of modernity, which he defines as the progressive historical imple-
mentation of the Anglo-American Enlightenment, because a modern United
States vanquished National Socialism.! Rorty, on the other hand, admon-
ishes us to seek not the truth because it is authoritarian and leads down a
slippery slope to the gas chambers.2 Not to be outdone, M. Stanton Evans,
who shares Rorty’s disquiet over “the ideologies of the modern era,”
informs us that “Hitlerian concepts of unfettered power, genocide against
defenseless people, and eugenic efforts to direct the growth of populations
... resulted from the idea that man, severed from his connection to the
absolute, had been assimilated entirely to the world of nature.” To rescue
the West from this distress, he invites us to seek salvation in Jesus Christ.
All perceive the modernity or anti-modernity of the Nazis as a climacteric
of twentieth-century history. At stake is not so much an accurate portrayal
of the Holocaust, but how that past can be fashioned as either a mortal
weapon or impenetrable armor for competing claims to know where World
History should be taking humankind.
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In the face of this overwhelming multiplicity, let me state unequivocally

LIS

what “the modern,” “modernity,” and “modernization” mean in the pre-
sent meditation.

First, any claim to modernity or to “modernize” places a stake upon futu-
rity. It seeks to fix the preconditions that must be fulfilled in order to make
that future possible and identifies the patterns of development of these pre-
conditions in history. Thus, to understand “the modern® requires more than
any one idea. It requires comprehending the structure of a debate. This
debate constantly identifies false starts as backward historical developments.
To know what is modern, in contrast, means to hold the key to a new era,
to claim the right to know what is best for the full flowering of human his-
tory and, no less, to herald the creation of a “new man.” The primary casu-
alty of this debate is reasonable discussion of first principles, which
“modernity” sacrifices from the outset. To claim that anything is modern is
to claim that it is desirable not because it necessarily represents the good,
the true, or the beautiful but because it represents historical destiny.

Second, to say that “modernity” constitutes a debate does not imply that
all is relative or that what is being debated is a matter of indifference.
“Modernity” is about the power of industrial technology to transform civ-
ilization. As Reinhardt Koselleck pointed out long ago, the historical imag-
ination has been preoccupied with modernity since the industrial
revolution. Because the industrial revolution in tandem with the French
Revolution inaugurated more than 200 years of continuous, rapid change,
our ability to assimilate the past into the present has become a deep-felt
need which Koselleck attributes to the startling pace of technological
change: “. . . the more a particular time is experienced as a new temporal-
ity, as ‘modernity,’ the more demands made on the future increase. . . . this
s certain to be an effect of the technical-industrial modification of a world
that forces upon its inhabitants ever briefer intervals of time in which to
gather new experiences and adapt to changes induced at an accelerating
pace.”® Again, what is at stake is our future. Because of the ongoing indus-
trial transformation of society, nothing can be taken for granted, “the cen-
ter does not hold,” and therefore, in order to prepare as well as possible to

muddle through an uncertain tomorrow or even to know who we are, cit-
1zens of modernity constantly stare into the past in order to discern patterns
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which supposedly propel us forward in space and time (even in futility—like
Walter Benjamin’s Angel of History). Most often, this means an attempt to
take charge of the patterns of technological change and claim that they will
define our destiny.

It should be no surprise, in this light, that the special role of science, tech-
nology, and modernity in the Holocaust plays such a large role in the
“Culture Wars™ to which I alluded above.® At the most superficial level,
modern technology defines the uniqueness of the Holocaust. Fatigued and
blinkered as we are, the simple fact of genocide—even large-scale genocide
in the heart of Europe—is less likely to shock us than it shocked those who
believed unequivocally in Western progress at the middle of the twentieth
century. Knowing more of the collectivization campaigns of the Soviet
Union, we are also less likely to count the sheer numbers of dead as a dis-
tinctive sign of evil. In addition, it now seems that quite primitive regimes
such as Serbia and Rwanda are capable of piling up bodies on a vast scale.
What was truly surprising at the end of the twentieth century was that any-
one ever thought this kind of barbarity would ever disappear from human
experience.® On the other hand, only the Germans strove to use “assembly-
line” methods. Only the gas chambers enlisted the services of the maost
advanced chemical industry in the world and the officious punctuality of the
Reichsbahn. Only the concentration camps statistically managed murder,
and only they built economies of scale and scope into their extermimation
systems.”

The National Socialists unmistakably turned to modern technology and
science as their means; at the same rime, they took Germany’s historical
prowess with modern technics as evidence that thetr achievements could
deliver them to the “End of History,” its full unfolding. A brief survey of the
Journal of the Four Year Plan allows some insight into what the Nazis
meant by “modern world” and what technology had to do with it. The
Journal, founded by Hermann Géring, showcased the Third Reicly’s indus-
trial policy on glossy folio-size pages replete with statements of Nazi futu-
rity. Goring proclaimed in the first issue that National Socialism had divined
the secret to a reborn economy and promised to “fulfilf tasks of world-polit-
ical and world-historical proportions.”® Economics Minister Walther Funk
similarly claimed a mandate to direct “tasks which have never before
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existed in a highly qualified modern national economy.”® A lesser official
declared “We are National Socialists and that gives us duties and tasks for
all future times™'% likewise, staff writers lauded the Frontarbeiter (Front
Workers) organization as a crucible in which a new man would be forged.!!
Claims to modernity also took the form of specific artifacts and techno-
logical systems, as when Jakob Werlin wrote of the centralized, hierarchi-
cal management of the Volkswagenwerke and its rigorous insistence on
norms, standardization, and mechanized production.'

The Nazis’ millenarian modernism has caused great discomfort, for
arguments that Hitler had a coherent modern social vision seem to lend
themselves to apelogy. How can we fault the Nazis if they wanted a “mod-
ern” society just as everybody else did? Some warn us to abandon the dis-
cussion of National Socialist modernity altogether. Hans Mommsen asks,
in near total frustration, “Does anyone earnestly wish to make the fascis-
tic understanding of politics, which touched upon mere mobilization for
the transformation of visionary-utopian goals, into the foundation of a
present day ‘modern’ society?”?® The answer, of course, is that the Nazis
did, which cuts to the quick of a central false dilemma of the modernity
debate. Those who would identify modernity with historical destiny, as
the necessary legislator of the norms of contemporary society implied by
Mommsen, leave scant room for the rational judgment of first principles—
on what primary grounds should we condemn the regime whether it was
modern or not? Too often the “modernity” debate seeks to substitute his-
torical destiny for substantive discussion and, in so doing, strives to dis-
count the actual history of the Nazi regime. [ronically, calls to abandon
the question of “modernity” and National Socialism is in many ways anal-
ogous to Marxist debates of the 1960s and the 1970s, which demonstrated
a marked aversion to any discussion of the Nazis’ robust anti-capitalism.
But that debate never went away just because its implications were
unpleasant to some historians and other academics.’ Modernity and
National Socialism shows little sign of doing so either. In view of Heinrich
Himmler’s enthusiasm for “a completely new, modern concentration camp
for new times, capable of expansion at any moment” the question is not
whether the Nazis were modern or whether we should discuss it.”* The
question is what Nazi modernity meant and what it implies for us in the
present.
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Modernity Is Not the Enlightenment, or Why Nazi Modernity Is Hidden

As I have already noted, a macabre fascination with technology looms large
in debates about the Nazi genocide. What, then, connects modernity, tech-
nofogy, and the Holocaust? Saul Friedlinder has commented upon the feel-
ing of Rausch (incbriation or ecstasy), which, he suggests, seduced Germans
into believing that the Holocaust was meet and right.”® Rausch stresses
human transcendence through existential experience, which invites initi-
ates to “feel the power.” Rausch, as described by Friedldnder, derives from
terror and confrontation with the incomprehensible, as, for instance, when
genocide sprang all known moral boundaries, requiring “ordinary men”
to act outside any traditionally accepted authority. Nazi leaders were quick
to explain that only Hitler’s Volksgemeinschaft could provide the medium
for this Rausch, precisely because National Socialism had made them sub-
ject to a new morality and a new historical epoch. They were invited to
“feel” its history-making acts, among them mass murder. This is clear in
Himmler’s 1943 speech at Posen, in which, amidst the butchery, he urged
his men to feel proud, empowered, and justified in their transgressions, for
Nazis were masters of their own morality. For this very reason they believed
themselves to stand at the brink of historical destiny, defining modernity’s
final and highest expression.”’

