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FOREWORD


This abridged edition of Saul Friedländer’s two volume history of Nazi Germany and the Jews is not meant to replace the original. Ideally it should encourage its readers to turn to the full-fledged version with its wealth of details and interpretive nuances, which of necessity could not be rendered here. Nonetheless, whatever the constraints imposed by an abridgement, the prime goal of the present work has been to render faithfully Friedländer’s highly original integrative approach to the history of the persecution and extermination of European Jewry between 1933 and 1945. The policies of the perpetrators, the attitudes of surrounding society, as well as the initiatives and reactions of the victims are interwoven in a unified narrative. This type of simultaneous representation—at all levels and in all different places—enables the reader better to grasp the magnitude, depth, and multilayered evolution of the events, and to perceive correlations and comparisons hardly apparent beforehand.


The immediate impulse for writing this history, according to the author, derived from the debates of the mid-1980s known as the “historians’ controversy” (Historikerstreit) and, more specifically, from the ensuing debate between himself and the director of the Munich-based Institute for Contemporary History, Martin Broszat, about the “historicization of National Socialism.” Broszat’s main criticism was directed against the traditional representation of the Third Reich as a simplistic, black-and-white rendition of “good” and “evil,” whereas a full



rendition (Gesamtdarstellung) demanded many shades of gray. Within this context the Munich scholar contended in particular that the Jewish survivors’ perception of this past, as well as that of their descendants, albeit worthy of respect, represented a “mythical memory” (that is, a subjective version of their experiences) that set a “coarsening obstacle in the path of a rational German historiography,” based as it were upon a scientific, dispassionate analysis of the facts.


In particular, Broszat argued, as a consequence of their biased perspective, the victims tended to set the criminality of the Nazi regime at center stage and thus saw it as defining the entire history of the Third Reich. In his view the Nazi years should be treated as any “normal” period of history. Rather than be analyzed from hindsight, from the known outcome (the implementation of the “Final Solution of the Jewish Question”), the Nazi period should be followed “in a forward direction, in keeping with historical methodology.” Moreover, Broszat noted, the “Final Solution” was made possible precisely because it was systematically concealed from and thus unperceived by the German population until shortly before the end of the war; this lack of awareness of the worst crimes of the regime allowed for an ongoing normality of everyday life for the immense majority of Germans living under National Socialism.


Contrary to Broszat’s interpretation, Friedländer questioned the nature of the “normality” of everyday life in the Third Reich prior to the onset of the “Final Solution” (late fall 1941) by showing the extraordinary impact of the regime’s anti-Jewish propaganda on the national-racial community (Volksgemeinschaft), the awareness of the open persecution of the Jews and other targeted groups before the beginning of the war, and the early and rapidly spreading knowledge and generally tacit acceptance (often the complicit support) among the German population of the crimes of the regime, specifically of mass murder and, from 1942 on, of total extermination.




Also in direct contradistinction to Broszat’s argument, Nazi Germany and the Jews, sets a major emphasis on the victims’ voices in the writing and interpretation of this history. These voices, not as expressed in fallible memoirs (no more fallible of course than those of a Höss or a Speer, among any number of Nazi memorialists and witnesses), but as expressed in the immediate perception of the hundreds of diarists and correspondents whose texts have been retrieved—recorded the minutest details of their own individual world, including the initiatives and daily brutality of the perpetrators, the reactions of populations, and the life and death of their communities. These most immediate testimonies about dimensions of ongoing events, usually unperceived in other sources, do confirm intuitions, warn us against easy generalizations, and tear through the smugness of scholarly detachment. Though, at times, they do repeat the known, they do so with unmatched forcefulness.


Moreover, such personal chronicles, such individual Jewish voices, restore to these events a sharpness of focus that had been progressively lost in recent years through the emphasis in historiographical writing on interpretations essentially foregrounding abstract structures and mindless bureaucratic dynamics. They also add a crucial dimension to the understanding of previously persistent questions about the behavior of the victims and thus about the unfolding of the killing process as such: The reading of diaries and letters, for example, clearly shows that while the populations throughout Europe were becoming aware of the extermination of the Jews, the victims themselves, with the exception of a tiny minority, did not know what was ultimately in store for them. In Western and in Central Europe the Jews were somehow unable to piece the information together; in the East, the Jewish populations in their immense majority did not believe the precise details that trickled into their segregated communities. The historical



significance of this inability of the Jews to grasp the fate that awaited them, or rather, their defensive refusal to do so, explains, at least in part, the notorious “passivity” of the Jewish masses and thus the smoothness of the entire process of extermination.


Some major trends in present-day historiography of the Third Reich perceive the criminal policies of the regime within a global context in which the Jewish question becomes but a secondary, almost derivative, issue: The extermination of the Jews is interpreted as the consequence of a Nazi plan to achieve economic and demographic equilibrium in occupied Europe by way of murdering surplus populations (among whom Jews were but one of the targeted groups). The “Final Solution” is also explained as a first stage in a wider ethnic reshuffling and decimation of Eastern populations in order to facilitate German colonization of Eastern spaces. It has similarly been presented as aiming at the systematic plunder of the Jews of Europe in order to alleviate the material burden of the war for the benefit of the German population.


Obversely, in Friedländer’s study the extermination of the Jews, who were deemed the main enemy of Nazi Germany, was a major goal in and of itself. Robbing the victims of all their assets constituted but a secondary “benefit” deriving from the mass murder itself. Otherwise, why would the Nazi leader have personally decided in the fall of 1943 to forge ahead with the deportation of the Jews of Denmark and those of Rome, notwithstanding the serious risks involved (the possibility of unrest in Denmark and that of the pope’s public protest) and the nonexistent benefits of both operations? What was the urgency and benefit, for that matter, in deporting the poor Jewish communities of the Aegean islands in July 1944, and the hundreds of Jewish children from Paris three days before the liberation of the city?




Furthermore, for Friedländer the anti-Jewish obsession that became characteristic of the regime’s self-image, and that inspired the relentlessness of its murder policies to the very last moment, cannot be explained without setting Hitler at center stage: From his first letter on a political issue, sent in September 1919, up to the main exhortations of his political testament (and to its very final line), written on the eve of his suicide, the anti-Jewish struggle was at the core of the German messiah’s faith and worldview. Without the obsessive anti-Semitism and the personal impact of Adolf Hitler, first as the leader of the movement, then on the national scene, the widespread German anti-Semitism of those years would probably not have coalesced into systematic anti-Jewish policies and certainly not into their murderous sequels.


