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A Final Solution? Nazi Policy Towards the Jews

A Satanic conspiracy designed from the beginning to eliminate European Jewry? Or ad hoc responses aimed at replenishing Nazi zeal and producing convenient scapegoats? A fresh look at one of the most hideous episodes in world history. 
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For nearly twenty years after the collapse of Hitler's Reich first revealed the full horrors of the Holocaust it was widely supposed that genocide on this enormous scale must have been the last stage of a deliberate Nazi policy, a long-matured master plan which aimed all along at the physical annihilation of European Jewry. In the monolithic Nazi state where all power was allegedly concentrated in the Fuhrer's hands, his vitriolic hatred of all things Jewish would have been sufficient on its own to explain the murder of six-and-a-half million Jews. 

Not until the 1960s did historians generally accept that the Nazi state was no monolith but a mosaic of conflicting authorities bearing more resemblance to a feudal state, where great vassals were engaged in a ruthless power struggle to capture the person of the king who in his turn maintained his authority by playing one great lord off against another. The clear implication was that Nazi anti-Semitism must also have reflected the twists and turns of the power game and that Hitler's paranoid hatred of Jewry could only have been one – albeit most important factor in a complex historical equation. Some historians now suggest that the Holocaust itself was not the final phase of a long-cherished plan but a piece of improvisation in an unexpected situation. 

On one point all are agreed; Hitler and his followers were paranoid in their determination to turn Germany's half a million Jews into pariahs. Forming less than 1 per cent of the total population – and declining numerically – the Jews had resided in Germany for generations and had been for the most part assimilated into the life of the community. Only 20 per cent were the so-called 'Eastern Jews' who emigrated to Germany from the disturbed areas of Eastern Europe after the First World War, still retained their distinctive Jewish garb and tended to live together in certain quarters of the great cities. Certainly Jews were prominent in the cultural and economic life of Berlin. And in certain professions there was a higher proportion of Jews than Aryans. For example, 17 per cent of all bankers were Jews – a much lower percentage than in the closing years of the nineteenth century; 16 per cent of all lawyers – but rarely was a judge Jewish; and 10 per cent of all doctors and dentists – but few held university or hospital posts. In the clothing and retail trades Jewish influence was pronounced. But in no way could it be argued that the Jews 'dominated' the cultural or economic life of Germany as the Nazis claimed. Nor were the Jews particularly wealthy; many of them were as poor as their Aryan neighbours, despite a well-earned reputation for hard work. 

Nevertheless for rank-and-file Nazis the Jew had become a grotesque nightmare figure far removed from the reality of everyday life. In the viciously anti-Semitic literature pouring out from Nazi presses the Jew was denounced as the root cause of all Germany's ills and depicted as a sub-human figure burrowing away at the moral and economic foundations of the state and dedicated to the destruction of the whole world. 1n the cosmic confrontation between 'Good' and 'Evil' the Aryan race led by the German people was destined to save mankind from the horrors of the 'Jewish-Bolshevik' yoke, as exemplified by Russian Communism. No doubt anti-Semitism was a useful ploy to deflect the party's attention away from the Nazi leadership's partnership with the detested old order. But basically the crude and vicious anti-Semitism of Streicher's Der Sturmer was a psychological necessity for many party members, especially those in the Brownshirts and in Himmler's SS, who desperately needed 'outgroups' –including gypsies and Jehovah's Witnesses – on whom they could vent their personal frustrations. 

However much Hitler sympathised with this crude and visceral anti-Semitism, once he was in office he was obliged to try and contain rank-and-file outbursts in the interests of political stability, public order and economic recovery. Thus, when the Brownshirts went on the rampage after the Nazi electoral victory in March 1933 assaulting Jews and ransacking shops, he sought to canalise their energies through a centrally co-ordinated boycott of Jewish shops. Under pressure from President Hindenburg and Foreign Minister Neurath this boycott was limited to one day and never extended because of public apathy, foreign reactions and the danger of damaging a fragile economy. The reduction of unemployment had so high a priority that in July the Cabinet agreed to continue offering public contracts to Jewish firms. Similarly, when legislation was enacted in April to dismiss Jewish civil servants, Hitler had reluctantly to yield to Hindenburg's demand that all Jews appointed before 1914, all those who had fought in the First World War or whose fathers or sons had died in the war be exempt, a concession which partially emasculated the measure. 

For the next two years the Jews enjoyed a period of relative freedom from persecution. This changed in the course of 1935. Certainly Hitler was in a much stronger position to give vent to his rabid anti-Semitism. Since Hindenburg's death he had been head of state and in 1934 had brought the Brownshirts sharply to heel. But it seems likely that a significant recrudescence of anti-Semitic agitation amongst rank-and-file Nazis forced him to give the Jews another turn of the screw. 