This same sense of intoxication also manifests itself in technological
endeavor.® Even some who are not historians of technology, such as Modris
Eksteins, have argued that new technology was “a means of escaping from
the confines of reality, a way of liberating the imagination.”"” Technology
has long been a “religion” in the West, and, as David Noble has recently
observed, we should not forget that this secular deity manifests itself through
history. Noble locates it first in medieval Christianity, in which “technology
.. . became at the same time eschatology.”?* Eschatology appealed to the
Nazi mentality, although Hitler’s 1000-Year Reich aspired to a racial utopia
entirely of human making. This too was quintessentially modern, a narra-
tive of human teleology to be fulfilled in this world and not through divine
salvation in the hereafter. This caused no insignificant amount of friction
between organs of the National Socialist German Workers Party (NSDAP)
and traditional institutions. For example, defense of the modernity of
National Socialism can be found in the censorship bureau of Richard
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Walther Darré’s Reichsnihrstand (Reich Agricultural Estate)—an institu-
tion often presented as exemplary of Nazi anti-modernity.?' The Catholic
magazine Nature and Culture had upset a certain censor, Dr. Bohmkamp, by
arguing that “natural science can give no answer to the most important
problems of our being and that science is absolutely worthless.” The rejec-
tion of evolution in the name of the biblical creation myth seemed to bother
Bohmkamp the most: “We have here the crassest confusion of the confes-
sional church when it comes to modern scientific results, and we must see
this as an actempt to topple the foundations of Narional Socialist ideology.”#
Here the author coupled modernity, based in “science,” with the funda-
mentals of National Socialism as a secular faith. The specific “science” he
had in mind was the “racial teaching” of eugenics.

Racial science has received increasing attention from historians, includ-
ing Robert Proctor, Henry Friedlander, Gétz Aly, and Michael Burleigh.
Nevertheless, in disproportion to the stress placed upon the Nazis’
“macbinery of death,” academic discourse has left the unique technology
of the Holocaust almost completely untouched.? Instead, debates about
modernization and National Socialism have entered a seemingly endless
round, which comes full circle about once a decade. In 1972, Henry Ashby
Turner, polemical as ever, suggested that the study of modernization in
Germany could open the phenomenon of Nazism to more useful conclu-
sions than previous analysis of capitalism, fascism, or totalitarianism.
Nearly 15 years later, Thomas Nipperdey suggested roughly the same
thing.** Almost 10 years after that, Hans Mommsen titled an article “Yet
One More Time: National Socialism and Modernization.”? It is little won-
der that Gerald Feldman remarked disparagingly that “an invitation to con-
sider any historical period from the perspective of modernization theory is
a bit like being invited to climb a mountain in the fog.”%

Technology has always played a crucial role in all definitions of mod-
ernization, and historians and sociologists by no means neglect it in their
analyses. As Ian Kershaw has noted, modernization “implies long-term
change spanning centuries and transforming ‘traditional’ society . . . into
industrial class society with highly developed industrial technologies.”? As
Mary Nolan has shown, a preoccupation with modern technology was
common, from right to left, among industrialists, engineers, managers, and
union leaders of the 1920s.?® And Ernst Jiinger, with near exaltation, iden-
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tified the same trends that Kershaw would summarize more than 50 years
later: “. . . the technological engagement of industry, economy, agriculture,
transportation, administration, science, public opinion—in short, each
special substance of modern life in a self-enclosed and elastic space, inside
of which a commaon character of power manifests itself.”* The “common
character of power” immanent within new rechnology and organization
that Jiinger celebrated filled the imaginations of ordinary Germans. The
National Socialists were no exception.

The debate continued after 1943, as one might expect. Attempts to pred-
icate historical destiny on “modernity” did not end with Hitler’s suicide, and
this has only added to the fog so wryly identified by Feldman. However,
despite the prominence of modern technology in discourse of the 1920s, the
1930s, and the 1940s, after the Third Reicl’s demise the historical fact of
National Socialism became a new linchpin in bitter struggles over the
Enlightenment. This struggle has involved, essentially, two camps. Immedi-
ately after World War 11, self-conscious moderns of the liberal left pointed
to the Third Reich’s supposed anti-modernity as the quintessential evil from
which they proposed to rescue history. Later, so-called postmoderns quickly
adopted the same strategy, but by declaring the Nazis to he modern they
have used the Holocaust to discredit liberalism in general. The central theme
common to these otherwise antinomic visions is a determined conftation of
modernity with the Enlightenment, though this was wholly alien to the
National Socialist movement and uncommon in the interwar period.

Very early on, champions of the Enlightenment advanced the erroneous
conclusion that National Socialism was “anti-modern,” Historians such as
Henry Ashby Turner, joined by intellectual historians such as George Mosse
and Fritz Stern, claimed that, essentially, National Socialism was a revolt of
modernity’s losers. Challenged by the progressive transformations
inevitably caused by industrialization, these losers wished to “turn back the
clock.”?® Hitler promised to wreak revenge on an isolated social group
which reactionaries associated with everything repugnant about modernity:
the Jews in modern urban areas, modern professions, and modern art move-
ments who had profited from the liberal democracy and egalitarianism of
the Weimar Republic.* Turner is the only historian of industry to have fol-
lowed this trajectory, which Timothy Mason once pejoratively referred to
as the fixation of intellectual historians only.’ Turner is also one of the few
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to have tried to explain the obvious contradiction between the supposed
anti-modernity of Nazi ideology and Germany’s startling military and
industrial might. In brief, he argued that the Nazis came to terms with mod-
ern industry out of practical necessity. Hitler needed modern industry to
realize his military pursuit of an atavistic “Lebensraum,”*

The sociclogist Ralf Dahrendorf had adopted a similar interpretation of
Nazism in the mid 1960s: “Hitler needed modernity, little as he liked it.”*
Yet Dahrendorf went beyond analysis of industry to argue that, whatever
the Nazis intended, they unwittingly destroyed the bastions of traditional
society. After the war, traumatized as it was, German society could no longer
resist modernization. Thus liberal democracy, set equal to modernity, flow-
ered in the Bundesrepublik despite continuities with the Nazi legacy. Several
historians have pressed this point: If the Nazis achieved “modern” creden-
tials, they certainly did not mean to; furthermore, those credentials are them-
selves dubious. So argued the social historian Hans Mommsen: the Nazis
offered only a “vorgetiuschte Modernisierung” (feigned modernity)—a
sham unity of the diffuse and disarrayed factions of Weimar,%

The postwar generation of scholars overwhelmingly associated “moder-
nity” with the Enlightenment’s legacy of liberal rationalism and with the
ascendance of a politically active bourgeoisie in the cause of democratic gov-
ernment. They made no secret of their own first principles; however, they
advanced them in a curious way, as if the historical destiny of the “modern”
world entailed equality, liberal education, a society open to merit, and the
rule of law as the natural accompaniment to ongoing industrialization. Their
efforts to make this a reality in postwar German society should not be taken
lightly. Many of those who had built the Third Reich were stilf alive and well
in the 1950s and the 1960s, and the need to discredit their intellectual tra-
ditions was felt keenly and approached in deadly earnest. Whart better strat-
egy than to label the Nazis as anti-modern—that is, retrograde troglodytes,
or, as Wolfgang Sauer pithily called them, “the Philistine Underground” ¥
The political stakes of this literature help explain the impact of David
Schoenbaum’s book The Brown Revolution, which argued that National
Socialism created advantageous conditions for social mobility and political
participation, despite its authoritarianism—perhaps because of it. His book
makes no mention of the modern, modernity, or modernization, but
Schoenbaum was drawn into the modernization debate nonetheless.