Thus, according to the author, ideology as such—specifically anti-Jewish ideology—ultimately played a central role among the factors that drove Nazi policies on an ever more radical path to the most thoroughly organized genocide in modern history. “All in all,” Goebbels noted after a long conversation with Hitler at the end of April 1944, “a long-term policy in this war is only possible if one considers it from the standpoint of the Jewish Question.” Indeed, the logic behind this anti-Jewish passion stemmed from the ominous image of the Jew as the lethal and relentlessly active enemy of the Reich, intent on its destruction. Thus, within the same hallucinatory logic, once the Reich had to fight on both fronts, east and west, without the hope of a rapid victory and with some early intimations of defeat, Hitler opted for immediate extermination. Otherwise, as he saw it, the Jews would destroy Germany and the new Europe from within.


The lethal image of the Jew as an irreducibly destructive force did not come from nowhere. During the immediate pre-Nazi decades, the anti-Semitism of diverse national, social, and religious



groups in Germany and throughout Europe expressed itself in different constructs under changing circumstances and in distinct political frameworks. Yet, whatever its manifold facets, anti-Semitism in the modern era represented but a late development of a common evolution, essentially originating in Christian anti-Judaism.


Though this Christian anti-Jewish hatred remained particularly virulent in Central-Eastern and Eastern Europe, its core myths survived throughout the continent either in their original form or in their secularized garb. Thus the accusation that the Jews were plotting to destroy Christianity became, by a series of metamorphoses, a widespread belief in Jewish attempts to achieve world domination. It found its expression, among others, in a hugely successful anti-Jewish pamphlet, “The Protocols of the Elders of Zion,” a literary forgery first published in Russia in 1903, allegedly describing the path the Jews planned to follow to ensure world domination.


In the West the upsurge of anti-Semitism in those same years had a distinctly political-nationalist hue, stemming in large part from the crisis of liberalism in Continental Europe. Liberal society was attacked by revolutionary socialism (that was to become bolshevism in Russia and communism throughout the world), and by a revolutionary right that, on the morrow of World War I, turned into Fascism in Italy and elsewhere, and into Nazism in Germany. Throughout Europe the Jews were identified with liberalism and often with socialism, particularly with its revolutionary brand. In that sense antiliberal and antisocialist (or anticommunist) movements targeted the Jews as representatives of the political ideologies they fought and, more often than not, tagged them as the instigators and carriers of those beliefs. The very crisis of liberal society and its ideological underpinnings left the Jews increasingly weak and isolated throughout a Continent



where the progress of liberalism had allowed and fostered their emancipation and rapid social mobility.


In the German Reich, where, from the nineteenth century on, both the traditional and the “modern” aspects of anti-Semitism, mainly in its racial aspect, mixed most radically, this new hatred found its particular expression: The Reich’s new militant nationalism was suffused with racist arguments that were increasingly open to the idea of an unbridgeable opposition between the Aryan-German race and the Jewish-Semitic one. Within this context, however, one has to distinguish between two diverse trends: The “ordinary” volkisch brand of racial anti-Semitism aimed at the political, social, and biological segregation of the Jews from the German racial community (the Volk), and a new brand of racial anti-Semitism (termed “redemptive anti-Semitism” by the author), which heralded a metahistorical struggle between the forces of good and evil, between Aryan humanity and “the Jew.” The redemption of the Volk, the race, or of Aryan humanity, would be achieved only through the elimination of the Jews.


This latter type of anti-Semitism found its ideological underpinning in late-nineteenth-century Germany, particularly in the so-called Bayreuth circle and the writings of Richard Wagner’s son-in-law and ideologue of racial anti-Semitism, Houston Stewart Chamberlain. In end-of-the-century Bayreuth and later, Chamberlain’s thought was indeed dominant; it strongly influenced the Munich anti-Jewish ranter and Bayreuth devotee Dietrich Eckart, who in turn became Hitler’s early and most influential ideological mentor. As a result, shortly after the beginning of his political career, Hitler came to see himself as the messianic figure chosen by Providence to lead Germany in this fateful battle.


Indeed, Hitler’s goals, mainly his vision of an apocalyptic final struggle against the Jews, were metapolitical, investing the core of his movement with the fervor of a crusading sect.



As we shall see, the Nazi leader knew how to “translate” his metapolitical aims into modern politics, modern organization, and modern concepts. And this peculiar fusion of seemingly distinct worlds gave the regime both its fanaticism and its deadly efficiency.


Orna Kenan
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PART I


PERSECUTION


January 1933–August 1939
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I would not wish to be a Jew in Germany.


—HERMANN GÖRING,
NOVEMBER 12, 1938













CHAPTER 1
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Into the Third Reich


January 1933–December 1933


THE EXODUS FROM GERMANY of Jewish and left-wing artists and intellectuals began during the early months of 1933, almost immediately after Adolf Hitler’s accession to power on January 30. As among thousands, the conductors Otto Klemperer and Bruno Walter were compelled to flee, Hans Hinkel, the new Nazi president of the Prussian Theater Commission and the official in charge of the “de-Judaization” of cultural life in Prussia, explained in the Frankfurter Zeitung of April 6 that Klemperer and Walter had disappeared from the musical scene because there was no way to protect them from the “mood” of a German public long provoked by “Jewish artistic liquidators.”1


Prominence and fame shielded no one. On January 30, 1933, Albert Einstein, on a visit to the United States, described what was happening in Germany as a “psychic illness of the masses.” He ended his return journey in Ostend (Belgium) and never again set foot on German soil. The Kaiser Wilhelm Society dismissed him from his position; the Prussian Academy of Sciences expelled him; his citizenship was rescinded. Einstein was no longer a German. Max Reinhardt was expelled from the directorship of the German Theater and fled the Reich. Max Liebermann, possibly



the best-known German painter of the time, was too old to emigrate when Hitler came to power. Formerly president of the Prussian Academy of Arts, and in 1933 its honorary president, he held the highest German decoration, the Pour le Mérite. On May 7 Liebermann resigned from the academy; none of his colleagues deemed it necessary to express a word of recognition or sympathy. Isolated and ostracized, Liebermann died in 1935; only three “Aryan” artists attended his funeral.2





