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      The Holocaust and the Birth of Israel: The Middle East in History, is the book I wrote after realizing how often this history is told in fragments. We hear the names—Stanley Milgram, Auschwitz, Kristallnacht, the Wannsee Conference—but rarely do we see them arranged on the same timeline. (A note on Milgram: his famous obedience experiments were conducted in the 1960s, after the war, yet they illuminate the psychological dynamics that help explain how ordinary people comply with destructive orders.) In these pages I weave together psychology, ideology, and state power to show how social pressure, bureaucratic logic, and political violence converged, turning compliance and prejudice into mass murder. This book begins before the gas chambers, with questions about obedience, conviction, and the slow normalization of cruelty.

      As the narrative moves deeper into Nazi Europe, I follow the arc from Kristallnacht to Operation Barbarossa, from overflowing ghettos to extermination complexes such as Auschwitz-Birkenau. I move through day-to-day life and death inside the ghettos, trace the progression from invasion and occupation to large-scale killing—including the mass shootings carried out by Einsatzgruppen in the East—and describe the chilling bureaucratic coordination outlined at the Wannsee Conference. I confront the uncomfortable realities of stolen Jewish property, dormant and hidden bank accounts, and the long, ambivalent silence that followed the war, including the contested roles played by Switzerland and other so-called “neutral” actors.

      Not every chapter takes place in Europe. Some of the most human stories unfold elsewhere. I write about the Evian Conference of 1938 and the global reluctance to open doors to Jewish refugees; about Shanghai — one of the few remaining ports of refuge where fleeing Jews could arrive without the usual visas — and about figures from Thessaloniki whose lives, and the communities they belonged to, could be erased from memory within a single generation. These chapters force a painful question: who could have acted, and who chose not to?

      The focus then shifts to the Middle East in the wake of the Ottoman Empire’s collapse after World War I. I trace Palestine under British rule during the Mandate, the waves of Aliyah that reshaped its population, and the Arab Revolt of 1936–1939. Leaders and movements come into view: Amin al‑Husseini, the White Paper of 1939 that curtailed Jewish immigration, and Mussolini’s colonial ambitions — ambitions partly shaped by Italy’s lingering humiliation after the 1896 defeat at Adwa. Above all, these chapters show how local tensions, imperial decisions, and global geopolitics collided on that narrow strip of land.

      The final sections trace the long road from King David—the ancient symbol of Jewish memory—through Auschwitz, from Theodor Herzl’s visionary ideas to David Ben‑Gurion’s pragmatic leadership, and from the Balfour Declaration to the convulsions of 1948. I examine the 1946 bombing of the King David Hotel by the Irgun and consider how that act, among a sequence of events and pressures, helped push the British Mandate and the competing communities toward open conflict.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            FROM MILGRAM TO AUSCHWITZ

          

        

      

    

    
      Throughout World War II, the mass murder that the Nazis planned and executed with chilling precision stands as one of the darkest chapters in modern human history. Roughly six million Jews were murdered in that campaign of extermination. Europe’s prewar Jewish population is generally estimated at about 9.5 million, so the six million who were killed represent roughly two‑thirds (around 60–65%) of European Jewry. Of those victims, approximately 1.5 million were children.

      The Nazis also perpetrated vast slaughter against non‑Jewish groups. These included millions of Soviet civilians and POWs, Polish civilians, Roma people, the mentally and physically disabled (targeted in programs such as the T4 euthanasia campaign), political prisoners and dissidents, homosexuals, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and others. Large numbers of prisoners of war—especially Soviet POWs—were deliberately starved or executed. Estimates for the total number of people murdered as a result of Nazi racial and political policies generally exceed ten million; a commonly cited figure for all victims of Nazi persecution is around 11 million, though exact totals vary by source and method of counting. This figure refers to deaths from deliberate killings and persecution, and does not include population losses caused directly by battlefield combat.