Modernity, the Holocaust, and Machines without History 183

By the 1980s, many had begun to express uneasiness with modernity.
Nipperdey, one of the few postwar historians to strike an ambivalent
stance toward modernity, attempted a syncretism by claiming that,
although the Nazis were anti-modern, they were also anti-tradition, and
therefore they were “revolutionary anti-moderns.”* Mostly younger his-
torians have pursued this argument. Jeffrey Herf, who stands Nipperdey’s
point somewhat on its head, argues that the Nazis were “reactionary mod-
erns.”* Yet these authors still abide by the touchstone assumption that the
liberal Enlightenment sets the paradigm for what it is to be “modern,”
something staunch National Socialists would have denied.

For the very reason that the Nazis embraced modernity, other historians
have correspondingly condemned Enlightenment rationalism itself through
guilt by association. At the risk of grossty oversimplifying, I suggest that
Gétz Aly, Susanne Heim, Zygmunt Bauman, Detlev Peukert, and Ronald
Smelser all have uncovered contributions made to “modern” Germany by
the Third Reich and all judge that legacy to be vexed and, at worst, malig-
nant.*® Peukert, for instance, argued that the Nazis showed the “shadow
side” of modernity.* If portrayals of the Nazis as a reaction against moder-
nity have explained Hitler’s commitment to modern technology as a “com-
promise,” we should not be surprised to find that critics of the anti-modern
thesis place Nazi jubilation over modern technology at the center of their
arguments.” To Zygmunt Bauman, a straight line runs from the logic of
modern bureaucracy and technology to the killing machinery of the death
camps: “The murderous compound was the work of a typically modern
ambition of social design and engineering mixed with the typically mod-
ern concentration of power, resources, and managerial skill.”** The
Holocaust was social engineering with a vengeance that stemmed from
“the Enlightenment™ an “enthronement of the new deity, that of Nature,
together with the legitimation of science as its only orthodox cult, and of
scientists as its prophets and priests.”* Partially in support of Bauman’s
ideas, Detlev Peukert’s last essay warned of the “the genesis of the ‘Final
Solution’ from the spirit of science.”* Unlike immediate postwar schol-
arship, these historians and sociologists warn us that another event like
tbe Holocaust may be exactly what we will get if an ascendant bour-
geoisie, modern political economy, science, and industry continue to
develop unrestrained.
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Nevertheless, “modernity” remains more or less equated with the
Enlightenment and liberalism. Alan Beyerchen has recently remarked that
the Nazis “were united in their belief that they were fighting against moder-
nity itself, which they called liberalism, democracy, urbanization, parlia-
mentarianism, and other names they abhorred.”# This last statement shows
the current need to historicize modernity and the Holocaust, for there is no
reason ro believe that when the Nazis heaped scorn upon the legacy of lib-
eralism rhey spoke in codes: they hated liberalism. When they mentioned
modernity, as an architect did regarding the Hermann-Géring Werke of
Salzgitter, they did so alternately with the gusto of crusaders and the dewy
eyes of poets:

Here a model rises into the light that will serve as precedent for private industry for
future building. Here the engineer, the scientist, and the architect have sat down
together and have created in communal labor the ideal modern industrial works,
as rational as it is beautiful, at once a symbol . . . of true industrial culture:
Technology, Science, Art.¥

It is difficult to discern abhorrence for “the modern” or its offspring, “mod-
ernization™ or “modernity,” in this statement, and the Nazis would have
violently rejected the label of “reactionary” or “anti-modern” applied to
them ahistorically after 1945, Sadly, having chosen to advocate the advance
of “modernity” instead of championing the substantive issues at the heart
of Enlightenment humanism directly, liberal scholars such as Mosse, Stern,
Dahrendorf, like many a disillusioned spouse, find that modernity has been
cheating on them. Despite insistence on a “one best way,” the modern has
shown little fidelity to liberal social and political reform.** Modernization,
in other words, philanders, and this is nowhere more apparent than among
the hisrorians (predominantly on the new German right) who have set out
to historicize modernity and National Socialism. Far from creating a fresh
consensus, they have polarized debate all the more. They have maintained
the posirive valuation of modernity expressed by immediate postwar schol-
arship; on the other hand, they have reversed the long-standing criticism of
Nazi “anti-modernity.” To the extent that National Socialism made possi-
ble 2 modern Germany, so argues especially Rainer Zitelmann, those con-
tributions should be judged good and even celebrated as part of German
national identity.”® Thus, above all, this “mountain in the fog” of books,
special editions of journals, and review essays demonstrates precisely the
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point with which I began this essay: that modernity has always encom-
passed a debate far more than a singular body of consistent political phi-
losophy or a coherent, predictable pathway of historical development.

The Machine in the Fog

Nevertheless, this is a debate about industrial technology. Because of a
wide-ranging consensus after World War II that the Enlightenment and
modern destiny are one and the same, the history of technology has receded
from view, but it is present nonetheless in a curious form. As important as
technology has been to debates about modernity, most schaolars usually
equate one and only one technological rationality and one and only one
pathway of industrialization with Enlightenment rationalism. Machines
appear as artifacts without history even to those (e.g., Herf, Koselleck,
Kershaw, Eksteins) who acknowledge the central importance of technol-
ogy in these debates. Undifferentiated, machines have their entrances and
their exits upon the world stage, but no character. But which machines are
modern? Here a more accurate history of technology can play a crucial role.
For if, as I argue, the attempt to associate some kind of destiny with the
change caused by industrialization defines the “modernity debate,” then
selecting a single technological trajectory as the harbinger of that destiny
involves historical choices. This holds whether or not the selection is made
consciously. Some industrial technologies acquired favored status as “mod-
ern” over the course of the 1920s and the 1930s; others, equally new and
equally capable of invoking massive social change, economic growth, and
organizational transformation failed to awaken interest and were in fact
discredited as illegitimate pathways toward future development.

The Nazis were fascinated, for instance, with large-scale industry over
shop production (despite the misimpression that Nazi ideology favored the
old middle class}. Gottfried Feder, an engineer and Hitler’s early economic
guru, is often taken as the quintessential Nazi “anti-modern” because he
wished to safeguard small shopkeepers from large department stores. He
was also a rabid anti-Semite who blamed the Jews for Germany’s economic
troubles during the 1920s, Yet when Feder wrote of the “moral personality”
of the “true entrepreneur™ in The Program of the NSDAP, he did not name
butchers, bakers, and candlestick makers, He named inventors, “constantly
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concerned with innovations and improvements in factory and sales.” And
who did Feder name as the “most prominent and world renowned example
of this kind of entrepreneur?” Henry Ford—hardly an inspiring figure for
anyone seeking to “rurn back the clock.”s

Yet the 193{s were precisely the decade in which General Motors sur-
passed Ford by introducing more consumer-oriented marketing and more
flexible approaches to serial production. This did not inspire Feder. The
Four Year Plan, the Herman Géring-Werke, Volkswagen, SS concentration-
camp industry, Albert Speer’s war production ministry, and the rantings of
Adolf Hitler displayed a consistent fascination with techniques of modern
organization and standardized mass production—in short, for the capitai-
intensive, concentrated industry that was new to the twentieth century.

