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ANNOUNCEMENT

Readers interested in writing book reviews for Holocaust and Genocide Studies are cordially invited
to contact the Book Review Editor, Professor John K. Roth, Pitzer Hall, Claremont McKenna College,
Claremont, CA 91711, U.S.A.

Fateful Months: Essays on the Emergence of the Final Solution, Christopher R. Browning (New York:
Holmes & Meier, 1985), 111 pp., $24.95.

In recent months, a good deal of media attention has been focused on a bitter controversy in
West German intellectual circles. The debate reached a zenith of international exposure when the
philosopher JQrgen Habermas publicly castigated a group of German historians for their 'apologetic
tendencies' in re-assessing the Nazi period and its place in German history. Underlying Habermas's
critique was the concern that this group of historians, some of whom are closely aligned with Chan-
cellor Kohl and his conservative coalition, had subordinated historical method and scholarly integrity
to political and national loyalties. Thus, in attempting to repair the damaged German national psyche,
burdened by the weight of wartime complicity and subsequent guilt, these historians had diminished
the magnitude of the Nazi-sponsored extermination campaign against the Jews. The result of their
attempted historical exoneration, according to Habermas, was not only a tnvialization of the past, but
a dangerous escape from it.*

To a great extent, the current controversy stems from a problematic set of questions which have
informed the field of Holocaust research from the beginning — namely, how to explain the genesis
and implementation of the Final Solution, and perhaps, more importantly, what to do with that expla-
nation. Should historical research be used consciously as an agent of moral instruction, so as to
avoid realizing Santayana's famous maxim that those who forget the past are condemned to repeat
it? Or perhaps scholarship can hardly avoid being mobilized for the task of reconstructing national
identity, given its eminent malleability in the hands of the researcher.

These questions, which are especially salient in the politically charged West German context,
bring into focus the limits and potential of the historiographical medium. Simultaneously, they refer us
back to a central methodological debate among researchers of the Nazi regime and its Jewish policy.
Animating that debate is the first problematic question alluded to above — how to explain in historical
terms the genesis and implementation of the Final Solution. One school of thought in this debate, the
intentionalist, places emphasis on an overarching Hitlerian vision of genocide, conceived and plan-
ned at least from the time of Mein Kampf. The countervailing view is the functionalist interpretation,
according to which the Final Solution was not so much the direct result of Hitler's maniacal designs
as the outcome of chaotic bureaucratic struggles within the German governmental apparatus. In both
interpretations, the scholar's method often interweaves with his/her sense of purpose in historical re-
search; still, it is the functionalists who are often suspected of having a misguided or even dangerous
motive that taints their evidence and conclusions. Beginning with attacks upon Arendt's Eichmann in
Jenjsalem, a persistent criticism of the functionalist interpretation has been that, in drawing attention
away from Hitler's knowledge and culpability, it dilutes the criminal nature of the murderous

'For a detailed account and incisive analysis of the exchange, see Gordon Craig's recent review
essay The War of the German Historians', in 777© New York Review of Books, 15 January 1987. See
also Saul Friedlander, 'West Germany and the Burden of the Past: The Ongoing Debate", The
Jerusalem Quarterly 42 (Spring 1987), 3-18; and Norbert Kampe, 'Normalizing the Holocaust? The
Recent Historians' Debate in the Federal Republic of Germany", Holocaust and Genocide Studies 2
(1987), 61-80.
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campaign against the Jews. Indeed, this is the general thrust of Habermas's attack upon contem-
porary German historians such as Ernest Nolte and Andreas Hillgruber.

Even without addressing the virtue of this criticism in systematic fashion, we should be careful to
distinguish between responsible and irresponsible applications of the functionalist perspective. After
all, some of the most impressive work to date on the Holocaust, such as that of the historian Martin
Broszat, relies to a greater or less extent on a functionalist reading. In that vein, the volume under
review here, Chnstopher Browning's Fateful Months: Essays on the Emergence of the Final Solution,
is further demonstration of the worth of such an approach. As in his earlier work on the German For-
eign Office and its role in the Final Solution, Browning offers in this short collection a good example of
how plausible a functionalist reading can be.

To be more precise, the author locates himself on the methodological spectrum as a 'moderate
functionalist', which is to say that he does not 'deny the significance of Hitler's antisemitism, only that
the intention to murder the Jews had been consciously derived from it well in advance' (p. 14). In
Browning's view, the existing historical evidence simply does not bear out the claim that Hitler con-
ceived, planned and supervised the wholesale slaughter of European Jewish populations. In the ab-
sence of such evidence, Browning has set out to reconstruct 'from the bottom up' (p. 7) the workings
of various bureaucratic organs in the Nazi regime as they competed with one another to devise the
optimal solution to the 'Jewish problem'.