By and large there was no apparent sense of panic or even of urgency among the great majority of the approximately 525,000 Jews living in Germany in January 1933. The board of the Central Association of German Citizens of the Jewish Faith (Zentralverein, or CV) announced, on January 30: “In general, today more than ever we must follow the directive: wait calmly.”3 An editorial in the association’s newspaper for January 30, written by the organization’s chairman, Ludwig Hollander, was slightly more worried in tone, but reflected basically the same stance: “The German Jews will not lose the calm they derive from their tie to all that is truly German. Less than ever will they allow external attacks to influence their inner attitude toward Germany.”4


As the weeks went by, Max Naumann’s Association of National German Jews and the Reich Association of Jewish War Veterans hoped for no less than integration into the new order of things. On April 4 the veterans’ association chairman, Leo Löwenstein, addressed a petition to Hitler including a list of nationalistically oriented suggestions regarding the Jews of Germany, as well as a copy of the memorial book containing the names of the twelve thousand German soldiers of Jewish origin who had died for Germany during World War I. Ministerial Councillor Wienstein answered on April 14 that the chancellor acknowledged receipt of the letter and the book with “sincerest feelings.”5 The head of the Chancellery, Hans



Heinrich Lammers, received a delegation of the veterans on April 28, but with that the contacts ceased. Soon Hitler’s office stopped acknowledging petitions from the Jewish organization. Like the Central Association, the Zionists continued to believe that the initial upheavals could be overcome by a reassertion of Jewish identity or simply by patience; the Jews reasoned that the responsibilities of power, the influence of conservative members of the government, and a watchful outside world would exercise a moderating influence on any Nazi tendency to excess.


For some Jews the continuing presence of the aged, respected President Paul von Hindenburg as head of state was a source of confidence; they occasionally wrote to him about their distress. “I was engaged to be married in 1914,” Frieda Friedmann, a Berlin woman, wrote to Hindenburg on February 23: “My fiancé was killed in action in 1914. My brothers Max and Julius Cohn were killed in 1916 and 1918. My remaining brother, Willy, came back blind… All three received the Iron Cross for their service to the country. But now it has gone so far that in our country pamphlets saying, ‘Jews, get out!’ are being distributed on the streets, and there are open calls for pogroms and acts of violence against Jews… Is incitement against Jews a sign of courage or one of cowardice when Jews comprise only one percent of the German people?” Hindenburg’s office promptly acknowledged receipt of the letter, and the president let Frieda Friedmann know that he was decidedly opposed to excesses perpetrated against Jews. The letter was then transmitted to Hitler, who wrote in the margin: “This lady’s claims are a swindle! Obviously there has been no incitement to a pogrom!”6 The Jews finally, like a considerable part of German society, were not sure—particularly before the March 5, 1933, Reichstag elections—whether the Nazis were in power to stay or whether a conservative military coup against them was still possible.




The primary political targets of the new regime, at least during the first months after the Nazi accession to power, were not Jews but Communists. On February 27, the Reichstag was set on fire. The Communists were accused of the arson, and the manhunt that followed led to the arrest of almost ten thousand party members and sympathizers and to their imprisonment in newly created concentration camps. Dachau had been established on March 20 and was officially inaugurated by SS chief Heinrich Himmler on April 1 (the Schutzstaffel, or SS, was the Nazi party’s elite force). In June SS Group Leader Theodor Eicke became the camp’s commander, and a year later he was appointed “inspector of concentration camps”: Under Himmler’s aegis he had become the architect of the life-and-death routine of the camp inmates in Hitler’s new Germany.


On February 28, the morning after the Reichstag fire, a presidential decree had already given Hitler emergency powers. Although the Nazis failed to gain an absolute majority in the March 5 elections, their coalition with the ultraconservative German National People’s Party obtained it. A few days later, on March 23, the Reichstag divested itself of its functions by passing the Enabling Act, which gave full legislative and executive powers to the chancellor. The rapidity of the changes that followed was stunning: The states were brought into line; in May the trade unions were abolished and replaced by the German Labor Front; in July all political parties formally ceased to exist with the sole exception of the National Socialist German Workers Party (NSDAP). Popular support for this surge of activity and constant demonstration of power snowballed. In the eyes of a rapidly growing number of Germans, a “national revival” was under way.


Anti-Jewish violence spread after the March elections. On March 9 Storm Troopers (the Sturmabteilung, or SA—the original paramilitary formation of the NSDAP) seized dozens of Eastern European Jews in the Scheunenviertel, one of Berlin’s



Jewish quarters. Traditionally the first targets of German Jew-hatred, these Ostjuden were also the first Jews to be sent off to concentration camps. On March 13 forcible closing of Jewish shops was imposed by the local SA in Mannheim; in Breslau, Jewish lawyers and judges were assaulted in the court building; and in Gedern, in Hesse, the SA broke into Jewish homes and beat up the inhabitants “with the acclamation of a rapidly growing crowd.” The list of similar incidents is a long one.7


There were also killings. According to the late March report of the governing president of Bavaria, “On the 15th of this month, around 6 in the morning, several men in dark uniforms arrived by truck at the home of the Israelite businessman Otto Selz in Straubing. Selz was dragged from his house in his nightclothes and taken away. Around 9:30 Selz was shot to death in a forest near Wang, in the Landshut district… Several people claim to have noticed that the truck’s occupants wore red armbands with a swastika.”8 On March 31 Interior Minister Wilhelm Frick wired all local police stations to warn them that communist agitators disguised in SA uniforms and using SA license plates would smash Jewish shopwindows and exploit the occasion to create disturbances. This could have been standard Nazi disinformation or some remaining belief in possible communist subversion. On April 1 the Göttingen police station investigating the damage to Jewish stores and the local synagogue on March 28 reported having caught two members of the Communist Party and one Social Democrat in possession of parts of Nazi uniforms; headquarters in Hildesheim was informed that the men arrested were the perpetrators of the anti-Jewish action.