As defined by Thomas Parke Hughes, modern systems are characterized
by centralized luerarchy, with smaller systems subordinate to larger, more
encompassing systems through mechanisms of control hoth technical and
social. Rather than conflate such systems with an eminent destiny com-
pelled by an all-embracing Enlightenment rationality, however, one should
remember that centrally controlled systems have themselves come under
attack by industrialists and entrepreneurs as irrational. This is due to their
inflexibility and, not least, their unprofirability.’' As sociologists of tech-
nology such as Michael Piore and Charles Sabel and historians of technol-
agy such as Philip Scranton and Jonathan Zeitlin have shown, other, highly
innovative alternarives to mass production presented themselves in the
1920s and the 1930s alongside assembly lines—namely, flexible, all-pur-
pose machine tools and the mass marketing of customized goods through
adaptable means. Nevertheless, specialized machine tools, rigid norms of
design, and assembly lines captured Hitler’s fancy, He latched onto them as
an intimation of a future world, not the “old-fashioned” craft modes of
production, the budding “flexible specialization,” or the consumer’s “free-
dom of expression.” Remarking on traditional shop practice, Hitler at times
ridiculed nostalgia for the supposed quality of non-mass-produced goods:
“One wishes to believe that it [handmade goods] concerns something
unachievable. That is a bluff. A modern giant press stamps me something
to an exactness that is totally impossible with our craftsmen.” Noting the
productivity of Fordist automobile factories, Hitler continued: “The

entirety is the pure work of automatic machines. . . ,”%
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Hitles’s preoccupation for automation, I would argue, was largely if not
wholly aesthetic, for he was no engineer. After ail, even in the 1940s only a
few of the world’s companies found auromated production profitable or
even possible. Nevertheless, the specracle of these few plants seemed the
prophecy of a new order; they prompted the Swiss historian Sigfried
Giedeon to write Mechanization Takes Command. There are few records
of the same overwhelming experience elicited from other modes of pro-
duction. Whether advocates (such as Aleksei Gastev) dedicated poetry to
the grand machinery of mass production or whether critics (such as Aldous
Huxley) conjured up unparalleled images of barbarism, the continuous flow
of assembly lines stimulated the imagination like no other history of tech-
nological development in the early twentieth century. It seemed unique,
something “man” had wrought for the first time, and it gripped the Nazis
with its existential intoxication as much as with its promise of efficiency
and output. Ernst Jiinger described the mass-production aesthetic as a new
mode of being. A new man had emerged, Jinger proclaimed, who did not
strive for his essence in individual expression but who took delight in the
massive release of power through collective organization and technological
control: the grander the scale, the more intoxicating it was; the larger the
influx of resources, the greater the complexity, the more naked the tech-
nology, the more titillating it was.

In industrial terms, this aesthetic meant a preference for productivism
over consumption, which both Richard Overy and Mary Nolan have noted
from quite different methodological directions.” And here T wish to define
productivism precisely in its relation to Nazi modernity: it meant the ten-
dency to view the purpose of the factory not as economic output in goods
or services but as the production of identity. In this sense, National
Socialism shared with other political movements of its day a central belief
in work as the formative activity of modern collective identity. Whereas dis-
tribution and consumption carried the eye far from the factory systen1 and
tended to emphasize particular, prosaic uses of things, the aesthetic of pro-
ductivism made the assembly line into a symphony of national destiny
whose output could be enjoyed for its own sake. This would also seem to
explain the prevalent fascination with Ford, who stressed extreme vertical
integration and engineering prowess, over GM, which stressed marketing
and sales. It did not hurt that Henry Ford was also an anti-Semite.
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Again material drawn from the Journal of the Four Year Plan is instruc-
tive. First of all, in many of its articles libera! ideals of equality received a
drubbing as old-fashioned and infantile:

[The Fiihrer] does not preach the childish and mocking lecture of the equality of
mar and man’s equal claim on the distribution of the goods of this earth, but rather
[the Fiihrer] gives you back consciousness of your belonging to a great people. In
the people [Volk] you are bound to decline or prosper and in the people each can
achieve as much as he can according to how he applies his ability and achievements
... 50 that ability and achievement is the only measure of progress . . . not—what
a utopia!—to eliminate the inequality of man but the inequality of conditions under
which they work.*

If enhanced production was not to serve the greater equality of human
beings through the increased gratification of material consumption, what
was the goal of industrial society? Another article assured readers that
industry could now once again serve “the moral and cultural life of the
nation.” Rather than the mundane output of commodities to satisfy
whimsy, the Four Year Plan set itself the tasks of manufacturing national
identity: “The social question is first solved when all productive [schaf-
fenden] German national comrades reawaken their proud and happy con-
sciousness, fully worthy and responsible to partake of the naton’s
providence as well as its cultural and economic goods to the measure of
their productive contribution.”** This doctrine defined the worth of each
individual according to his or her contribution to the national community,
and in this light factories were supposed to produce more than commodi-
ties; their products were supposed to be Germany’s strength, prowess, and
sense of unity.

An article titled “The Future German Economic Order” argued that a
centrally planned economy was not about prosperity but about national
virtue. The author proposed in relatively straightforward terms what I
define here as productivism:

.. . the peacetime economy works for the higher value and power of human life and
brings living human communities to their best development. Once again it is not
economic goals that the economy has to obtain. It is not only the man as consumer
and receiver of economic praduction . . . in much stronger measure the economy
must work for man as producer and provider.*

Production was to manufacture the German spirit, a spirit forged as the
maker rather than as the consumer of goods. At the heart of Nazi moder-
nity was the dream of a perfecr system—what Charles Maier has called the
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“society as factory.” But it was to be a system whose overarching output
was supposed to be culture—the New Order of National Socialism.

Modernity and the Holocaust

In the Third Reich, “the New Order” meant something quite specific: the
transformation of Europe into Nazi Germany’s “Lebensraum.” Gérz Aly
and Susanne Heim speculate that the desire to “modernize” a Greater
Regional Economy {Grossraumwirtschaft} in central Europe fueled the
Nazis’ drive to eliminate the Jews, and their book Vordenker der
Vernichtung makes the logic of capitalist expansion in the East a primary
evil. Aly and Heim have been criticized for overdrawing their conclusions
and for bypassing ideological motivations among perpetrators.
Nevertheless, there can be little doubt that the exclusion of Jews from
German society intensified in step with the accelerated armaments drive
and the economic growth of the Four Year Plan.” T would argue that the
Nazis’ New Order had more to do with productivism than with an exclu-
sively capitalist “logic” (a logic that many came to associate with “moder-
nity” only after World War II}.

I would like to turn to two examples: the norms and standards of man-
ufacruring intended for Aryan settlements and the “factories of extermina-
tion” designed to eliminate the European Jews. Inn each case the motivation
to fulfill “destiny” with modern technology had as much to do with the
regime’s intentions as with anti-Semitism and racial supremacy. The eastern
territories conquered by the Wehrmacht serve as an excellent illustration.
The 5SS received a mandate directly from Hitler to “make the East German.”
The special SS office of the Reichskommissar fiir die Festigung deutschen
Volkstums (Commissar for the Reinforcement of Germandom) drew up
blueprints for model Aryan settlements, which were supposed to secure the
racial and cultural dominance of Germany over the conquered lands.
Himmler’s expert for regional planning adamantly opposed bucolic nos-
talgia in this endeavor:

German agriculture has just begun to overcome the backwardness of the last
decades. The technical and economic criteria for optimal production are still in a
great deal of flux and represent a complex problem, bur the organization of new

farmsteads will exclude from the very beginning any romantic or far-fetched fan-
tasies of “bucolic forms.”5
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Thus, the New Order in the East undeniably included dreams of a per-
fectly planned and integrated “modern” economy with an emphasis on
technology (though this was by no means its only dream). For one thing, the
§S proposed to use the captive labor of the concentration camps to mass
produce building materials, furniture, and appliances for its Aryan settle-
ments. These settlements, in turn, were supposed to convert the East into a
“German” landscape. I will return to the means of production the §§ wished
to use. Here it is important to note that the §8’ conception of moderniza-
tion was also inherently racially motivated, “The Fithrer himself has set
forth the great outlines for building up the eastern territories,” wrote one
manager of the §§’s concentration-camp industries. He did not propose to
turn back the clock to craft industrial forms; rather, he referred to the SS’s
wish to build up modern factories. In contrast, he criticized the “back-
wardness™ of Polish society, in which “habitation worthy of human beings
found absolutely no place.”* In Himmler’s New Order, modern industry
represented a means of transforming a Polish and Jewish landscape into an
Aryan one; at the same time, the presence of modern machines was a part
of what was supposed to be Aryan about that landscape.