Indeed, that there was a 'Jewish problem1 or that Hitler was imbued through and through with a
fierce antisemitic strain is beyond doubt in Browning's mind; so too is the unprecedented magnitude
of the genocidal Nazi policy. Rather, the key questions which Browning picks up in Chapter 1 are
when and how did the decision to annihilate take shape. As a preface to his own thesis, Browning
reviews the history of the intentionalist-functionalist debate, giving special consideration to the con-
troversy over the dating of the coalescing decision. The author discusses the views of Martin Broszat,
Shlomo Aronson, Sebastian Haffner, Hans Mommsen and others before arriving at his date of the
summer of 1941 for a determination among the Nazi power elite to undertake a final assault upon
European Jews. (Browning follows Raul Hilberg in arguing that the decision to exterminate Russian
Jewry was earlier than and separate from the decision to destroy the rest of European Jewry.)
According to Browning's thesis, by August 1941 Hitler had given Himmler and Heydrich a 'green
light' to draw up an extermination plan. By October, the wheels of implementation for the murderous
scheme were in motion.

As for the question of how the Final Solution crystallized, Browning suggests that the series of
determinations regarding the fate of the Jews followed anything but a straight path. Uneven informa-
tion flow, internecine competition and double-edged and contradictory policies marked the Nazi
decision-making process. In fact, Browning regards as an impetus to exterminate the desire to break
out of a 'vicious circle' regarding Jewish policy — that is, the predicament created by the policy of de-
portation and resettlement on one hand, and the growing number of Jews drawn into the German
sphere as a result of conquest on the other. Escaping this 'vicious drcle' led to mass murder first in
the Russian sphere, though ultimately, dissatisfaction with the deportation strategy also provoked a
more comprehensive and lethal response to the 'Jewish problem' in the whole of Europe. Moreover,
in effecting the newly conceived policy for European Jews in the autumn of 1941, Nazi planners
hoped to improve on the 'disappointing' results of the Einsatzgruppen in eliminating Russian Jewry.
Browning notes that, at this moment of earty implementation, Himmler and Heydrich had at their
disposal a number of already-tested programmes which could and would be merged into the Final
Solution: the concentration camp system, death by gassing, and the old strategy of resettlement
(here utilized to the new end).

Yet, integral to Browning's functionalist stance is his view that even before the decision to mur-
der European Jewry was made by the Nazi leadership, operations were undertaken on a smaller
scale which anticipated the full-scale mobilization of the Nazi death machinery. For example, the Nazi
euthanasia policy, applied to mentally or physically infirm Germans, allowed for experimentation in
gassing technology. Out of this programme came the expertise later used in the development of gas
vans. Browning discusses in Chapter 3 how scientists from the euthanasia programme joined with
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SS mechanics to produce this particularly gruesome vehicle of death beginning in the autumn of
1941. He relates that a primary rationale for its creation was to ease the 'psychological burden'
placed upon the Einsatzgrvppen which had previously relied on the less refined method of firing
squads (p. 57). The cooperation of various groups of experts in the gas van's invention also allowed
for a similar psychological release: the division of labour among scientists, mechanics and van oper-
ators led to a diffusion of responsibility, with development and utilization of the van masked in charac-
teristic Nazi rhetoric and euphemism (p. 67).

Browning further discusses the process of psychological escape in Chapter 4, a study of the gas
van's use in the murder of the Serbian Jewish population (which numbered, according to him, some
7500 women and children). Initiative for an alternative solution to deportation emerged not from
central command in Berlin, but from local authorities. In fact, Browning argues, 'it was pressure from
below that caused the central authorities to provide the means to kill locally' — in this relatively limited
instance, Berlin offered to local officials the technology of gas vans (p. 79). Yet, the pattern was re-
peated enough, Browning suggests, to become axiomatic; without the desire and participation of
lower level functionaries, the impact of the Nazi genocide plan might not have been nearly so dev-
astating in so many different locales.

Similarly, without the persistent and largely successful attempt to dehumanize the victims and
routinize the process of killing, the mass murder of European Jewry could hardly have included so
many disparate and yet ultimately complkat parties. Browning elaborates on this latter point in his
essay on 'Wehrmacht Reprisal Policy and the Murder of the Male Jews in Serbia' (Chapter 2).* Pre-
ceding the gassing of Serbian Jewish women and children in 1942 was the execution in autumn 1941
of the adult male Jewish population. Browning shows that German military commanders stationed in
Serbia decided to respond to a local insurgency movement by killing off Jewish men. At work in their
thinking was a fallacious and deadly syllogism which posited that since Jews were Communists, and
Communists were anti-German, then Jews should be held accountable for the native anti-German
resistance. Consequently, a precise formula of retaliation was devised: for every German soldier
killed, 100 "Communists' were to be shot by Wehrmacht firing squads. The principal victims of this
policy were of course Jews (though Gypsies too were considered acceptable replacements for 'Com-
munists', and, in fact, were executed). Important to this operation was a psychological ploy typically
used by local and central authorities in the German war machine — the demonization of the victim
both as a means of exaggerating or distorting the threat posed by him and, subsequently, as a justifi-
cation for the victim's elimination.