      Looking at the sheer scale of the slaughter, it becomes obvious that pinning it all on Hitler alone can’t explain a humanitarian catastrophe of this magnitude. Antisemitism was woven into Nazi ideology and widespread among the party’s leadership, and the extermination of the Jews was carried out as a collective enterprise by many branches of the regime — from the SS and Einsatzgruppen to police formations, military units, and local collaborators. In other words, it wasn’t just one man’s monstrous plan implemented by a handful of fanatics: large numbers of people, from high-ranking officers to rank-and-file soldiers and bureaucrats, took part in or enabled these crimes. This raises the chilling question historians often ask: why did so many individuals, some seemingly ordinary, participate in actions so brutal and seemingly at odds with basic human decency? For decades after the guns fell silent, scholars from history, psychology, sociology and other fields have probed the driving mechanisms behind the Nazis’ mass slaughter of Jews and other targeted groups.

      Regarding the forces that could have driven the Nazis to commit such monstrous acts, historians have generally split into two camps: intentionalists and functionalists. Intentionalists insist that the atrocities flowed primarily from Hitler’s personal aims — that he long harbored plans and secret designs that made genocide possible. Functionalists, by contrast, emphasize the internal dynamics of the Nazi state: they see the Holocaust as something that grew out of the workings of a sprawling bureaucracy, a process propelled from within the system rather than solely from a single mastermind’s blueprint. Both perspectives have their champions in the historical profession, and the debate has gone on for decades.

      It’s a useful metaphor to imagine the argument like the old scientific quarrel over light — wave or particle — with each side holding tightly to its view and neither yielding easily. But people eventually asked: must these two schools be mutually exclusive? Couldn’t motivation and structure have worked together to produce the final result?

      To make sense of that complexity, picture every Nazi functionary as a domino, set in a long line. The direction those falling dominoes point toward is the extinguishing of six million Jewish lives. At the head of the line stood Hitler, nudging the first tile with a single finger — an act rooted in his personal will. Yet why did all the other dominoes fall in the same direction? To answer that, we need to look at certain precedents — the two most famous “trial” programs often cited by functionalist historians. These earlier policies and practices helped to test, normalize, and scale the methods that would become the industrial murder of Europe’s Jews.

      The first is the obedience experiment. In the early 1960s—results of which were widely published in 1963—Stanley Milgram, a psychology professor at Yale University, carried out an experiment that would become infamous. He ran newspaper ads and sent mailings inviting adults (largely men aged about 20–50) to come to the university for a paid study. But Milgram did not tell them the truth: participants were told the study was about learning and memory and the effect of punishment on retention.

      What did “learning” mean in this study? Simply put, it was a setup in which one person would play the “learner,” trying to remember word pairs, and the other would be the “teacher,” testing the learner and administering punishment when mistakes were made. The “punishment” was not metaphorical — it was an electric shock. Milgram’s shock generator was marked in voltages from about 15 volts up to 450 volts, with progressively stronger labels; the device and labels gave the situation a chilling air of realism.

      Participants were paired off and told to draw lots for their roles—but the draw was rigged. A confederate (an actor working with the experimenter) always drew the learner slip, while the naïve volunteer inevitably became the teacher. The learner was placed in a separate room (out of the teacher’s sight but audible), and the participant acting as teacher was instructed to deliver the shocks under the supervision of an experimenter in a lab coat, who embodied institutional authority.

      When the participant, cast in the role of the “teacher,” faltered about delivering shocks or openly questioned the experiment, the experimenter in the room would interject with a few short, scripted prompts — sometimes gentle persuasion, sometimes a flat command — urging him to carry on. The participant was given a test booklet of word pairs and, sitting before a microphone, read the items aloud to the “learner,” asking the learner to choose or repeat the correct answer; when the learner failed, the teacher was instructed to administer an electric shock as punishment. The learners, who were in fact prearranged confederates rather than genuine students, screamed, begged, cursed, and repeatedly pleaded or even invoked a heart condition whenever the shocks were delivered. Whether the learner howled in pain or fell silent, as long as an answer was judged wrong the participant in the teacher’s seat was expected to crank the dial to the next, higher voltage.