A mundane example of how the S5 sought to manufacture its New Order,
the 5§ company German Noble Furniture, serves to illustrate how these
megalomaniac fantasies became embedded in the minutiae of technologi-
cal detail. Through the lens of productivism, even seemingly banal manu-
facturing standards could acquire the aura of hallowed national symbols.
Like any other artifacts of industrial societies, standards have a history that
accompanies them into daily use, and few regimes have ever taken their cul-
tural implications as seriously as Nazi industrial planners did.

German Noble Furniture was one of the 55’ “settlement” industries,
founded to supply the New Order. In the summer of 1940, the chief exec-
utive officer of all $§ companies, Oswald Pohl, prepared to bid on Emil
Gerstel AG of Prague, a highly valued furniture manufacturer. Emil Gerstel,
the owner, was one among many Jews whom occupation authorities were
forcing to sell out, and his factory had attracted the 55’ interest because of
its advanced manufacturing methods. In Prague the S5 solicited the help of
a well-positioned officer in private industry, Dr. Kurt May, son of the
Stuttgart furniture manufacturer A, May. In 1932, at the age of 22, Kurt
May had taken over the firm upon his father’s death.®® In the late 1930s, in
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the crusading spirit of an industrial modernizer, he appeared in occupied
Czechoslovakia seeking new investments. A friend of May’s described his
methods as follows: “By means of special production of individual parts by
contracting firms, planned mass production, and modern wood-saving
methods, a price level was to be achieved [by May] within the means of the
majority of buyers but which, at the same time, guaranteed sound and taste-
ful work.”¢! According to his contemporaries, “Dr. May was . . . concerned
with the creation of culturally valuable household articles,” and his vision
included production norms for German culture.® His father had founded
the Verband Deutscher Wohnkultur (Society for German Cultural Living),
and May had himself founded the Deutsche Heimgestatlung (German
Home Design Society).

At first, the attempted takeover of the Jewish firm brought Pohl and May
into a fracas with the civil administration of occupied Czechoslovakia, In
the autumn of 1940, Poh! had submitted a bid to Constantin Freiherr von
Neurath, the regional governor of the former Czech lands that the Reich
had not directly annexed {i.e., the Protektorat, encompassing Bohemia and
Moravia). Neurath opposed the 55’ goal of technological modernization
because he feared the ensuing standardization of goods might lead to a
“limitation of production to fixed models which threaten free artistic
expression.”® Thus Neurath was opposing the modern nature of the 58’
business—its preference for mass production and for large-scale, central-
ized organization. The brief conflict is therefore instructive.

First of all, Neurath was hardly representative of the activists in Hitler’s
movement, His anti-modernism cannot be equated with any dominant cur-
rent of Nazi ideology. He had made his career as a staid civil servant of the
German diplomatic corps. He was an old-fashioned conservative, and in
the last days of the Weimar Republic he had served Chancellor Franz von
Papen as Foreign Minister. When Hitler became Chancellog, in January of
1933, Neurath remained in his ministerial post. In fact, he remained there
until February of 1938, when Hitler replaced him with Joachim von
Ribbentrop. Because Neurath had left the government before the round of
annexations that began with Austria, he was not closely associated with
either the NSDAP or Hitler’s expausionist policies. At times the foreign
press even speculated that Neurath was “anti-Nazi” because of his aris-
tocratic, “cultured” background, and some speculated that Hitler had
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appointed him because this “outsider” might elicit some measure of coop-
eration from Czech citizens. From the start, however, much more dedicated
Nazis among the Sudeten-German nationalist movement challenged
Neurath’s authority, as did others within his own administration.*

Because of Neurath’s weak position, his efforts to champion a craft-based
economy cannot be considered typical of Nazi policy in the Sudetenland. It
is also important to note that Neurath lost, as anti-moderns repeatedly did
in the Third Reich. To characterize the entire Third Reich as “anti-mod-
ern” is out of all proportion to the weight such voices carried. In addition,
when “anti-moderns” raised objections, they never actually claimed to be
against modernity; unlike those Nazis who championed modernity, people
like Neurath avoided the word. One searches in vain for quotations such as
“We will destroy modernity!” or “I hate modernism!” Instead, Neurath
based his objections on typically smug hypocrisy and cultural pretension
to what rightly counted as “German” design and “artistic expression”—
the very rhetoric mobilized by the Third Reich’s modern productivism.

The 5§ countered that its unified management within Hitler’s “National
Community” could ensure that standardized production would ring true.
“If the entire field of design down to the level of the last detail of utility is
seen as a unity and focused on man,” explained an engineer who designed
SS furniture at the time, “then the senseless contrast between ‘soulless indus-
trial wares’ and the exclusive, spiritual quality of craftsmanship falls
away.”® The SS, by its own admission, strove to enforce a homogeneity of
“cultural™ raste, but declared that this very homogeneity expressed the
German will, Neurath remained unconvinced and continued to frustrate
the merger through 1940 and into 1941.

So began a case of true SS industrial espionage. May transferred his
German Home Design Society (an eingetragener Verein—nonprofit soci-
ety) to the SS, which then founded a GmbH (limited corporation) of the
same name with a high-profile storefront in Berlin’s Potsdamer Strafle.
Meanwhile, May posed as a civilian entrepreneur and bid on the coveted
Gerstel factory. In Briinn, he also purchased a 75 percent interest in another
Jewish firm, D. Drucker AG. Several of his partners from Stuttgart simul-
taneously founded Deutsche Meisterwerk GmbH to subsume these indus-
trial properties.®® This gave all the dealings the fagade of private
entrepreneurship beyond the $S8% direct involvement. Pohl quickly began
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negotiations with industrial authorities in the Protektorat to subsume
Deutsche Meisterwerk as a subsidiary. Because Deutsche Meisterwerk was
nominally German owned and run by private citizens, the transfer remained
hidden from Neurath’s direct scrutiny. The closure of all transactions took
place in 1941, and thus Pohl deftly manipulated modern organization—
that is, a national corporate bureaucracy—to overcome the merely regional
scope of the Protektorat’s authority. The SS created a new affiliate, Deutsche
Edelmsbel {(German Noble Furniture), to consolidate all furniture manu-
facturing, and May entered as CEO of “wood working industries.”* This
poised the SS to furnish its Aryan settlements as a direct supplier.

As furniture design and manufacture came on line for the SS, May proudly
reported among his personal contributions “comprehensive new applica-
tion of modern, specialized machines.”®® He also helped organize exhibits
of household interiors, with the assistance of an engineer from the Industrial
Arts School of May’s native Stuttgart, Diploma Engineer Hermann Gretsch.
Gretsch criticized the tastelessness of past ages and the slavish imitation of
foreign styles, especially those motivated by a mindless liberal capitalism:
“... if we find so many houses so ugly today, it is because they were made

e

in the period of beloved mammon!” He then suggested that German values
and race had to be crafted into material artifacts: “Race, heritage, tradition,
and lifestyle are important, but designers completely forgot them. They have
forgotten that they must also satisfy cultural needs.”* In this light, such men
had no problem seeing racial supremacy—in whatever form—as “modern”;
it resided in the standards of their industrial production.,

Gretsch called his own style “Agrarian Objectivity,” characterizing it as
a “timeless” aesthetic located in an imagined epoch before capitalist spoli-
ation. He consciously coined the term as a direct attack upon left-leaning
artistic movements associated with “New Objectivity,” whose consummate
representative was the Bauhaus of Dessau. The Bauhaus had sought to cre-
ate homes and living spaces as “machines for living” and made ostentatious
use of modern, mass-produced materials such as steel, concrete, and glass.
Its designers strove to strip away flourishes that did not serve practical,
functional needs; this is perhaps best represented by Marcel Breuer’s famous
chair made of bent steel tubing and flat-black leather.”

