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INTRODUCTION: UNRAVELING A
CATASTROPHE

The systematic, state-sponsored
persecution and murder of six million
Jews by the Nazi regime and its
collaborators did not happen overnight.
The question "What events led up to the
Holocaust?" is not simply a matter of
historical curiosity; it is a critical inquiry
into how a modern, civilized society can
descend into unprecedented barbarity.
Understanding the Holocaust as a
process—a series of escalating steps—is
essential to grasping its full horror and
the dangerous chain of events that made
it possible. The path from prejudice to
genocide was paved with political
opportunism, legalized discrimination,
economic desperation, and a chillingly
bureaucratic will to power. This article
charts the key milestones, from the
lingering aftermath of World War I to the
outbreak of World War II, that created
the conditions for the Final Solution.

THE POISONOUS LEGACY OF
WORLD WAR | AND THE WEIMAR
REPUBLIC

The "Stab in the

Back" Myth and
Resentment

The seeds of the Holocaust were sown in
the fertile ground of German defeat in
1918. The Treaty of Versailles, which
formally ended World War I, imposed
crippling conditions on Germany:
massive war reparations, loss of
territory, severe military restrictions, and
a humiliating "war guilt" clause. This
treaty was a profound national trauma.
Crucially, a widespread and damaging
myth, the DolchstoBlegende (stab-in-
the-back myth), took hold. It falsely
claimed that the German army had not
been defeated on the battlefield but was
betrayed by civilians at
home—specifically by socialists,
communists, and, most pointedly, Jews.
This lie provided a powerful scapegoat
for national anger and laid the
foundation for antisemitism to become a
central tenet of extremist politics.

Economic
Turmoil and
Hyperinflation

The 1920s in Germany were a period of
extreme economic instability.
Hyperinflation in 1923 rendered the
currency worthless, wiping out the
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savings of the middle class and creating
deep-seated resentment. This chaos
made many Germans nostalgic for the
perceived order of the pre-war era and
desperate for extreme solutions. It also
fueled a narrative that blamed Jewish
bankers and financiers for the nation's
ills, a classic antisemitic trope that
resonated with a population in crisis. The
economic instability created a fertile
recruiting ground for radical groups like
the fledgling National Socialist German
Workers' Party (NSDAP), better known as
the Nazi Party.

THE RISE OF THE NAZI PARTY
AND ADOLF HITLER

From Beer Hall
Putsch to
Political
Mainstream

In 1923, Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party
made an unsuccessful attempt to seize
power in Munich, known as the Beer Hall
Putsch. While it failed, it granted Hitler a
national platform during his subsequent
trial and imprisonment. During his time
in Landsberg Prison, he wrote Mein
Kampf, a manifesto outlining his virulent
antisemitism, his belief in Lebensraum
(living space) for the German people in
the East, and his desire to "purify" the
German race. Upon his release, Hitler
realized he could not seize power by
force. Instead, he would use the
mechanisms of the Weimar democracy
to dismantle it. The Great Depression of
1929 proved to be the Nazis' ultimate
opportunity. Massive unemployment and
poverty drove millions of desperate

voters into the arms of extremist parties,
including the Nazis, who promised a
return to national greatness and order.

The Appointment
of Hitler as
Chancellor

By 1932, the Nazi Party was the largest
single party in the German Reichstag,
though they lacked an absolute majority.
Through a series of backroom political
deals, President Paul von Hindenburg
reluctantly appointed Hitler as
Chancellor on January 30, 1933. This was
not a seizure of power, but a surrender
of power by the conservative elite who
believed they could control Hitler and
use his popular support for their own
ends. This miscalculation was the critical
political event that led directly to the
Holocaust.

CONSOLIDATION OF POWER AND
THE LEGALIZATION OF
PERSECUTION

The Reichstag
Fire and the
Enabling Act

Just one month after Hitler's
appointment, on February 27, 1933, the
Reichstag building burned down. The
Nazis swiftly blamed the fire on a
communist plot. Using this crisis as a
pretext, Hitler convinced President
Hindenburg to sign the Reichstag Fire
Decree on February 28. This decree
suspended all basic civil rights: habeas
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corpus, freedom of speech, press,
assembly, and privacy. The SA and
police could now arrest and detain
anyone deemed a threat, without charge
or trial. This was the first major step in
dismantling the rule of law.

Next, in March 1933, the Nazi-controlled
Reichstag passed the Enabling Act,
which gave Hitler's cabinet the power to
enact laws without the approval of the
Reichstag or the President. This
effectively gave Hitler dictatorial powers
legally. With unlimited authority, the
Nazis immediately began their campaign

against their political enemies—first
communists, socialists, and trade
unionists—in a process called

Gleichschaltung, or "coordination,"
which brought all aspects of German
society under Nazi control.

The Boycott of
Jewish
Businesses

On April 1, 1933, the Nazi regime
organized a nationwide boycott of
Jewish-owned businesses. While the
boycott was largely ineffective and
short-lived, it was a clear signal: the Nazi
state was now targeting Jews not just as
a political or religious group, but as a
"racial" enemy. This was the opening
salvo of an organized campaign to
isolate and marginalize Germany's
Jewish population from economic and
social life. This event is a direct part of
what led up to the Holocaust.