      Early in the experiment’s design, Milgram polled his colleagues, asking them to predict how many ordinary people would obey to the end and deliver the maximum shock. The consensus among those psychologists was that virtually nobody would go that far — some estimated the figure at less than 1% — a dramatic underestimation. The experimental results, however, were startling: in Milgram’s baseline condition roughly two‑thirds of participants — about 65% — ultimately turned the dial up to the full 450 volts.

      Even though the volunteers—recruited for the study—grumbled and complained while playing the “teacher,” even voicing doubts about the experiment’s safety, most still pressed the switch that supposedly delivered as much as 450 volts. Stanley Milgram, the social psychologist who ran the study at Yale, later reported that when a lab‑coated authority figure in charge told participants to harm another person, they often complied. They heard agonized screams and wrestled with deep moral qualms, yet in the majority of cases the authority’s instructions were carried out; in Milgram’s original findings roughly 65% of participants administered the maximum 450‑volt shock.

      The study exposed a stark truth: ordinary people have a powerful tendency to obey those who appear to be authorities. That’s why it’s commonly called the “obedience experiment.” If that label feels clinical or blunt, brace yourself — the next study is even more brutal: the Stanford Prison Experiment.

      Around the same era as the previous study — but a little later, in August 1971 — American psychologist Philip Zimbardo staged what would become the infamous Stanford prison experiment in the basement of Stanford’s psychology building (the space often associated with Jordan Hall). He recruited 24 healthy male volunteers, screened them ahead of time, paid them for their participation, and assigned roles by lottery so that half would play prisoners and half would play guards.

      Zimbardo transformed that basement into a makeshift prison. The “prisoners” were stripped of ordinary rights and comforts, given only the bare essentials, and subjected to the routines and restrictions of incarceration. The “guards” were entrusted with maintaining order — given authority, uniforms, and the responsibility to enforce rules. The first day was deceptively calm, but within a day or two the dynamic had shifted: small humiliations and petty cruelties escalated, and several guards began to use degrading punishments and harsh control measures on the prisoners. The situation deteriorated rapidly, and after a distressing visit from a colleague, psychologist Christina Maslach, who protested what she had witnessed, Zimbardo ended the study on the sixth day — far short of the two weeks it had been planned to run.

      From that experiment Zimbardo argued that ordinary people, placed in certain situations and roles, can behave in ways they themselves would not have imagined. He later explored these ideas in his book The Lucifer Effect: How Good People Turn Evil, tracing how context, systems, and social roles can produce abusive behavior.

      A note on the name “Lucifer”: the word itself comes from Latin, literally “light-bringer” or “morning star,” and in the Latin Vulgate it was used to translate a Hebrew phrase in Isaiah that refers to the morning star — the planet Venus. Over centuries of Christian interpretation, that image was read as a symbol of a fallen angel and became associated with Satan. That association is strong in much of Christian tradition, but it is a later theological and literary development rather than a direct, unambiguous identification found across all Jewish interpretive traditions.

      Recalling the passages we discussed in earlier books when exploring Judaism: during the Babylonian exile, the ruler addressed in those taunts — a Babylonian king later associated in tradition with Nebuchadnezzar — came to be vividly likened to Lucifer. In later Christian readings, the image of a proud ruler cast down like a fallen angel helped seed the metaphor. Read through that lens, the meaning at the heart of The Lucifer Effect becomes clear. It is a way of naming how ordinary people, under certain pressures, can be transformed — like fallen angels — into embodiments of evil.