Much of the foreign press gave wide coverage to the Nazi violence. American newspapers, in particular, did not mince words about the anti-Jewish persecution. Jewish and non-Jewish protests grew. These very protests became the Nazis’



pretext for the notorious April 1, 1933, boycott of Jewish businesses. In mid-March, Hitler had already allowed a committee headed by Julius Streicher, party chief of Franconia and editor of the party’s most vicious anti-Jewish newspaper, Der Stürmer, to proceed with preparatory work for it.


Among the Nazis much of the agitation for anti-Jewish economic measures was initiated by a motley coalition of “radicals.” Their common denominator was what former number two party leader Gregor Strasser once called an “anti-capitalist nostalgia”;9 their easiest way of expressing it: virulent anti-Semitism. Such party radicals will be encountered at each major stage of anti-Jewish policy up to and including the Kristallnacht pogrom of November 1938. In April 1933 they can be identified as members of the party’s various economic interest groups. But specifically, as a pressure group, the radicals consisted mainly of “old fighters”—SA members and rank-and-file party activists dissatisfied with the pace of the National Socialist revolution, with the meagerness of the spoils that had accrued to them, and with the often privileged status of comrades occupying key administrative positions in the state bureaucracy. Their influence should not be overrated, however. They never compelled Hitler to take steps he did not want to take. When their demands were deemed excessive, their initiatives were dismissed. But in the spring of 1933 the anti-Jewish agitation helped the regime channel SA violence into state-controlled measures; to the Nazis, of course, these measures were also welcome for their own sake.


Hitler informed the cabinet of the planned boycott of Jewish-owned businesses on March 29, telling the ministers that he himself had called for it. He described the alternative as spontaneous popular violence. An approved boycott, he added, would avoid dangerous unrest. The German National ministers objected, and President Hindenburg tried to intervene. Hitler, however, rejected any possible cancellation.




In the meantime Jewish leaders, mainly in the United States and Palestine, were in a quandary: Should they support mass protests and a counterboycott of German goods, or should confrontation be avoided for fear of further “reprisals” against the Jews of Germany? Hermann Göring, since January the number two man in the Nazi Party’s hierarchy, had summoned several leaders of German Jewry and sent them to London to intervene against planned anti-German demonstrations and initiatives. Simultaneously, on March 26, Kurt Blumenfeld, president of the Zionist Federation for Germany, and Julius Brodnitz, president of the Central Association, cabled the American Jewish Committee in New York, demanding that efforts be made TO OBTAIN AN END TO DEMONSTRATIONS HOSTILE TO GERMANY.10 By appeasing the Nazis the fearful German-Jewish leaders were hoping to avoid the boycott.


The leaders of the Jewish community in Palestine also opted for caution, whereas American Jewish leaders remained divided; most of the Jewish organizations in the United States were opposed to mass demonstrations and economic action, mainly for fear of embarrassing President Roosevelt and the State Department. Reluctantly, and under pressure from such groups as the Jewish War Veterans, the American Jewish Congress finally decided otherwise. In March protest meetings took place in several American cities, with the participation of church and labor leaders. As for the boycott of German goods, it spread as an emotional grass-roots movement that, over the months, received an increasing measure of institutional support, at least outside Palestine.


Joseph Goebbels, the propaganda minister, was elated. In his diary entry for March 27 he wrote: “I’ve dictated a sharp article against the Jews’ atrocity propaganda. At its mere announcement the whole mischpoke [sic; Yiddish for “family”] broke down.”11 And on April 1: “The boycott against the international atrocities propaganda broke out in the fullest intensity



in Berlin and all over the Reich. The public,” Goebbels added, “has everywhere shown its solidarity.”12


In reality, however, the Nazi action ran into immediate problems. The population proved rather indifferent to the boycott and sometimes even intent on buying in “Jewish” stores. In Munich, for example, repeated announcements concerning the forthcoming boycott resulted in such brisk business in Jewish-owned stores during the last days of March (the public did not yet know how long the boycott would last) that the Völkischer Beobachter bemoaned “the lack of sense among that part of the population which forced its hard-earned money into the hands of enemies of the people and cunning slanderers.”13 On the day of the boycott many Jewish businesses remained shut or closed early. Vast throngs of onlookers blocked the streets in the commercial districts of major city centers to watch the unfolding event: They were passive but in no way showed the hostility to the “enemies of the people” the party agitators had expected.


The lack of popular enthusiasm was compounded by a host of unforeseen questions: How was a “Jewish” enterprise to be defined? By its name, by the Jewishness of its managers, or by Jewish control of all or part of its capital? If the enterprise was hurt, what, in a time of economic crisis, would happen to its Aryan employees? What would be the overall consequences, in terms of possible foreign retaliation, for the German economy?


Although impending for some time, the April boycott was clearly an improvised action. It may have aimed at channeling the anti-Jewish initiatives of the SA and of other radicals; at indicating that, in the long run, the basis of Jewish existence in Germany would be destroyed; or, more immediately, at responding in an appropriately Nazi way to foreign protests against the treatment of German Jews. Whatever the various motivations may have been, Hitler displayed a form of leadership that was to become characteristic of his anti-Jewish actions



over the next several years: He usually set an apparent compromise course between the demands of the party radicals and the pragmatic reservations of the conservatives, giving the public the impression that he himself was above operational details. Such restraint was obviously tactical; in the case of the boycott, it was dictated by the state of the economy and wariness of international reactions.


The possibility of further boycotts remained open. Nonetheless it was becoming increasingly clear to Hitler that Jewish economic life was not to be openly interfered with, at least as long as the German economy was still in a precarious situation. A fear of foreign economic retaliation was shared by Nazis and their conservative allies alike and dictated temporary moderation. And, once the conservative Hjalmar Schacht moved from the presidency of the Reichsbank to become minister of the economy in the summer of 1934, noninterference with Jewish business was quasi-officially agreed upon.