To those who would define “modernism” by the international style of
architecture and design promoted by the Bauhaus, Gretsch and the S5%
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Figure 1
A Marcel Breuer chair. (Bauhaus Archives)

German Home Design undoubtedly seem “anti-modern.” Were they not
simply reactionaries who longed to turn back the clock to an imaginary
past? (Gretsch acknowledged his own nostalgia for the epoch of
Biedermeier.] Gretsch tried to derive racially pure “German” design from
what he considered the eternal virtues of peasants, whose “life-style was
more objective than the so-called New Objectivity.” In contrast: “The
Farmer took it for granted that everything he designed had to be practical
as well as beautiful. He obeyed the eternal laws of nature.”” In Gretsch’s
living spaces, the woman’s place was unmistakably in the kitchen, prefer-
ably with many children, and Gretsch took care to place a baby carriage in
the “parents’ room.” Scenes of peasant life hung on the walls of his dis-
plays.” Again, this would seem to confirm those who view the Nazis as
hopelessly backward-thinking retrogrades. In a survey conducted in 1929,
for instance, Erich Fromm claimed to have discovered an overweening pref-
erence for conventional aesthetics among Nazis, including wall pictures of

Fipure 2
Sketch of a kitchen by Diploma Engineer Hermann Gretsch, from Planung und
Aufbau im Osien (Deutsche Landbuchhandlung, 1941).

dictators and generals as opposed to progressive, original works of art.”
Gretsch's taste could not have proved Fromm wrong.

On the other hand, as Mechtild Réssler and Sabina Schleierinacher aptly
note: “The history of the modern is not only the history of international
developments in philosophy, architecture, art, and aesthetics, is not only
the Vienna Circle, the German Werkbund, and the Bauhaus . . . modern
also means a new culture of technology and science.”™ In fact, when it came
to technology and industry, Gretsch shared with Bauhaus design an impulse
to plan domestic spaces as “machines for living.” The S8’ “German design”
confirms Rossler and Schleiermacher no less than Fromm. Gretsch did not
object to the New Objectivity’s spirited idealization of technology; he sim-
ply found Bauhaus designs ugly, pretentious, degenerate, and “un-
German.” He too called upon the SS to hammer out norms for functional
dwellings: “The useful is always the beautiful and lends simple, unified prin-
ciples of form.”” Furthermore, simple design aided mass preduction: “We
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should not aim for short-term fashion ‘hits’; we should aim for standard-
ized designs that are universally viable. Only this will reduce the serial pro-
duction expenses over long term production and thus make designer
furniture profitable.””

Unlike the Bauhaus designers, however, Gretsch believed that traditional
materials such as wood suited the “German spirit” better than tube steel.
Kurt May, whose firms specialized in woodworking, intended to adapt
modern production to the values advocated by Gretsch. Their efforts sug-
gests that Nazi modernity had much less to do with fine distinctions of intel-
lectual history than with technology, organization, and their fusion in
production. As Frank Trommler has pointed out, the aesthetics of the
Werkbund and the Bauhaus do not necessarily define modernity; rather,
they often betray the attempts (which had failed by 1933} of high arusts
and architects to win the modernity debate—that is, to proclaim the aes-
thetic destiny supposedly immanent in the ascendant technology and orga-
nization of the twentieth century.”

Some may object {as do the critics of Aly and Heim) that the active imag-
inations of SS planners seldom amounted to much more than memoranda
filed away in Himmler’s desk drawer. And true enough, May’s Deutsche
Edelmébel did not produce the New Order; it merely filled minor subcon-
tracts for military suppliers during the war. But the preoccupation with Nazi
industrial norms hardly began and ended with the SS. The Journal of the
Four Year Plan repeatedly advocated the adoption of German mass-pro-
duction standards, and authors of articles in that journal also did so in sec-
tors more suited to fluctuating demand, flexible consumer response, and
open-ended production practices (such as construction, machine-tool build-
ing firms, and textiles). Furniture design was, in fact, a case in point, for
classic mass production has always proved a failure in this industry.”® Here
the 5S pursued modern production despire its irrationality.

Nothing was more typical of this irrational modernization than the
means the SS developed to murder the European Jews. Here too the regime
sought to combine its fantasies of racial supremacy with modern technol-
ogy. Contemporaries both outside and within Germany immediately rec-
ognized the nature of the SS genocide as “modern,” and it was precisely the
modernity of the technology that horrified them. The New York Times
reported on November 26, 1944, that “a new modern crematorium and
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gassing plant was inaugurated at Birkenau.””® At Auschwitz the SS seems
also to have bragged about the tightly coupled integration of gassing and
cremation in one technological system—*the best ever done in this line,” as
an SS man instructed one prisoner.® An adjutant of one of the S§’s highest-
ranking generals wrote of his travels to Auschwitz: “The camp Auschwitz
has a special task in the Jewish Question. Here the most modern means
make it possible to carry out the order of the Fithrer [to exterminate the
Jews] in the shortest period of time without a great deal of sensation.”® He
went on to describe in detail how the system operated, stressing the mod-
ern organization of steady-flow production. Outside Germany this seemed
a new vision of hell; within the 8§ it often awakened awe and pride.

It is well known that most Jews perished by primitive means and that the
crematoria at Auschwitz broke down repeatedly. What is less well known
is that “modern” killing, and by this I mean an integrated system approx-
imating mass production, started relatively late. The Nazi genocide had
proceeded with large-scale gassings since the autumn and winter of 1941,
By early 1942 the SS had erected several installations exclusively to kill vic-
tims with carbon monoxide exhaust. The concentration camps had built
industrial-scale cremation ovens much earlier, in the late 1930s. Never-
theless, these early systems were hardly “modern.” The Belzec death camp
simply burned its victims in open pits, and Odilo Globocnik’s® experiments
with the prussic acid agent “Zyklon B” were amateurish. Rudolf Hoss tes-
tified after the war that his assistant at Auschwitz had attempted to use
Zyklon B as early as the autumn of 1941, on some Soviet prisoners of war.
But the basement in which they had locked the prisoners was likely too cold
to activate the gas pellets effectively.’ After the decision to begin mass
gassing on a larger scale at Auschwitz, the §§ staff simply sealed the doors
and windows of existing barracks with felt or paper strips. In another case,
they used two old farmhouses confiscated from Poles, and a low-ranking SS
man teetering on a ladder poured the poison through openings knocked in
the walls. These were the ad hoc experiments of psychopaths, scarcely the
cool, calculating work of “technocrats” or a faceless, Behemoth-like
bureaucratic machine.®

Christopher Browning begins Ordinary Men, his chronicle of one §S
shooting squad, with the poignant observation that the Holocaust was a
short, intense wave of mass murder. In the spring of 1942 the Nazis had
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killed only about 20-25 percent of the Holocaust’s victims, but by mid
February of 1943 only 20-25 percent of their victims were still among the
living.® Since the invasion of the Soviet Union in the summer of 1941, and
through 1942, the SS’ killing spree proceeded with tudimentary techno-
logical systems. The simple shooting of Jews beside mass graves continued
in the East; in fact, it increased over the course of 1942 even as large-scale
gas chambers came ou line.* In other words, a crude mixture of ad hoc
technology and outright barbaric killing more than sufficed.