      So when does this transformation occur? Zimbardo describes a cluster of situational forces that together make it possible. We can summarize five key conditions that recur in his account and in the cases he examines. First, blind obedience to authority: an excessive deference to orders or hierarchy that slowly erodes independent thought and individual moral judgment. Second, group conformity and collective participation in wrongdoing: when people become part of a group, personal guilt is diluted and harmful acts feel normalized. Third, deindividuation and loss of personal identity: uniforms, roles, or anonymity strip away the self and its moral bearings. Fourth, diffusion of responsibility: as responsibility spreads across many people or a system, no single actor feels fully accountable. And fifth, dehumanization and depersonalization of victims: derogatory labeling — calling a people “inferior,” branding them as thieves or liars, or reducing them to “rats,” “cockroaches,” or “parasites” — turns human beings into metaphors and makes violence against them easier to commit. Once such metaphors take hold, cruelty slides from possibility to acceptability, and the threshold for violence drops.

      The fourth factor is anonymizing — the loss of personal identity, often called deindividuation. When others cannot identify you, your sense of guilt and personal restraint tends to fade. It’s no accident that a large share of today’s online abuse springs from this mechanism: hide behind a screen, and the usual brakes on behavior grow thin.

      The fifth factor is the rise of collective emotional states. When a group becomes saturated with a single extreme emotion — hatred, fear, or unbridled rage — and the group then jointly commits wrongdoing, every member comes to feel both fused with the act and bound to the others by a fierce sense of belonging. Put together with the other forces, these five elements form the core dynamics that produce what Philip Zimbardo calls the "Lucifer Effect."

      With that context established, today we turn to the greatest humanitarian catastrophe of World War II: the Nazi-led attempt to annihilate Europe’s Jews — a horror that ranks among the most painful chapters of human history.

      Viewed historically, the Nazi persecution of Jewish people is usually described in three broad phases. The first stretches from the Nazis’ seizure of power in 1933 up to 1938 — a period of legal discrimination, social exclusion and escalating violence that culminated in the November 1938 pogrom known as Kristallnacht. We explored that opening phase in detail in our previous book.

      At this stage the Nazi persecution of Jews wore a bureaucratic face—laws, economic measures, and a relentless ideological campaign—yet its purpose was brutal and unmistakable. By “written regulations” I mean the steady stream of statutes and administrative edicts designed to strip Jews of political standing and public life. Early moves such as the March–April 1933 purges and bans that pushed Jews out of civil service and professions were only the beginning; by 1935 the Nuremberg Laws (most notably the Reich Citizenship Law) legally deprived many Jews of German citizenship and, with it, the practical ability to participate in politics. In short, the legal machinery deliberately fenced Jews out of the body politic.

      At the same time the propaganda apparatus made sure the message followed people everywhere. Newspapers, newsreels, films, posters—under the direction of the Nazi propaganda machine—constantly presented Jews as a social scourge. City streets and shopfronts were plastered with hateful banners and exclusionary notices; public signs and markings proclaimed that Jews were unwelcome in certain parks, pools, businesses and neighborhoods. These visible reminders ensured that ordinary Germans encountered anti‑Jewish messages in the mundane rhythms of daily life.

      The humiliation was often theatrical. During parades and rallies, crowds were encouraged to jeer at caricatures and at times to pelt effigies with rotten eggs and refuse. Local demonstrations and organized events turned contempt into public spectacle, pressing home the notion that Jews were traitors or vermin. Over and over, propaganda reduced a people to slanderous labels—parasites, cockroaches, lice—words meant to strip away sympathy and justify exclusion.

      This was not merely paper persecution on file cabinets; it was a campaign of social and spiritual assault. Laws and signs closed doors; films and headlines closed hearts. The slogans and images, repeated everywhere, worked to harden public opinion and to bury empathy beneath a steady drumbeat of hatred. These measures were thus both juridical and psychological—an attempt to shatter not only Jewish rights, but Jewish dignity and spirit.