Rank-and-file demands for a 'Jew-free economy' he had to resist as long as the contribution of Jewish firms to economic recovery was important. Where he did give way was in an area which, as the pornography of Streicher's Der Sturmer amply demonstrated, fascinated many anti-Semites: sexual relations between Jews and Gentiles. In the Law for the Protection of German Blood announced at the Party Rally in Nuremberg in September, marriage between them and sexual relations outside marriage were forbidden. Under the so-called Nuremberg Laws Jews were also to be denied German citizenship and were forbidden to fly the German flag. It is significant that Hitler encountered no resistance from his civil servants. Indeed they positively welcomed legislation which by placing anti-Semitism on a sound legal foundation would prevent – they hoped – further disorderly street scenes so disturbing to tidy-minded bureaucrats. 

Up to the end of 1937 Jews had managed to keep control of their businesses and could still use most of the amenities open to other Germans. Signs of a more radical anti-Semitic policy multiplied in the winter of 1937-8. At the Party Rally in September Hitler made an outspoken attack on Jews for the first time in two years. As the German economy moved into top gear, the big industrial concerns, eager to take over their Jewish competitors at knock-down prices, pressed the government to proceed to the 'Aryanisation' of the economy. To induce Jewish firms to sell out, Goering, plenipotentiary for the Four Year Plan and the friend of big business, reduced their raw materials allocation and after the spring of 1938 they received no further public contracts. Following the Anschluss with Austria, Goering issued a decree ordering Jews to register all property above 5000 Marks in value and forbidding them to sell it without permission. In the summer of 1938 Jewish doctors, dentists and lawyers were forbidden to offer their services to Aryans. Even the names to be given Jewish children were specified in a new directive. Jews with other names had to add Israel or Sarah to them. Jews were now obliged to carry identity cards and from October all Jewish passports were stamped with the letter J. 

After Reichskristallnacht (Night of broken glass) on November 9th-10th, 1938, the position of German Jewry deteriorated more rapidly still. On that night ninety-one Jews were murdered, 20,000 thrown into concentration camps, synagogues were burnt down all over Germany and thousands of Jewish shops vandalised (the broken glass littering the pavements gave its name to the incident) in an unprecedented outburst of savagery carried out by party activists and carefully orchestrated from Josef Goebbels' Propaganda Ministry. 

World opinion was profoundly shocked by the spectacle of a pogrom in a hitherto civilised country; the trade boycott on German goods intensified; and Franklin Roosevelt withdrew Ambassador Dodds from Berlin. World opinion, alas, could do little to alleviate the plight of the Jews. A spate of discriminatory decrees were issued aimed at creating a 'Jew-free' economy. Jews were now forbidden to practice trades or to own shops or market stalls or manage businesses. Jewish shops, firms and real estate holdings were 'Aryanised' – that is compulsorily sold to Aryan competitors. In later decrees Jews were totally excluded from schools and universities, cinemas, theatres and sports facilities in many cities, where of course the bulk of the Jewish population was resident, Jews were forbidden to enter designated 'Aryan' areas. This legislation was enforced zealously by local fanatics so that by the outbreak of war the Jew was well on the way to becoming the pariah in German society towards which the Nazi party had been working for so long. 

The radicalisation of the regime's anti-Semitic policy on the eve of war cannot, however, be attributed simply and solely to Hitler's vindictive attitude but has to be seen against the political background. In the winter of 1937-8 as the pace of German foreign policy began to accelerate, the balance of power inside Germany shifted generally towards the more radical elements in the Nazi party. In November 1937 with the dismissal of Economics Minister Schacht the last obstacle to Goering's ascendancy in the economic field was removed. Whereas Schacht had been acutely conscious of the unfavourable international repercussions 'Aryanisation' was bound to have, Goering, a close friend of Hitler, was contemptuous of foreign opinion and determined to create a 'Jew-free' economy as quickly as possible. In the spring of 1938 Generals Blomberg and Fritsch, opponents of Hitler's forward foreign policy, were removed and Hitler assumed command of the Wehrmacht. The foreign office, too, came under Nazi control when Foreign Minister Neurath was replaced by the ardent Nazi and admirer of Hitler, Joachim von Ribbentrop. 