The failed boycott was quickly overshadowed by the laws of April 1933. The first of them—the most fundamental one because of its definition of the Jew—was the April 7 Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service. In its most general intent, the law aimed at reshaping the entire government bureaucracy in order to ensure its loyalty to the new regime. Applying to more than two million state and municipal employees, its exclusionary measures were directed against the politically unreliable, mainly communists and other opponents of the Nazis, and against Jews. Paragraph 3, which came to be called the “Aryan paragraph,” announced: “Civil servants of non-Aryan origin are to retire…” On April 11 the law’s first supplementary decree defined “non-Aryan” as “anyone descended from non-Aryan, particularly Jewish, parents or grandparents. It suffices if one parent or grandparent is non-Aryan.”14




Up to this point the Nazis had unleashed the most extreme anti-Jewish propaganda and brutalized, boycotted, or killed Jews on the assumption that they could somehow be identified as Jews, but no formal disenfranchisement based on an exclusionary definition had yet been initiated. The definition as such—whatever its precise terms were to be in the future—was the necessary initial basis of all the persecutions that were to follow.


The definition of Jewish origin in the civil service law was the broadest and most comprehensive, and the provisions for assessment of each doubtful case the harshest possible. But in 1933 the overall number of Jews in the civil service was small. Moreover, as a result of Hindenburg’s intervention, combat veterans and civil servants whose fathers or sons had been killed in action in World War I were exempted from the law. Civil servants, moreover, who had been in state service by August 1, 1914, were also exempt. All others were forced into retirement.


Legislation regarding Jewish lawyers illustrates, even more clearly than the economic boycott, how Hitler maneuvered between contradictory demands from Nazi radicals on the one hand and from his conservative allies on the other. By the end of March physical molestation of Jewish jurists had spread throughout the Reich. In several cities Jewish judges and lawyers were dragged out of their offices and even out of courtrooms during proceedings, and, more often than not, beaten up. At the same time local Nazi leaders such as the Bavarian justice minister, Hans Frank, and the Prussian justice minister, Hanns Kerrl, on their own initiative, announced measures for the immediate dismissal of all Jewish lawyers and civil servants. Franz Schlegelberger, state secretary of the Ministry of Justice, reported to Hitler that these local initiatives created an entirely new situation and demanded rapid legislation to impose a new, unified legal framework. The Justice Ministry had prepared



a decree excluding Jewish lawyers from the bar on the same basis—but also with the same exemptions regarding combat veterans and their relatives, and longevity in practice, as under the civil service law. At the April 7 cabinet meeting the decree was confirmed; it was made public on April 11.


Because of the exemptions, the initial application of the law was relatively mild. Of the 4,585 Jewish lawyers practicing in Germany, 3,167 were allowed to continue their work; 336 Jewish judges and state prosecutors, out of a total of 717, were also kept in office. In June 1933 Jews still made up more than 16 percent of all practicing lawyers in Germany. However, these statistics should not be misinterpreted. Though still allowed to practice, Jewish lawyers were excluded from the national association of lawyers and listed not in its annual directory but in a separate guide; all in all, notwithstanding the support of some Aryan institutions and individuals, they worked under a “boycott by fear.”


Nazi rank-and-file agitation against Jewish physicians did not lag far behind the attacks on Jewish jurists. Hitler, nonetheless, was even more careful with physicians than with lawyers. At this stage Jewish doctors were merely barred de facto from clinics and hospitals run by the national health insurance organization, with some even allowed to continue to practice there. Thus, in mid-1933, nearly 11 percent of all practicing German physicians were Jews. Here is another example of Hitler’s pragmatism in action: Thousands of Jewish physicians meant tens of thousands of German patients. Disrupting the ties between these physicians and a vast number of patients could have caused unnecessary discontent. Hitler preferred to wait.


On April 25 the Law Against the Overcrowding of German Schools and Universities was passed. It was aimed exclusively at non-Aryan students. The law limited the enrollment of new Jewish students in any German school or university to 1.5 percent of the total of new applicants, with the overall number of



Jewish students in any institution not to exceed 5 percent. Children of World War I veterans and those born of mixed marriages contracted before the passage of the law were exempted from the quota.


For Jewish children the new atmosphere was possibly more significant than the laws as such. Young Hilma Geffen-Ludomer, the only Jewish child in the Berlin suburb of Rangsdorf, recalled the sudden change: The “nice, neighborly atmosphere ended abruptly… Suddenly, I didn’t have any friends. I had no more girlfriends, and many neighbors were afraid to talk to us. Some of the neighbors that we visited told me: ‘Don’t come anymore because I’m scared. We should not have any contact with Jews’” Lore Gang-Salheimer, eleven in 1933 and living in Nuremberg, could remain in her school as her father had fought at Verdun. Nonetheless “it began to happen that non-Jewish children would say, ‘No, I can’t walk home from school with you anymore. I can’t be seen with you anymore.’”15


The April laws and the supplementary decrees that followed compelled at least two million state employees and tens of thousands of lawyers, physicians, students and many others to look for adequate proof of Aryan ancestry; the same process turned tens of thousands of priests, pastors, town clerks, and archivists into investigators and suppliers of vital attestations of impeccable blood purity; willingly or not they were becoming part of a racial bureaucratic machine that had begun to search, probe, and exclude.


In September 1933 Jews were forbidden to own farms or engage in agriculture. That same month, the establishment, under the control of the Propaganda Ministry, of the Reich Chamber of Culture, enabled Goebbels to limit the participation of Jews in the new Germany’s cultural life. Also under the aegis of Goebbels’s Propaganda Ministry, Jews were barred from belonging to the Journalists’ Association and, on October 4,



from being newspaper editors. The German press had been cleansed.


In Nazi racial thinking the German national community drew its strength from the purity of its blood and from its rootedness in the sacred German earth. Such racial purity was a condition of superior cultural creation and of the construction of a powerful state, the guarantor of victory in the struggle for racial survival and domination. From the outset, therefore, the 1933 laws pointed to the exclusion of the Jews from all key areas of this utopian vision: the state structure itself (the civil service law), the biological health of the national community (the physicians’ law), the social fabric of the community (the disbarring of Jewish lawyers), culture (the laws regarding schools, universities, the press, the cultural professions), and, finally, the sacred earth (the farm law). The civil service law was the only one of these to be fully implemented at this early stage, but the symbolic statements the laws expressed and the ideological message they carried were unmistakable.