      After the war, many German Jews still carried those years with a shadow of fear. They would say that back then they didn’t dare to keep their heads up while walking the streets — whenever they looked around they were met by posters, chants and slogans that humiliated and blamed them. You can almost feel the daily, grinding pressure of living in a world soaked through with hostility and discrimination.

      The Nazis didn’t stop at words. They attacked Jewish life economically. For small shops, SA men often planted themselves at the door to scare off customers; for larger firms the party used intimidation, legal tricks and outright coercion to force owners to sell — a process later known as “Aryanization.” In a short time Jewish unemployment shot up. People thought this was already the worst — and then the ground shifted beneath them.

      The regime also moved through the courts and offices. In April 1933 the government enacted the Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service, which removed many Jews from civil service posts and university positions. Two years later the 1935 Nuremberg Laws stripped Jews of German citizenship and many civil rights. And as the decade wore on, the state tightened identity and travel controls — by 1938 Jewish passports and identity papers were often specially marked (for example with a “J”), further isolating and legally singled-out them from ordinary civic life.

      At the time, the Reich had already begun to mark the passports of German Jews with a conspicuous "J"—the initial for "Jude" (Jew)—an indignity formally ordered in October 1938 and often stamped in red ink. Just when many thought the humiliation could hardly deepen, Kristallnacht—the so‑called "Night of Broken Glass"—erupted on November 9–10, 1938. That night and the days that followed, mobs across Germany set synagogues alight, smashed storefront windows, looted and wrecked thousands of Jewish businesses and hundreds of houses of worship. Dozens—by some counts up to around ninety—were killed, and roughly 30,000 Jewish men were rounded up and deported to concentration camps. Outrageously, the Nazi regime refused to hold the rioters accountable; instead it turned the law into another instrument of persecution—imposing collective fines on Jewish communities, seizing insurance payouts, and otherwise punishing the victims rather than the attackers.
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      By the night of November 9–10, 1938—Kristallnacht, the "Night of Broken Glass"—Nazi persecution of the Jews reached a decisive turning point. Until then the regime often hid its intent behind laws and bureaucracy: measures like the 1935 Nuremberg Laws systematically stripped Jews of rights even as the state kept a veneer of legality. After Kristallnacht, however, that veneer was shattered; violent, openly sanctioned attacks replaced any pretense of lawful restraint. Jews could no longer hope to reason with the authorities or appeal to legal protections. In Nazi ideology, the victims were blamed for their fate—their suffering was cast as deserved—so there was no rationale to be had and no need to argue. Kristallnacht thus marked the end of the first phase of Nazi persecution—the move from systematic legal discrimination to openly organized terror.

      The second phase begins almost immediately after Kristallnacht and runs forward until June 1941. Many readers will already know what happened in June 1941: the Nazis launched Operation Barbarossa, the massive invasion of the Soviet Union. If that name is new to you, no worries — we’ll unpack Barbarossa in detail shortly. For now, though, let’s first explain why historians often mark the stretch from the 1938 pogrom to June 1941 as a distinct “second phase.”

      Some readers might object and say the second phase should instead run from Kristallnacht in 1938 all the way to the Wannsee Conference in January 1942 — the meeting at which Nazi officials coordinated what they called the “Final Solution” to the Jewish question. That alternative division has real merit. The Wannsee Conference (20 January 1942) was a crucial moment when senior bureaucrats met to coordinate and systematize how various agencies would carry out the regime’s policy toward European Jewry.

      At the same time, it’s important to be precise about sequence and scale. The truly mass shootings of Jews by mobile killing units (the Einsatzgruppen) escalated immediately after Barbarossa in June 1941, especially in the occupied Soviet territories; in that sense the scale of killing changed dramatically with the invasion of the East. But that does not mean mass murder sprang fully formed only after June 1941. Earlier programs — notably the Nazi “euthanasia” or Aktion T4 killings that began in 1939 — and the steady intensification of legal persecution and deportation had already laid the groundwork for what followed. And the Wannsee meeting did not itself invent the “Final Solution” out of thin air; rather, it formalized and coordinated measures that had been developing across the regime.

