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Although the Holocaust is often treated as the paradigm against which other genocides are measured, Holocaust scholars tend to treat the Holocaust as a unique historical episode rather than as an instance of genocide and to explain its origins in terms particular to that episode.  Of course, every instance of genocide as it actually unfolds
 is a unique historical episode, but if we are to understand genocide as a kind of human behavior we need to stand back from the uniqueness of instances and seek common origins.  The aim of this paper is to explore the feasibility of understanding the origins of the Holocaust in comparative perspective. 

 Most scholars today agree that the chief causes of the Holocaust included:  Hitler’s implacable hatred of the Jews, longstanding German anti-Semitism radicalized by Nazi indoctrination, a totalitarian state subservient to the will of a single leader, racist ideology aimed at the racial reconstruction of Europe, the morally numbing effects of modern bureaucracy and technology, and the cover of total war.   Nevertheless, debate continues on the relationship among and relative importance of these causes.  My paper contributes to this debate by trying to generalize these causes and probe their status as necessary or sufficient conditions.  

For example, I question assertions of necessity such as Ian Kershaw’s claim that “without Hitler and the unique regime he headed, the creation of a programme to bring about the physical extermination of the Jews of Europe would have been unthinkable”
 and Yehuda Bauer’s claim that “without a guiding ideological motivation and justification, mass murder generally, and the intent to annihilate the Jewish people in particular, would have been unthinkable.  Ideology is central.”
  I argue that comparisons with parallel factors in other cases of genocide, such as the structure of the regime lead by the Committee of Union and Progress during the Armenian genocide or Stalin’s sham ideological justification for the decimation of so-called kulaks, suggest that the causes cited by Kershaw and Bauer are not necessary conditions for genocide in general and may not have been indispensable for a possible German genocide against European Jews.     

I conclude the paper by proposing an explanatory model that treats the origins of the German genocide against European Jews as an instance of genocide in general. 
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