Intensification of the persecution of German Jewry served another function as well: it helped unify a leadership divided by Reichskristallnacht. It was not Goering but Goebbels who triggered off the pogrom. In an intrigue typical of life at the top in Nazi Germany he sought to ingratiate himself with Hitler, who was annoyed by the Propaganda Minister's amorous liaisons. When an embassy official in Paris was murdered by a Jewish boy Goebbels played up the anti-Semitic theme in the press and, dashing to Munich where Hitler was taking part in the annual celebration of the 1923 Putsch, secured his consent for 'spontaneous action' on the streets. 

‘The SA should have a last fling', he is supposed to have exclaimed. But Goering, Himmler and Heydrich, the enemies of Goebbels, were deliberately kept in the dark. Goering at once protested vehemently to Hitler at the wanton damage done by the activists while Himmler and Heydrich deplored the deleterious effect the pogrom was likely to have on their low-key emigration policy. Though Hitler's sympathies lay with the radically-minded Goebbels, he soon fell in with Goering's suggestion that the time had come for a properly co-ordinated and centrally controlled onslaught on Jewish property in the end the Nazi leaders forgot their differences and co-operated amicably in the intensified persecution of the common enemy. But Goering, not Goebbels, was put in overall charge of the operation which ensured that his industrial friends were the main beneficiaries of Aryanisation and not the small businessmen whom the Nazis were supposed to favour. As the war clouds gathered ominously in Europe in 1939, Hitler gave vent to his paranoid hatred of Jewry. In January he told an enthusiastic Reichstag that if:

International Jewish finance inside and outside of Europe succeeds in involving the nations in another war, the result will not be the bolshevization of the earth and the victory of Judaism but the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe. 

The same month he informed the Czech foreign minister that 'we are going to destroy the Jews. They are not going to get away with what they did on November 9th, 1918' (i.e. when they allegedly 'betrayed' Germany by masterminding the German Revolution). These and other comments in the spring of 1939 are interpreted by 'intentionalist' historians as proof that the physical destruction of Jewry was still Hitler's aim in 1939, as it had been from his first entry into politics in 1919. But it is questionable whether one can assume that because the Holocaust happened every utterance of Hitler's – a man notoriously given to wild talk – must have been leading up to a grand climax in the gas chambers of Auschwitz. 

It would seem, on the contrary, as if the Nazis had no very clear idea where they were going in their anti-Semitism, and that Hitler's tendency to side with the big battalions – when they identified themselves – applied in this as in many other areas of state activity. Hence his willingness to support the emigration policy favoured, oddly enough in view of what followed, by the dreaded SS. 

As early as 1934 a sub-section of the SS – the SD or Security Department - whilst anxious to reduce Jewish influence in German life, realised the sporadic Brownshirt outbursts against Jews did harm to the German image. Instead they proposed to solve the 'Jewish question' by pursuing an orderly and systematic policy of mass emigration. Since Himmler's star was in the ascendancy in 1936 he sought to extend his empire by acquiring the exclusive right to handle Jewish affairs. 

Emigration was not particularly successful. Only 120,000 of Germany's 503,000 Jews had left the country by the end of 1937. Many even returned deluded by the regime's cautious tactics into believing the worst was over. In March 1938 the SS had their big chance when the annexation of Austria added 190,000 Jews to the existing total. This increase appalled anti-Semites anxious to be rid of Jews not to take in more. Operating from a central office in Vienna Adolf Eichmann of the SD succeeded in forcing 45,000 Jews out of Austria within six months, using confiscated Jewish property to finance their emigration. Goering, who still had overall responsibility for anti-Semitic measures, was greatly impressed by Eichmann's ruthless efficiency. In January 1939 he gave the policy his approval and delegated its execution in Germany to Reinhard Heydrich, chief of the Reich Security Head Office. 

In the course of 1939, 78,000 Jews were forced out of Germany and 30,000 out of Bohemia and Moravia. As it was increasingly difficult to find countries willing to receive Jewish refugees, the SD even worked with Zionist organisations to ship as many Jews as possible illegally to Palestine where the British authorities, anxious not to offend Arab susceptibilities, sought to prevent them landing. As emigration to Palestine obviously helped to create the nucleus of a future Jewish state, SS policy was opposed both by the foreign office and by the Auslandsorganisation, a Nazi agency led by Gauleiter Bohle, both of whom favoured dispersal of Jews throughout the world. Hitler, who invariably watched power struggles from the sidelines intervening only rarely and reluctantly did, in fact, support the SS against their rivals. 

The outbreak of the war opened up a new and more terrible chapter in the history of the persecution of the Jews. That Hitler was capable of the most cold-blooded crimes was amply demonstrated in September 1939, when he ordered five Einsatzgruppen, or action squads, into Poland in the wake of the German armies with instructions to murder tens of thousands of officials, priests and intellectuals in an attempt to deprive the Poles of their ruling class. 