      So both ways of slicing the timeline illuminate something different: one highlights when the mass, mobile killings in the East exploded into horror (Barbarossa, 1941), the other highlights when the regime bureaucratically sorted out the continent‑wide machinery of extermination (Wannsee, January 1942). Those two legitimate perspectives bring us right back to the historiographical debate noted at the start of this article — the tension between intentionalism and functionalism over how and when the Nazis’ genocidal policies were decided and implemented.

      Here, I define the second phase as ending with Barbarossa’s opening salvo, because that endpoint best fits the character of this stage.

      The most striking feature of the Nazis’ second phase of persecuting the Jews was segregation. Europeans will recognize segregation as an element of Jewish history long before the 20th century, but what the Nazis instituted was of a different order entirely: more systematic, more brutal, and designed to isolate people physically and legally until extermination became possible.

      To understand that segregation, we must begin with Nazi Germany’s invasion of Poland. Poland resists an easy label of “new” or “old.” It has an ancient story and glorious chapters in the long sweep of European history, yet the Poland that mattered in 1939 — the modern, independent Second Polish Republic — had been reborn only after World War I. That state had existed for roughly twenty years by the time Hitler’s armies struck in September 1939. This is not to deny Poland’s deeper medieval and early modern roots, only to point out that the polity the Nazis overran was a comparatively young creation of the post‑World War I order.

      That postwar map also produced Czechoslovakia, carved out of the collapsed Austro‑Hungarian Empire. Czechoslovakia, too, suffered Nazi aggression before the general European conflagration — most famously in 1938 with the Sudeten crisis and the Munich settlement, and then with the full occupation of Bohemia and Moravia in March 1939.

      A quick historical aside will make the emotional backdrop clearer. The Ottoman Empire’s last great thrust at Vienna in 1683 was broken there—a turning point in European history. It was Polish arms, led by King John III Sobieski and the famous winged hussars, that played the decisive role in relieving the besieged city. That legacy of shared struggle helps explain why popular sympathies between Poles and the peoples of Austria and Hungary have endured into modern times—even as political maps shifted dramatically after World War I.

      For this reason, Hitler and the Nazis despised the new states that had sprung from the ruins of empire. Many of them were Slavic, and in Nazi racial thinking Slavs were lumped almost together with Jews — denigrated with the vilest epithets: dwarfs, vermin, and every other demeaning label. To Hitler they were the filth sullying the supposed purity of Germanic blood. In his grand strategic design he meant to reclaim territories he portrayed as former German lands or as part of a wider pan‑German realm — above all certain strips of Poland and the German‑speaking Sudeten areas of Czechoslovakia.

      Those ambitions inevitably intersected with the interests of another great power, the Soviet Union. Lenin had been dead for years (he died in 1924), and Joseph Stalin had, by a combination of ruthless political maneuvering and the sidelining of rivals, consolidated control of the Soviet state. Hitler believed that a clash with the Soviet Union was likely sooner or later, and that the question of Poland would be a flashpoint between them. Yet for the moment both powers acted from calculation rather than pure ideology. In August 1939 they reached a startling accommodation: the Soviet–German Non‑Aggression Pact (commonly called the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact). Alongside its public pledge of non‑aggression the treaty contained a secret protocol that carved Eastern Europe into spheres of influence, drawing boundary lines through parts of Poland so that the western zones fell under German control and the eastern zones under Soviet control. In effect, the pact echoed the earlier Munich Agreement — both were agreements by great powers that sacrificed the rights and borders of smaller nations; in consequence and practical impact the two could be difficult to distinguish.

      After the pact was signed — the notorious Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact with its secret arrangements — the calm before the storm shattered. On September 1, 1939, Nazi Germany brazenly invaded Poland.