The only killing systems that one might truly describe as modern indus-
trial factories were Crematoria I and III in Birkenau. Here the engineers
and architects of the Central Building Directorate of Auschwitz planned
undressing rooms and gas chambers in the basement and long banks of cre-
mation ovens on the ground floor designed to run from centra! furnaces,
thus achieving economy of scale. The layout of the buildings accommo-
dated a steady flow of work. Special slave-labor commandos transported
the corpses from the cellar to the cremation ovens on an electric lift, and the
SS had even undertaken plans for semi-automared transport systems to
deliver coal to the furnaces and to remove ashes from collecting bins.*

But the Central Building Directorate of Auschwitz designed these killing
factories very slowly, over the late autumn and the winter of 1942.
Crematorium II at Birkenau, the first, would not begin full operation until
the spring of 1943. Jean-Claude Pressac notes that from April to October
of 1943 the crematoria at Birkenau ran for only about 2 months at full
capacity. In other words, the Auschwitz camp complex (of which Birkenau
was a part) vastly overbuile its killing machinery.® A graph recording trans-
ports to Auschwitz {figure 3} illustrates this quite well. This graph is based
on the careful analysis of Franciszek Piper. Although the numbers of vic-
tims in transports to Auschwitz are not equal to those killed in the gas
chambers (some prisoners were shunted into slave labor), it is nevertheless
a good measure of activity in the killing camp. After March of 1943, killing
continued on a large scale, but by Auschwitz’s standards this period was a
tather Jong lull. In the spring of 1944, Hungarian Jews started to arrive in
staggering numbers (more than 430,000). At the end of 1942, however,
Hungary, a German ally, still refused to release its Jews to the Nazi geno-
cide. It is highly unlikely that the staff of Auschwitz was planning its capac-
ity for this huge influx (represented by the spike from April to August of
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Figure 3
Graph of numbers of Jews transported to Auschwitz-Birkenau. (after F. Piper, Nie
Zahl der Opfer von Auschwitz (Oswiecim: State Archive Press, 1993)

1944) more than a year in advance. Thus, at the beginning of 1943, ironi-
cally, there never was a modern technology more lacking in justification as
a means to an end.

This would seem to lend credence to the argument that the Holocaust
represents the supreme danger inherent in modern industrial development,
which has unleashed technological change without concern for the conse-
quences to humanity. If the machinery of deatb at Auschwitz was not “tech-
nics out of control,” what possibly could be?*

To answer this question, I would like to look more closely at how and
why the idea of a Zyklon B gas chamber first entered Auschwitz. Rudolf
Hss testified after the war in his famous confession that mass killings using
gas began in the summer of 1941. We know this cannot be true, for the first
experiments with Zyklon B began no earlier than September. Nevertheless,
Hoss’s slip of memory is instructive, SS engineers did plan gas chambers for
Zyklon B in early July of 1941, but they did so as part of an integrated and
partially automated system for the fumigation of clothing. The chemical
firm Degesch marketed machinery for this purpose, and at the beginning of
July some advertising materials arrived at Auschwitz, including a copy of
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a scholarly article by the company’s chief executive officer, Dr. Gerhard
Peters. Peters discussed the considerable progress made in the use of “blue
acid” or “prussic acid.” Both Degesch and the firm Tesch & Stabenow mar-
keted this chemical under the label Zyklon B. At around this same time,
Bruno Tesch, the owner of Tesch & Stabenow, started training courses in
the operation of the Degesch gas chambers at Sachsenhausen and other 55
garrisons. After the war, Gerhard Peters admitted in German courts to hav-
ing discussed the possibility of killing men and women efficiently with the
poison, and several office personnel of Tesch’s firm testified that the SS had
also asked him about the suitability of Zyklon B for killing large numbers
of human beings.”

In July of 1941, however, murder was not yet the purpose. The modern
technology that Degesch was pushing involved clothing-fumigation cham-
bers, each 10 cubic meters in volume, with specially designed ventilation sys-
tems and automatic devices for introducing Zyklon B pellets. Peters’s article,
still preserved in the files of the construction directorate of Auschwitz, begins
by discussing the “advances in this particular year that have contributed con-
siderably to the modernization of the well-known [gassing] process.” The
chambers could be built in series in a factory-like arrangement: “The oper-
ation is organized so that an undressing room {for prisoners] lies on one side
of the chambers [the “impure” side]. During the delousing of the clothing,
the ptisoners can bathe and submit to a general examination until they arrive
at the other side [the “pure” side of the installation] where they receive their
clothing in a dressing room.”*? The SS, Degesch, and Tesch 8 Stabenow
conceived of these chambers as a means of managing prisoners as “human
material” in a mass-production fashion.

Enthusiasm for such a “modern” system is unmistakable among the con-
struction engineers and architects of Auschwitz. They had long planned a
prisoner-reception building at Auschwitz, including a laundry and delousing
station. The new SS chief of engineers who entered service in June of 1941,
Hans Kammler, gave these buildings top priority. After the S5 became aware
of the Degesch system, however, the Central Building Directorate rushed to
modify them. This happened as early as July 14, little more than a fortnight
after Dr. Peter’s advertising materials were received. “Withour overall plan-
ning there can be no economic and timely installation of rechnically modern
equipment,” wrote one SS engineer 1n an atrempt to spur Auschwitz’s sub-
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contractors to more concerted action on the project, and in the 55's eves
what counted as “modern™ about the new Zyklon B reception building was
its approximation of mass production.® As early as September of 1941, a
report mentioned that hlueprints had been drawn up so that “the floor plan
is so organized in order to make possible an assembly-line operation [FheR-
hetrieb] such that the flow of work is never interrupted.”*

This initial enthusiasm was not confined to Auschwitz. The leadership
of the §5% corps of civil engineers in Berlin insisted that “the final means of
all delousing installations . . . be geared toward the process with blue
acid.” The SS believed it had found the “one best way” to handle sanitary
conditions and insisted upon the Degesch’s factory-style chambers, a new
invention, as the standard for all concentration camps. This decision is
peculiar, for these very gas chambers had already failed by the spring of
1942. The SS architect Fritz Ert]l marked exclamation points in the margins
of the above-mentioned letter from Berlin, as if to express his exasperation
with the lack of comprehension of the real problems with delousing.
Regional authorities were putting the camp’s administration under pres-
sure and complaining that civilian workers were catching diseases when
they worked in proximity to Auschwitz, Epidemics were common there, as
they were at other concentration camps, owing to the atrocious shortages
of shelter, sanitation, food, and potable water. In fact, SS men had also
reported sick with spotted fever. By December of 1942, the chief physician
of Auschwitz, Eduard Wirths, had had to borrow mobile autoclaves from
$$ doctors in Kattowitz, and he reported that “the Cyklon-B fumigation
has been completely abandoned, for it has been shown that the success of
this process is not 100% certain.”* The prussic acid only suhlimated at rel-
atively warm temperatures—hardly an “efficient” poison in the cold Polish
winter. The reception building, construcred according to principles of an
“assembly line,” a huifding that had once been projected by Auschwitz chief
of engineers to cost 2.7 million Reichsmarks, proved a waste of time and
money.

We might therefore return now to the questions posed above: Does the
technology of Auschwitz represent the greatest nightmare in which the
dreams of reason have begotten monsters? Was the mechanized genocide
“less an eruption of the irrational than an extreme form of technocratic
reason?”?’
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First of all, the S was scarcely indulging an unbridled enthusiasm for
Enlightenment rationality when it chose to make a fetish of “assembly
lines,” the latest chemical novelties, and complex automated gadgetry.
Zyklon B was a rather unusual choice. Chemical fumigants were a new
technical product that had found their first widespread use afrer World
War L. As such, they counted as modern, something Dr. Peters of Degesch
labored to point cut in his article. Paul Weindling has noted, however, that
other chemical fumigants at this time were much more effective and much
easier to handle, German authorities and German industry—not just the
SS—had adopted fumigation with prussic acid at a time when others were
adopting DDT. The dangers of DDT are well known, but it is hard to
imagine its use in homicidal gas chambers. In contrast, as early as 1915
plaintiffs had brought suits before the German courts because the highly
potent toxins in Zyklon B had led to wrongful death.” What could have
been the attraction of Zyklon B? Weindling notes that it had heen invented
in Germany and thus seemed to represent the “inventive spirit” of that
nation. In the case of the Degesch fumigation chambers, German firms
had also developed delivery systems to approximate the methods of mass
production.