Very few German Jews sensed the implications of the Nazi edicts in terms of sheer long-range terror. One who did was Georg Solmssen, spokesman for the board of directors of the Deutsche Bank and son of an Orthodox Jew. In an April 9, 1933, letter addressed to the bank’s chairman of the board, Solmssen wrote: “I am afraid that we are merely at the beginning of a process aiming, purposefully and according to a well-prepared plan, at the economic and moral annihilation of all members, without any distinctions, of the Jewish race living in Germany. The total passivity not only of those classes of the population that belong to the National Socialist Party, the absence of all feelings of solidarity becoming apparent among those who until now worked shoulder to shoulder with Jewish colleagues, the increasingly more obvious desire to take personal advantage of vacated positions, the hushing up of the disgrace and the shame disastrously inflicted upon people who, although



innocent, witness the destruction of their honor and their existence from one day to the next—all of this indicates a situation so hopeless that it would be wrong not to face it squarely without any attempt at prettification.”16





Another group targeted by the Nazi regime from the outset included a segment of the Aryan population itself. The Law for the Prevention of Genetically Diseased Offspring, adopted on July 14, 1933, allowed for the sterilization of anyone recognized as suffering from supposedly hereditary diseases, such as feeble-mindedness, schizophrenia, manic-depressive disorder, genetic epilepsy, blindness, deafness, or severe alcoholism.


The evolution leading to the July 1933 law was already noticeable during the Weimar period. Among eugenicists, the promoters of “positive eugenics” were losing ground, and “negative eugenics”—with its emphasis on the exclusion, that is, mainly the sterilization, of carriers of incapacitating hereditary diseases—was gaining the upper hand even within official institutions: A trend that had appeared on a wide scale in the West before World War I was increasingly dominating the German scene. As in so many other domains, the war was of decisive importance: Weren’t the young and the physically fit being slaughtered on the battlefield while the incapacitated and the unfit were being shielded? Wasn’t the reestablishment of genetic equilibrium a major national-racial imperative? Economic thinking added its own logic: The social cost of maintaining mentally and physically handicapped individuals whose reproduction would only increase the burden was considered prohibitive. This way of thinking was widespread and by no means a preserve of the radical Right. Although the draft of a sterilization law submitted to the Prussian government in July 1932 still emphasized voluntary sterilization in case of hereditary defects, the idea of compulsory sterilization seems to have been spreading. It was nonetheless with the Nazi accession to



power that the decisive change took place. About two hundred thousand people were sterilized between mid-1933 and the end of 1937. By the end of the war, the number had reached four hundred thousand.


From the outset of the sterilization policies to the apparent ending of euthanasia in August 1941—and to the beginning of the “Final Solution” close to that same date—policies regarding the handicapped and the mentally ill on the one hand and those regarding the Jews on the other followed a simultaneous and parallel development. These two categories of policies, however, had different origins and different aims. Whereas sterilization and euthanasia were exclusively aimed at enhancing the purity of the German racial community itself and were bolstered by cost-benefit computations, the segregation and the extermination of the Jews—though also a racial purification process—was mainly a struggle against an active, formidable enemy that was perceived as endangering the very survival of Germany and of the Aryan world. Thus, in addition to the goal of racial cleansing, identical to that pursued in the sterilization and euthanasia campaign and in contrast to it, the struggle against the Jews was seen as a confrontation of apocalyptic dimensions.





The boycott of Jewish businesses was the first major test on a national scale of the attitude of the Christian churches toward the situation of the Jews under the new government. In the historian Klaus Scholder’s words, “during the decisive days…, no bishop, no church dignitary, no synod made any open declaration against the persecution of the Jews in Germany.”17


In a radio address broadcast to the United States on April 4, 1933, the most prominent German Protestant clergyman, Berlin Bishop Otto Dibelius, justified the new regime’s actions, denying that there was any brutality even in the concentration camps and asserting that the boycott—which he called a



reasonable defensive measure—took its course amid “calm and order.”18 His broadcast was no momentary aberration. A few days later Dibelius sent a confidential Easter message to all the pastors of his province: “My dear Brethren! We all not only understand but are fully sympathetic to the recent motivations out of which the völkisch movement has emerged. Notwithstanding the evil sound that the term has frequently acquired, I have always considered myself an anti-Semite. One cannot ignore that Jewry has played a leading role in all the destructive manifestations of modern civilization.”19


The Catholic Church’s reaction to the boycott was not fundamentally different. On March 31, at the suggestion of the Berlin cleric Bernhard Lichtenberg, the director of the Deutsche Bank in Berlin and president of the Committee for Interconfessional Peace, Oskar Wassermann, asked Adolf Johannes Cardinal Bertram, chairman of the German Conference of Bishops, to intervene against the boycott. Nothing was done.


The main debate within the churches focused on the status of converted Jews and the links between Judaism and Christianity. It had become particularly acute within Protestantism, when, in 1932, the pro-Nazi German Christian Faith Movement published its “Guidelines.” The relevant theme was a sort of race-conscious belief in Christ; race, people and nation as part of a God-given ordering of life. Point 9 of “Guidelines,” for example, reads: “In the mission to the Jews we see a serious threat to our people. That mission is the entry way for foreign blood into the body of our Volk… Marriage between Germans and Jews particularly is to be forbidden.”20 In the 1932 church elections the German-Christian movement received a third of the vote; and, on September 27, 1933, Ludwig Müller, a fervent Nazi, was elected Reich bishop—that is, as some sort of führer’s coordinator for all major issues pertaining to the Protestant churches.


But precisely this election and a growing controversy regarding



pastors and church members of Jewish origin caused a widening rift within the Evangelical Church. In an implementation of the civil service law, the synod governing the Prussian Evangelical Church demanded the forced retirement of pastors of Jewish origin or married to Jews. This initiative was quickly followed by most other synods throughout the Reich. Simultaneously, however, a contrary trend made its appearance; it was supported by a group of leading theologians who issued a statement on “The New Testament and the Race Question” that rejected any theological justification for adoption of the Aryan paragraph. And, on Christmas 1933, Pastors Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Martin Niemöller founded an oppositional organization, the Pastors’ Emergency League, which, within a few months, grew to six thousand members. One of the league’s first initiatives was to issue a protest against the Aryan paragraph: “As a matter of duty, I bear witness that with the use of ‘Aryan laws’ within the Church of Christ an injury is done to our common confession of faith.”21 The Confessing Church was born. The steadfastness of the Confessing Church regarding the Jewish issue was limited, however, to support of the rights of non-Aryan Christians. From the Church’s viewpoint, the real debate was about principle and dogma, which excluded unconverted Jews.