While the battles were still raging in Poland the outlines of a new 'solution' of the 'Jewish question' were taking shape. Hitler informed close associates of plans to remould Eastern Europe on racial lines, turning their peoples into slaves serving a master race of German settlers. As a first step, the three million Polish Jews must be put in ghettos in specified towns in Eastern Poland and finally re-settled in a huge reserve south of Lublin. Early in October Himmler was given special powers as Reich commissioner for the strengthening of Germanism in the east, a crucial appointment which placed the Jews completely at the mercy of the SS. Between December 1939 and February 1940 600,000 Jews from Danzig-West Prussia and the Wartheland (the territories annexed to the Reich) were brutally uprooted, forced into cattle trucks and dumped in the General-gouvernement (the remainder of German-occupied Poland governed by Hans Frank). As he already had 1,400,000 Jews under his jurisdiction, he protested to Goering at the strain placed on limited food supplies. The latter, with Hitler's approval, agreed that further transports must have Frank's approval. As this was not forthcoming, Nazi plans came to an abrupt halt. Meanwhile, as it took time to enclose the Jews in ghettos, interim measures forbad them change residence, subjected them to a curfew, obliged them to wear a yellow star on their clothing and compelled them to perform forced labour for the German conquerors. 

Quite why the Lublin resettlement plan was abandoned is unclear. Perhaps the preparations for the Scandinavian and then the Western campaign absorbed Hitler's attention, for it seems unlikely that Frank's intervention was decisive. What is interesting, in view of the belief of 'intentionalist' historians that the Nazis never wavered in their determination to annihilate the Jewish race physically, is the so-called Madagascar Plan. In the summer of 1940, during the closing stages of the French campaign, Nazi leaders seem to have given serious consideration to transporting the four million Jews of Western Europe to this French island, whilst leaving the Eastern Jews in Poland as a deterrent to American intervention in the war. 

The Madagascar Plan had been a favourite with anti-Semites in the 1920s. Himmler was immediately enthusiastic. Eichmann, now in the notorious section IV at the Reich Security Head Office, spent many hours in the Tropical Institute in Hamburg studying climatic conditions in Madagascar. With Hitler's approval a plan of' action was drafted. During the summer Hitler mentioned Madagascar to several influential figures including Mussolini and Ciano. The plan was killed stone dead by Britain's refusal to capitulate as so confidently expected by the Nazis. As long as Britain controlled the seas, the transportation of Jews to Madagascar was simply impracticable. 

There is no doubt that Hitler's decision to attack Russia, finalised in December 1940, had the most profound implications for the future of European Jewry. For Hitler warned his staff that the impending campaign must be fought on racial lines. 'We must depart from the attitude of soldierly comradeship', he told his commanding generals '... we are talking about a war of annihilation... commissars and members of the GPU (secret police) are criminals and must be dealt with as such...' Just before the attack in June 1941 he signed the Commissar Order requiring his generals to have captured commissars shot forthwith. To carry out these instructions four new action squads, composed of SS, criminal police and security police, operated behind the German lines. Although Heydrich's instructions to the higher SS and Police Officers in charge of captured Russian territory only specified 'Jews in the service of party and state', it seems very likely that the action squads were encouraged to executeall the Jews they could lay their hands on – which is exactly what happened. By the winter of 1941-42, 500,000 Jews had already been shot in this first mass extermination of the war. This episode more than anything else probably sealed the fate of European Jewry. 

At this point historians differ in their interpretations. Several, including Christopher Browning, Gerald Fleming, Eberhard Jackel and Andreas Hillgruber, argue that Hitler decided on the Final Solution sometime in the summer of 1941 whilst others, principally Dietrich Adam, Martin Broszat and Hans Mommsen, maintain that the decision was arrived at only in the late autumn. Behind what may seem a disagreement about a relatively minor matter of timing, lie fundamental differences about Hitler's role in the Third Reich and, specifically, about his role in the genesis of the Holocaust. 

The Mommsen-Broszat school occupy a 'structuralist' position, i.e. whilst not disputing that Hitler exerted considerable influence on the course of events, they do not believe he was always the prime mover. The Holocaust, in their view, was not planned by Hitler from the very beginning but developed out of a deteriorating situation not anticipated by the Nazis though probably rendered inevitable by the spiralling radicalism of their visceral anti-Semitism. 