Throughout the four essays collected in Fateful Months, Christopher Browning illustrates well the
method and results of his 'moderate functionalist' reading of Nazi Jewish policy. Features of this
approach are the absence of a single document attesting to Hitler's approval of the Final Solution, the
presence of competing bureaucratic fiefdoms (e.g. the SS, the Wehrmacht, the Foreign Office), and
an administrative apparatus marked by poor communications and startling inefficiency. Taken
together, Browning's essays argue strongly and persuasively against the conventional image of the
Nazi death machine as finely tuned and meticulously efficient.

Nonetheless, the central question remains for us: what singular force set in motion the vanous
and disparate bureaucratic parties to choose murder as their practice — and Jews as their victims?
Browning himself recognizes that it was the fiercely antisemitic tenor of Hitler which impelled these
parties, which permeated the German government — from ministers to clerks. Yet, his research,
based upon a close reading of German archival material (some of which has not been thoroughly
examined before), brings us only to the brink of the critical point. The inability to move beyond a re-
construction of the mundane — to an understanding of the catalysing force of Hitler's antisemitism —
is not Browning's fault; nor is it a limitation only of the functionalist perspective, but rather of historical
interpretation, in general, as it relates to this most enigmatic senes of events. Browning recognizes
this limitation, and yet then undertakes to explain what his evidence allows him to explain. His

*See also Menachem Shelach, 'Sajmi§te — An Extermination Camp in Serbia', Holocaust and Geno-
cide Studies 2 (1987), 243-260.
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response is not immoral, amoral or a case of historical amnesia, as it has been for other researchers.
Rather, Fateful Months is a responsible and valuable (albeit partial) attempt to put together the pieces
of an exceedingly complex puzzle whose grand design still eludes human comprehension.

David Myers
Columbia University

The Nazi Doctors: Medical Killing and Psychology of Genocide, Robert Jay Lifton (New York: Basic
Books, 1986), 561 pp., $19.95.

Robert Jay Lifton has written an important book that helps us to understand how one group of
professionals, German doctors, was able to become involved in the business of mass murder. How
professionals became involved in mass murder is an important subject, because, as Lifton rightly
states, 'genocide projects require the active participation of educated professionals — physicians,
scientists, engineers, military leaders, lawyers, clergy, university professors and other teachers —
who combine to create not only the technology of genocide but much of its ideological rationale,
moral climate, and organizational process' (pp. 489-90). But when the professionals under discus-
sion are doctors, individuals expected to heal, not to murder, the subject becomes particularly fright-
ening, especially when we are warned that the processes by which those doctors became murderers
are not restricted to the Nazi period. There are two themes in this rich book which this review will
address. The book's major theme is the rote of Nazi doctors in the developing, legitimating and
carrying out of the Nazi biomedical vision. By this Lifton means the Nazi racial world view, which
encompasses the medicalization of killings. The secondary theme, central to any study of the Holo-
caust, is explaining what the Nazi biomedical vision entailed.

With regards to the first theme, Lifton has written an extremely powerful book. He shows how
German doctors were involved in every phase of the developing Nazi biomedical vision. He takes us
from the sterilization programme to the euthanasia programme and finally to the programme of geno-
cide, clearly detailing the contributions of the Nazi doctors. One of the most interesting sections of the
book deals with the role of Nazi and prisoner doctors at Auschwitz, the latter being physicians who
were interned and forced to function in the killing system of Auschwitz. We see Nazi doctors making
selections on the ramp, in the camp and in the medical block. The most startling chapter in this sec-
tion is titled 'Socialization to Killing', which begins with a statement by an Auschwitz prisoner doctor,
worth quoting here in full.

They [the SS doctors] did their work just as someone who goes to an office goes about his work.
They were gentlemen who came and went, who supervised and were relaxed, sometimes smiling,
sometimes joking, but never unhappy. They were witty if they felt like it. Personally I did not get the
impression that they were much affected by what was going on — nor shocked. It went on for
years. It was not just one day. (p. 193)

The rest of the chapter describes how it was possible for the Nazi doctors, who were described by
Lifton earlier as being, 'Neither brilliant nor stupid, neither inherently evil nor particularly ethically
sensitive, they were by no means the demonic figures — sadistic, fanatic, lusting to kill — people
have often thought them to be' (p. 4), to become so much a part of Auschwitz, that what went on
around them did not affect them. Working at Auschwitz had become 'a regular job' for them. Ethical
issues did not enter into their reflections. What they did reflect on was the technical difficulties that
had to be solved, so that the operation would be run efficiently.

In the process of being improved, the technology itself comes increasingly to dominate the per-
petrators' field of attention. Thus, the Nazi could reach a state of function in which (. . . in Dr. B.'s
term) "ethics played no part — the word does not exist.' The technology helps create a hermetic
world in which everyone is motivated to help make things 'work.' And the preoccupation takes on
a sense of everydayness, of normality, (p. 494)
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