      It must be said that the Polish military fought with conviction and stubborn courage; the nation was not cowed, and people believed they could stand their ground. But confidence and courage, however real, are not the same as material parity.

      On paper, Poland listed roughly 1.3 million men in its armed forces while Germany’s forces were officially around 1.5 million. That kind of head‑to‑head tally is the same sort of “on‑paper” comparison historians use when talking about World War I — a way to estimate outcomes for long, grinding, attritional conflicts. It’s a useful metric only up to a point, because it says nothing about tanks, aircraft, logistics, doctrine or the shock of Blitzkrieg that would soon overwhelm conventional reckonings.

      Simply put, before 1939 — before the outbreak of World War II — the conventional way of measuring military strength in a campaign was almost straightforward. Armies were counted in men and horses; the whole calculus of victory still hinged on who could put the most soldiers and the most mounts into the field. But by 1939 the world had already been pulled into a new orbit, and warfare changed with it.

      That transformation began during the First World War. Tanks first appeared on the battlefield in 1916, notably at the Somme, but early models were slow, fragile, and tactically awkward. As a result, many militaries treated them as experimental adjuncts rather than as a decisive new arm. After the war, however, engines, armor, firepower, and reliability improved rapidly. Tanks grew faster, more durable, and easier to operate, evolving from crude trench-crossing machines into a fundamentally new fighting platform. The challenge was no longer inventing the technology, but persuading military institutions to rethink how war itself could be fought.

      As we noted when discussing the Industrial Revolution, a familiar pattern recurs: a novel technology appears first, and only gradually do minds change to imagine its wider applications in commerce and industry. The same is true of military technology — innovation forces new thinking about strategy and organization long after the machines themselves have been built.

      Although tank technology had clearly advanced since the trenches, most senior military minds still didn't treat armored vehicles as a wholly new arm of warfare. The reason was simple: the generation that ran the armies had been forged in the mud and wire of World War I, and its habits of thought were deeply entrenched. To them, tanks remained, at best, an adjunct—interesting in theory, but of limited practical consequence.

      The handful who saw things differently tended to be younger officers and theorists — the ones who could imagine not just a better tank, but a different way of fighting. They were the people who grasped that armor, combined with speed and coordination, could rewrite the rules of battle.

      But in most armed forces of the day those younger voices had little power. In many Western countries, where post‑war institutions stayed largely in place, conservative senior officers and civilian leaders were slow to accept radical ideas. This conservatism was particularly noticeable among the governments of the victorious Allied powers: having won the war, their political and military establishments retained much of their pre‑war authority, so doctrinal change came fitfully.

      By contrast, defeated states often experienced more dramatic political upheaval and a greater influx of new, sometimes radical, actors into public life. That said, this was not uniform everywhere — some defeated nations retained influential elites even as new movements emerged — but in many cases the balance of power after the war tilted toward fresh faces and bolder agendas.

      By 1938 the average age of top Nazi leaders was only around forty‑three. That relative youth mattered: it made them more willing and more able to seize on new technologies and turn them into political tools. Put another way, Hitler was not necessarily the very first politician in history to ever fly, but he was among the earliest to make systematic, large‑scale use of airplanes as a campaigning device. While many rivals still crossed the country by train or ship, Hitler and the Nazi Party were hopping from city to city by plane—arriving sooner, opening rallies earlier, and piling up far more appearances in a single day. Speed, reach, and spectacle became part of the act.

      The Nazis didn’t stop with aviation. They exploited film and (where available) early television for propaganda, and they saturated the airwaves with radio—all of it woven into a modern, multimedia political machine. These were not accidental touches; they were deliberate, methodical efforts to squeeze every advantage out of the newest technologies.