The reason for the adoption of the Degesch-style chambers at Auschwitz
thus seems to have been unbridled enthusiasm, not for technology generi-
cally, and far less for “reason,” but for modern technology. The SS engi-
neers’ calculations leapt the bounds of mere “instrumental rationality” such
that modern technology began to be an end it itself. We should not be sur-
prised, therefore, to find that the search for “high-tech” solutions to epi-
demics continued at Auschwitz even after the massive failed investment in
the Degesch chambers. Wirths soon reported that he was experimenting
with radio waves to sterilize clothing. Needless to say, this too proved a dis-
mal failure.”” The most rational solution to the epidemics of Auschwitz, of
course, would have been to halt the never-ceasing transport of new prison-
ers. The SS failed to do that because killing the Jews was a central focus of
Nazi racial supremacy, not because of some dialectic of the Enlightenment.

A similar history of irrational enthusiasm for mass production accom-
panied the modern “factory of extermination” typified by Crematoria II
and III at Birkenau, for which the Degesch chambers served as predecessor
and model. Here the SS clearly intended to approximate principles of mass
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production with the continuous flow of “human material.” $S architects
and engineers designed these two buildings to facilitate forcing prisoners
into the gas chambers at one end, transporting their corpses to the crema-
toria, and burning their bodies in a steady-flow progression. Nevertheless,
the system constantly broke down, not unlike the Zykfon-B fumigation
chambers. Because the SS insisted on cramming the cremation ovens with
too many bodies (four at a timne, sometimes more}, they burned too hat and
the firebrick soon caved in.'® In the summer of 1944, when the Hungarian
Jews started to arrive at Auschwitz in large transports, the S reverted to ad
hoc gas chambers in the storage rooms of Crematoria IV and V, where
Zyklon B was simply shaken in through small windows in the side of the
building. Here the SS engineers and architects never designed a steady-flow,
linear progression of genocide into the building’s layout. The $S also began
once more to burn bodies in open pits instead of in the “modern cremato-
ria,” which were then largely defunct.”' Thus Auschwitz ended its orgy of
murder where it began: with psychopathic improvisation. The personnel
who conceived and carried out these operations were not in thrall to the
monsters of reason; they were simply monsters.

Conclusion

The barbarous utopia of the SS, which it tried to huild into an “assembly
line” for murder, was wholly in keeping with what I have termed produc-
tivism, That is, the National Socialist movement in general identified
modernity with technology as the means of forming national identity in
production. If social engineering was part of this, so too was the irrational
belief that German national identity resided in a destiny tied to modern
machines. Regarding the gas chambers and crematoria of Auschwitz, the
leader of one mobile SS killing squad, Erich von dem Bach Zelewski, report-
edly commented that the machinery of Auschwitz was “something the
Russians could not accomplish: it reflected the German gift.”'® What bet-
ter example of Hitler’s productivism might we find: the Nazis consciously
adopted a modern technological system in order to purge Europe of its Jews
and thus sought to manufacture a racial empire in their own image?
Productivism urged Hitler’s true believers to seek the wellsprings of national
identity and homogenous community in modern production, and this is
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exactly what killing the Jews of Europe was supposed to do: prepare a clean
slate so that the National Socialists could manufacture their New Order, a
utopia of Nazi values.

Degesch’s factory-style Zyklon B chambers were the immediate prede-
cessor and model for Crematoria L and Il at Birkenau. That $$ men after the
war confused them often enough with the killing chambers is further evi-
dence of this.® Allow me to repeat, however, that I am not arguing that
modern technology “caused” the Holocaust or thar anti-Semitism played
no role; in fact, anti-Semites were among the most energetic advocates of
modern technology in the Third Reich. But I do argue that modernity deter-
mined the unique means of the “Final Solution” at Auschwitz. In this sense
the “postmoderns” have been right all along. But it is wrong to see this as
the necessary teleology of Enlightenment rationality. The crassest irra-
tionality and modernization have never contradicted each other, least of all
in the minds of anti-Semites.

The history of technology reveals that a belief that the machine would
“change the world” was central to Nazi modernity, but more than this a
specific kind of technological system-—the hierarchically governed, cen-
tralized, mass-production factory new to the early twentieth century.
Wedded to Nazi productivism, the legitimate purpose of the state became
the promotion of industrial growth as a symbol of national strength and
unified identity rather than the wealth, peace, and freedom of citizens.
National Socialism emphasized existential feeling—feelings like Rausch—
through an inevitable fulfillment of destiny by modern technological means.

Hans Mommsen asks: “Does one earnestly wish to make the fascistic
understanding of politics into the foundation of a present day ‘modern’
society?” One might answer with another question: What about the moder-
nity of this morbid history could possibly bind us to do so? To reject the
modernity of the Holocaust, however, one must reject the common assump-
tion of Mommsen and many others that modernity is destiny. The 55%
vision of modernity was partial, and cannot be taken as an overarching def-
inition of the modern world. A multitude of values and attitudes have
accompanied the rise of an industrial, scientific, and technological society,
and the Nazis were undeniably selective. Yet still less did Nazi modernity
conform to the many claims made in its name by postwar historiography,

and a selective approach to “modernity” hardly distinguished National
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Socialism. Rather, it seems a central element of the entire “modernity”
debate. Fritz Stern, George Mosse, and Ralf Dahrendorf have all associated
liberal democracy with “modernization.” However much one sympathizes
with their political goals rather than with Hitler’s, this characterization of
hisrory is hardly less arbitrary. It is the Nazis® participation in the debate,
the effort to present their dogma as historical destiny, that made them
“modern,”

We should beware of the moral paralysis that dehates over modernity
induce precisely because they render discussion of substantive principles
impossible in the name of an “inevitable™ or “inexorable” logic of indus-
trial development. This paralysis was already evident at the time of Hitler’s
rise to power. Lyndall Urwick, Director of Geneva’s International
Management institute, warned in 1933: “A machine technology points to
the obvious economies of large-scale units of husiness control: amalgama-
tions founder because there is widespread ignorance as to the methods of
managing these agpregations.” The new technics of the twentieth century
in communication, production, and distribution seemed to outstrip civil
institutions in the 1920s and the 1930s, and Urwick made his own pas-
sionate plea for the world’s democracies to adapt more efficiently: “In coun-
try after country liberty of speech and of person are lost, because democratic
institutions fail to devise an administrative structure adapted ro the speed
and complexity of social evolution.”'® In the same year, the Chicago
Century of Progress exposition featured an Art Deco statue with the inscrip-
tion “Science Finds—Industry Applies—Man Conforms.”

In such a light, the ability to force the pace of modern organization and
technology could too easily displace inquiry into the first principles of cit-
izenship, the state, and political economy, which should define social
change. Fascists would condemn democracy directly for institutionalizing
an old-fashioned “cultural lag” behind the dynamic changes of technol-
ogy and organization, Although Urwick deplored the Nazis, he believed
as they did that “modernization”™ itself was inevitable, Once Hitler could
pose as a master of technological success, even staunch resisters began to
see him as the inevitable product of historical destiny. In the mid 1930s,
when National Socialism achieved real economic growth, visions of
modernity offered slim recourse ro anyone who still wished to condemn the
regime.
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