On the face of it the Catholic Church’s attitude toward the new regime should have been firmer than that of the Protestants. The Catholic hierarchy had expressed a measure of hostility to Hitler’s movement during the last years of the republic, but this stance was uniquely determined by church interests and by the varying political fortunes of the Catholic Center Party. The attitude of many German Catholics toward Nazism before 1933 was fundamentally ambiguous: Many Catholic publicists pointed to the anti-Christian elements in the Nazi program and declared these incompatible with Catholic teaching. But they went on to speak of the healthy core of Nazism—its



reassertion of the values of religion and love of fatherland, its standing as a strong bulwark against atheistic bolshevism. In general the attitude of the Catholic Church regarding the Jewish issue in Germany and elsewhere can be defined as a “moderate anti-Semitism” that supported the struggle against “undue Jewish influence” in the economy and in cultural life. As Vicar-General Mayer of Mainz expressed it, “Hitler in Mein Kampf had ‘appropriately described’ the bad influence of the Jews in press, theater and literature. Still, it was un-Christian to hate other races and to subject the Jews and foreigners to disabilities through discriminatory legislation that would merely bring about reprisals from other countries.”22


On the occasion of the ratification of a Concordat between the Nazi regime and the Vatican, in September 1933, Cardinal Secretary of State Eugenio Pacelli sent a note to the German chargé d’affaires that affirmed the Catholic Church’s position: “The Holy See takes this occasion to add a word on behalf of those German Catholics who themselves have gone over from Judaism to the Christian religion…, and who for reasons known to the Reich government are likewise suffering from social and economic difficulties.”23 In principle this was to be the consistent position of the Catholic and the Protestant churches, although in practice both submitted to the Nazi measures against converted Jews when they were racially defined as Jews.


The dogmatic confrontation the Catholic hierarchy took up was mainly related to the religious link between Judaism and Christianity. This position found an early expression in five Advent sermons preached by Michael Cardinal Faulhaber of Munich in 1933. Faulhaber rose above the division between Catholics and Protestants when he declared: “We extend our hand to our separated brethren to defend together with them the holy books of the Old Testament.” Clearly Faulhaber’s sermons were not directed against the political anti-Semitism of



the time, but against the racial anti-Semitism that was invading the church. To avoid any misunderstanding, Faulhaber declared: “Let me begin by making three distinctions. We must first distinguish between the people of Israel before and after the death of Christ. Before the death of Christ…, the people of Israel were the vehicle of Divine Redemption… It is only with this Israel and the early biblical period that I shall deal in my Advent sermons.” The cardinal then described God’s dismissal of Israel after Israel had not recognized Christ. Finally, the cardinal continued, “we must distinguish in the Old Testament Bible itself between what had only transitory value and what had permanent value… For the purpose of our subject, we are concerned only with those religious, ethical and social values of the Old Testament which remain as values also for Christianity.”24 Cardinal Faulhaber himself later stressed that in his Advent sermons he had wished only to defend the Old Testament and not to comment on contemporary aspects of the Jewish issue.


A comparison between the attitudes of the churches and those of the universities toward the regime’s anti-Jewish measures of 1933 reveals basic similarities along with some minor differences. Although outright supporters of National Socialism as a whole were a small minority both in the churches and in the universities, those in favor of the national revival heralded by the new regime were definitely a majority. That majority shared a conservative-nationalist credo that easily converged with the main ideals proclaimed by the regime at its beginning. But what distinguished the churches’ attitude was the need to preserve some basic tenets of Christian dogma. The Jews as Jews were abandoned to their fate, but both the Protestant and Catholic churches attempted to maintain the preeminence of such fundamental beliefs as the supersession of race by baptism and the sanctity of the Old Testament. Nothing of the kind hampered acceptance by university professors of the



regime’s anti-Jewish acts. Thus, when Jewish colleagues were dismissed, no German professor publicly protested; when the number of Jewish students was drastically reduced, no university committee or faculty member expressed any opposition; when books were burned throughout the Reich, no intellectual in Germany, or for that matter anyone else within the country, openly expressed any shame.


Whereas the attitude of the majority of “Aryan” university professors could be defined as “cultured Judeophobia,” among the students a radical brand of Judeophobia had taken hold. Already in the early years of the Weimar Republic the majority of German student fraternities joined the German University League, an organization with openly völkisch and anti-Semitic aims, which soon came to control student politics. Membership in the league was conditional on fully Aryan origin, with racial Germans from Austria or the Sudetenland accepted despite their not being German citizens. The league dominated the universities until the mid-1920s, when it was replaced by the National Socialist Students Association. In 1931 Nazis gained a majority in the German Student Association; within a short time a whole cohort of young intellectuals would put its energy and ability at the disposal of the party and its policies.


After January 1933 student groups took matters into their own hands, not unlike the SA. The national leader of the Nazi student organization, Oskar Stabel, announced shortly before the April 1 boycott that student pickets would be posted that day at the entrances to Jewish professors’ lecture halls and seminar rooms in order to “dissuade” anyone from entering. Later on Nazi students with cameras positioned themselves on the podiums of lecture halls so as to take pictures of students attending classes taught by Jews. In early April 1933 the National Socialist Student Association established a press and propaganda section. Its very first measure, decided on April 8, was to be “the public burning of destructive Jewish writing” by



university students as a reaction to world Jewry’s “shameless incitement” against Germany.25 An “information” campaign was to be undertaken between April 12 and May 10; the public burnings were scheduled to start on university campuses at 6:00 p.m. on the last day of the campaign.


The notorious twelve theses the students prepared for ritual declamation during the burnings were not exclusively directed against Jews and the “Jewish spirit”: Among the other targets were Marxism, pacifism, and the “overstressing of the instinctual life” (that is, “the Freudian School and its journal Imago”). It was a rebellion of the German against the “un-German spirit.” But the main thrust of the action remained essentially anti-Jewish; in the eyes of the organizers it was meant to extend anti-Jewish action from the economic domain to the entire field of German culture.