LEGISLATING HATRED: THE
NUREMBERG LAWS

The next crucial milestone occurred in

September 1935 at the annual Nazi rally
in Nuremberg. Hitler announced the
Nuremberg Laws, two pieces of
legislation that legally defined
Jewishness not by religion but by race.
The "Law for the Protection of German
Blood and German Honor" made it illegal
for Jews to marry or have extramarital
relations with non-Jewish Germans. The
"Reich Citizenship Law" stripped Jews of
their German citizenship, reducing them
to "subjects" of the state with no political
rights.

These laws institutionalized a racial
hierarchy and provided a legal
framework for persecution. Jews were
systematically removed from civil
service, universities, and professions like
law and medicine. They became second-
class citizens, excluded from public life.
The Nuremberg Laws were a clear and
calculated step, demonstrating that the
Nazi regime was committed to a long-
term, legalistic program of racial
segregation. The question was no longer
if the Nazis would persecute Jews, but
how far that persecution would go.

ESCALATION OF VIOLENCE AND
THE "NIGHT OF BROKEN GLASS"

A Nation of
Informants

Between 1935 and 1938, the
persecution of Jews intensified through a
relentless campaign of
"aryanization"—the forced sale of Jewish
businesses to non-Jews at a fraction of
their value. Jewish doctors, lawyers, and
artists were driven from their
professions. Public humiliation was
common, and the regime encouraged a
climate of fear and denunciation. The
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that they would be forced to emigrate.

Kristallnacht: The
Open End of
Restraint

The facade of "legal" persecution was
shattered on November 9-10, 1938, with
Kristallnacht (the "Night of Broken
Glass"). This was a nationwide, state-
sanctioned pogrom triggered by the
assassination of a German diplomat in
Paris by a young Jewish man. In a
coordinated wave of violence, Nazi
paramilitary forces and civilians
destroyed over 1,000 synagogues,
looted thousands of Jewish businesses,
and demolished Jewish homes. At least
91 Jews were killed, and approximately
30,000 Jewish men were arrested and
sent to concentration camps like
Dachau, Buchenwald, and
Sachsenhausen.

Kristallnacht was a fundamental turning
point. It marked a shift from
discrimination and legal persecution to
open, violent physical assault. The
regime did not punish the perpetrators;
it blamed the victims, fining the Jewish
community one billion Reichsmarks for
the damage. More importantly, it showed
that the Nazi leadership was willing to
use mass violence against its own
citizens. The question "what events led
up to the Holocaust" must always
highlight Kristallnacht as the moment
when the mask of legality was
completely dropped.

WAR AND THE RADICALIZATION

The Outbreak of
World War Il

Nazi policy toward Jews radicalized
further with the invasion of Poland on
September 1, 1939. The war provided
the crucial cover and the conditions for
mass murder. It also brought millions of
Jews under Nazi control, creating what
the Nazis saw as a "problem" of
immense scale. The previous
solution—forced emigration—was no
longer feasible as many countries closed
their borders. The Nazis began to devise
what they called a "territorial solution."

Ghettos and
Mobile Killing
Squads

In occupied Poland, the Nazis forced the
Jewish population into overcrowded,
sealed ghettos in cities like Warsaw,
Lodz, and Krakow. These were not just
segregated neighborhoods; they were
holding pens designed for slow death
through starvation, disease, and brutal
forced labor. Simultaneously, following
the invasion of the Soviet Union in June
1941, the Nazi regime deployed the
Einsatzgruppen, mobile killing squads.
These units, supported by the German
army and local collaborators,
systematically massacred entire Jewish
communities, often shooting them into
mass graves. At Babi Yar, outside Kyiv,
nearly 34,000 Jews were murdered in
two days. This was genocide by bullet, a
clear and direct predecessor to the
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industrial killing centers that would
follow.

THE WANNSEE CONFERENCE AND
THE "FINAL SOLUTION"

While mass shootings were already
underway, the Nazi leadership sought a
more "efficient" method. On January 20,
1942, senior Nazi officials met at a villa
in the Berlin suburb of Wannsee for a
conference. Chaired by Reinhard
Heydrich, its purpose was to coordinate
the implementation of the "Final
Solution to the Jewish Question".
The Wannsee Conference did not decide
to kill the Jews; that decision had already
been taken. Instead, it was a
bureaucratic meeting to organize the
logistics of the genocide across Europe.
Officials discussed how to deport Jews
from countries across the continent to
extermination camps in occupied Poland,
where they would be gassed.

The conference finalized the details for
the systematic, industrial murder of
eleven million European Jews. From this
point, the killing machinery was fully
engaged. The first death camps, such as

Chelmno, had already begun operations.
Sobibor, Treblinka, Belzec, and
Auschwitz-Birkenau were soon operating
on a massive scale. The war that had
enabled the radicalization now provided
the means and the cover for the
Holocaust's most horrific chapter. The
events leading to the Holocaust had
culminated in a state-sponsored,
industrialized genocide.

CONCLUSION: THE DANGER OF A
SLOW DESCENT

The Holocaust did not begin with gas
chambers. It began with words—with
myths, stereotypes, and lies. It began
with a society humiliated by defeat and
destabilized by economic collapse, a
society desperate for a scapegoat. The
events that led up to the Holocaust form
a chilling, step-by-step roadmap: the
spread of an extreme ideology, the legal
abrogation of rights, the political
exploitation of fear, the segregation and
humiliation of a minority group, the
escalation to state-sponsored violence,
and finally, the decision for total
annihilation.

Understanding