On rather thin evidence they argue that the Final Solution was preceded by yet another solution: the resettlement of European Jewry east of the Urals after Russia's defeat, which was confidently expected to be a matter of weeks only. Stiffening Russian resistance wrecked that plan. Yet in October 1941, precisely when it was becoming apparent that the Blitzkrieg had failed, Hitler ordered the transportation of Jews to the eastern territories to begin again. As there was no way out over the Urals and as more and more Jews were forced into the ghettos of Eastern Poland, resources were strained to breaking point and epidemics started to break out. The response of local SS leaders was to begin, on their own initiative, to murder Jews either by shooting or by using mobile gas vans. Sometime in October or November Himmler informed Hitler of this evolving situation and the latter approved the extension of these practices to encompass the whole of European Jewry. It is even conceivable that theinitiative was taken not by Hitler but by Himmler. 

The explanation offered by Fleming, Jackel, Hillgruber and others is an 'intentionalist' one, i.e. that Hitler made his decision in the summer of 1941 under no structural pressure but because he believed a Russian collapse imminent and felt that the moment had come to realise a lifelong ambition. Whether he gave a specific order to this effect – no written order has ever been found – or more likely supplied 'a prompting initiative' is an open question. At all events, on July 31st Goering ordered Heydrich to complete the task he had given him in January 1939 by 'bringing about a complete solution of the Jewish question within the German sphere of influence in Europe,' and requested him to draft a plan to this effect. Significantly enough, at the Wannsee Conference, where the details of the Holocaust were worked out, Heydrich referred specifically to this directive as the justification for the meeting. 

The evidence, including that of SS men such as Eichmann and Hess, commandant of Auschwitz, suggests that throughout the summer and autumn of 1941 the SS were working feverishly on the new project. Restrictions already placed on Polish Jews were now extended to German Jews. On September 1st all Jews were ordered to wear a yellow star and forbidden to leave their area of residence without permission. In October Himmler completely banned further Jewish emigration. So when Hitler spoke to Himmler in October/November, he merely approved an existing extermination plan. The undeniable chaos in Eastern Poland in the autumn and the localised shootings and gassings came about not because a 'resettlement plan' had been wrecked – the intentionalists deny the existence of such a plan, believing that Hitler kept Goebbels and Rosenberg in the dark and spoke to them of 'resettlement' when he had 'extermination' in mind – but because an impatient Fuhrer ordered deportations from Germany to begin before the extermination installations had been completed. 

What is not in doubt is that in January top SS officials met in the Berlin suburb of Wannsee under Heydrich's direction to work out the final details of the Holocaust. Though the participants, characteristically, preferred to avoid the term 'extermination' the intention was clear enough: the Jews were to be worked to death or gassed. Following the conference, work was accelerated on the building of gas chambers and crematoria at several sites in. Eastern Poland: Belzec, Sobidor, Treblinka, Maidenek and Auschwitz-Birkenau. For two years the transports continued to roll eastwards from all corners of Europe and the murder squads continued their grisly task until the advancing Russian armies drove the Germans out of Poland. In all, between five and six-and-a-half million Jews perished in one of the most frightful episodes in history. 

Finally, we come to the all-important question: how could members of a highly civilised nation like the Germans have committed such horrible crimes? There is no adequate answer. All one can do is point to certain factor in the historical equation. Naturally the Nazis tried to shroud the operation in secrecy by carrying it out in a remote part of Poland. All the same, rumours did circulate about dreadful deeds in the east. No doubt many Germans were pretty indifferent to the fate of the Jews even if they did not believe what they heard. Because of the Nazis' much-publicised resettlement plans, tens of thousands of people were being moved around Europe like pieces on a chessboard, so that some Germans – including those who rounded the Jews up and transported them eastwards – may have suppressed their doubts and tried to believe that the deportations had no sinister implications. 

Above all, one must not forget that a dictatorship gradually corrupts the moral fibre of its citizens: to ask too many questions let alone protest was to risk arrest and possibly death. But in the twilight atmosphere in the corridors of power where ambitious men were struggling to build up personal empires there were always plenty of willing hands to do the Fuhrer's bidding. In the SS Hitler had a perfect instrument for mass murder. 

To what extent the members of the murder squads were sadists, pathological cases, promotion seekers or automatons with a grossly distorted sense of duty is a complex matter. What is certain is that without these hardened and experienced killers the Holocaust could not have taken place. Finally, Hitler's constant encouragement ensured that the grisly work continued at a time when Germany's military position was deteriorating and it was plainly an act of madness to divert precious resources to mass murder. That the Holocaust did continue is the ultimate proof of the irrationality at the heart of National Socialism. 
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