      So when war came, it is less surprising that Germany was the first power to concentrate tanks, aircraft, and mechanized forces into a single, fast striking system that the world later labeled “blitzkrieg.” The idea itself wasn’t born in Nazi headquarters—many theorists and officers had toyed with concepts of armored maneuver and combined arms—but what set Germany apart was treating the tank as a wholly new tactical platform and welding air power, armor, and motorized infantry into a ruthlessly concentrated operational method. In short, the doctrine’s intellectual roots predated the Nazis, but they were the first to put it together and carry it out on a devastating, large‑scale battlefield stage.

      This ties directly to the German military’s attitude toward new technology. What set blitzkrieg apart from earlier tactics wasn’t just better weapons or new machines — it was a fundamental shift in what mattered most on the battlefield. Large numbers of men and tanks could no longer guarantee victory; instead, time and speed — the ability to move, strike and exploit a breakthrough before the enemy could regroup — became the decisive factors.

      The Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact of August 1939 cleared the way for the Soviet Union to come in from the east — a move that, when Soviet forces entered Poland on 17 September 1939, effectively shattered what remained of Poland’s strategic depth and sealed its fate.

      What had once seemed a broad, contiguous country was suddenly carved into a shadow of itself. Poland had not prepared for a war that demanded strategic depth; its plans assumed static defenses and timely help from allies, not the lightning blows that were about to fall. When the war began in September 1939, that lack of preparation became painfully clear — within weeks the German advance shattered the Polish front. (Historically, the 1939 campaign lasted roughly five to six weeks rather than a neat single month.)

      The collapse, however, was not solely the consequence of German speed. The fate of Poland was sealed in part by the secret protocols of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact: Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union agreed on spheres of influence, and when the Red Army moved in from the east on 17 September 1939, Poland found itself divided between two totalitarian powers. The partition was brutal and consequential, even if it was not a precise “one-half/one-half” mathematical split.

      Despite defeat on the battlefield, the Polish response was singular among occupied nations. As a state and as a people, they refused wholesale collaboration with the occupiers: the Polish government fled and remained active in exile, while inside the country a resilient underground and a steady will to resist endured. That refusal to cooperate — while a source of honour — also brought extraordinary suffering. Under both German and Soviet rule, Poles endured mass arrests, executions, deportations and other atrocities; the price of principled resistance was enormous. Yet the courage shown by the Polish people during those dark months remains worthy of respect.

      During the dark period of Nazi occupation, roughly 5.5 million Polish citizens perished. Of that vast toll, about half were Polish Jews—an enormous part of the nation’s loss. Admittedly, during its occupation of eastern Poland the Soviet Union also carried out mass repressions that killed many Poles; estimates vary and the numbers are contested. There were documented mass executions (for example the Katyn killings, on the order of tens of thousands) and many more deaths resulting from deportations, forced labor and the harsh conditions of exile. Compared with the total catastrophe that swept Poland, however, the Soviet figure commonly cited in public discussions was much smaller in scale and different in character from the industrialized, gender- and age-indiscriminate brutality of Nazi extermination.

      The day after Nazi Germany moved into Poland, they set up an explicitly Jewish ghetto in a central Polish city with a long name—Piotrków Trybunalski. This was one of the very first ghettos established by the occupiers, created specifically to isolate Jewish populations. When we’ve talked about medieval history before, we mentioned earlier forms of Jewish quarters. In many European towns and cities Jews were confined to a particular street or neighborhood—the Venetian ghetto, for example, was formally established in 1516—and prominent families such as the Rothschilds trace their origins to Frankfurt’s Jewish quarter. In those earlier eras the enforced separation took different shapes: some communities had walls or gates and curfews, others used social and legal restrictions, but crucially people often could still conduct business, travel short distances, and return by nightfall.

      The ghettos the Nazis built were a different order of horror entirely. They were not merely neighborhoods cordoned off by law; they were instruments of systematic isolation, starvation, and eventual deportation. The everyday freedom that might once have existed—stepping out to trade, coming home after sunset—was stripped away and replaced by a terrifying, bureaucratic machinery of exclusion. The ghettos established by the Nazis were worlds apart from the earlier ones.
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