On the evening of May 10 rituals of exorcism took place in most of the university cities and towns of Germany. More than twenty thousand books were burned in Berlin, and from two to three thousand in every other major German city. In Berlin a huge bonfire was lit in front of the Kroll Opera House, and Goebbels was one of the speakers. After the speeches, in the capital as in the other cities, slogans against the banned authors were chanted by the throng as the poisonous books were hurled, batch after batch, into the flames.





While Germany’s intellectual and spiritual elites were granting their explicit or tacit support to the new regime, the leading figures of the Jewish community were trying to hide their distress behind a facade of confidence: Despite all difficulties, the future of Jewish life in Germany was not being irretrievably endangered. Ismar Elbogen, one of the most prominent Jewish historians of the time, expressed a common attitude when he wrote: “They can condemn us to hunger but they cannot condemn us to starvation.”26 This was the spirit that presided over



the establishment of the National Representation of German Jews (Reichsvertretung Deutscher Juden), formally launched in 1933. It would remain the umbrella organization of local and national Jewish associations until 1938, headed throughout by the Berlin rabbi Leo Baeck, the respected chairman of the Association of German Rabbis and a scholar of repute, and by the lay leader Otto Hirsch. Despite opposition from “national German Jews,” ultra-Orthodox religious groups, and, sporadically, from the Zionist movement, the National Representation played a significant role in the affairs of German Jewry until its transformation, after a transition period in 1938-39, into the National Association of Jews in Germany, an organization closely controlled by the Gestapo.


There was not any greater sense of urgency at the National Representation than there was among most individual Jews in Germany. In early 1934 Otto Hirsch would still be speaking out against “hasty” emigration: He believed in the possibility of maintaining a dignified Jewish life in the new Germany. That Alfred Hirschberg, the most prominent personality of the assimilationist Central Association, denied “any need at all to enlarge upon the utopia of resettlement [in Palestine]” was true to type, but that a publication of the Zionist Pioneer organization defined unprepared immigration to Palestine as “a crime against Zionism” comes as a surprise, perhaps because of the vehemence of its tone.27


Not all German Jewish leaders displayed such nonchalance. One who insistently demanded immediate emigration was Georg Kareski, head of the right-wing [Revisionist] Zionist Organization. A vocal but marginal personality even within German Zionism, Kareski was ready to organize the exodus of the Jews from Germany by cooperating, if need be, with the Gestapo and the Propaganda Ministry.


Even as the months went by, the leaders of German Jewry did not, in general, gain much insight into the uncompromisingly



anti-Jewish stance of the Nazis. Thus, in August 1933, Werner Senator, who had returned to Germany from Palestine in order to become a director of the newly established Central Committee for Help and Reconstruction, suggested, in a memorandum sent to the American Joint Distribution Committee, that a dialogue be established between the Jews and the Nazis. In his opinion such a dialogue “should lead to a kind of Concordat, like the arrangements between the Roman Curia and European States.”28


No Roman Curia and no Concordat were mentioned as examples in the “Memorandum on the Jewish Question” that the representatives of Orthodox Jewry sent to Hitler on October 4. The signatories brought to the Reich chancellor’s attention the injustice of the identification of Jewry with Marxist materialism, the unfairness of the attribution to an entire community of the mistakes of some of its members, and the tenuousness of the connection between the ancient Jewish race and the modern, uprooted, ultra-rationalistic Jewish writers and journalists. Orthodox Jewry disavowed the atrocity propaganda being directed against Germany, and its delegates reminded Hitler of the Jewish sacrifices during World War I. The authors of the letter were convinced that the new government did not have in mind the annihilation of German Jewry, but in case they were wrong on this point, they demanded to be told so. On the assumption that such was not the aim of the regime, the representatives of Orthodox Jewry demanded that the Jews of Germany be granted a living space within the living space of the German people, where they could practice their religion and follow their professions “without being endangered and insulted.”29 The memorandum was filed before it even reached Hitler’s desk.


Thirty-seven thousand of the approximately 525,000 Jews in Germany left the country in 1933; during the four following years, the annual number of emigrants remained much lower



than that. In 1933 about 73 percent of the emigrants left for other countries in Western Europe, 19 percent for Palestine, and 8 percent chose to go overseas. Such seeming lack of enthusiasm for leaving a country where segregation, humiliation, and a whole array of persecutory measures were becoming steadily worse, was due, first of all, to the inability of most of the Jewish leadership and mainly of ordinary German Jews to grasp an essentially unpredictable course of events. Most expected to weather the storm in Germany. In addition the material difficulty of emigrating was considerable, especially in a period of economic uncertainty; it entailed an immediate and heavy material loss: Jewish-owned property was sold at ever lower prices, and the emigration tax was prohibitive. Although the Nazis wanted to get rid of the Jews of Germany, they were intent on dispossessing them first by increasingly harsh methods.


In one instance only were the economic conditions of emigration somewhat facilitated. Not only did the regime encourage Zionist activities on the territory of the Reich, but concrete economic measures were taken to ease the departure of Jews for Palestine. The so-called Haavarah (Hebrew: Transfer) Agreement, concluded on August 27, 1933, between the German Ministry of the Economy and Zionist representatives from Germany and Palestine, allowed indirect transfer by Jewish emigrants of part of their assets and facilitated exports of goods from Nazi Germany to Palestine. As a result some one hundred million reichsmarks were transferred to Palestine, and most of the sixty thousand German Jews who arrived in that country during 1933-39 could thereby ensure a minimal basis for their material existence.


Economic agreement and some measure of cooperation in easing Jewish emigration from Germany to Palestine were of course purely instrumental. The Zionists had no doubts about the Nazis’ evil designs on the Jews, and the Nazis considered



the Zionists first and foremost as Jews. About Zionism itself, moreover, Nazi ideology and Nazi policies were divided from the outset: while favoring Zionism as a means of enticing the Jews to leave Europe, they also considered the Zionist Organization established in Basel in 1897 as a key element of the Jewish world conspiracy—a Jewish state in Palestine would be a kind of Vatican coordinating Jewish scheming all over the world. Such necessary but unholy contacts between Zionists and Nazis nonetheless continued up to the beginning of (and into) the war.


Some leaders of German Jewry still believed in 1933 that the Nazis would be duly impressed by an objective presentation of Jewish contributions to German culture. A few months after the change of regime, Leopold Ullstein, a younger member of the publishing family, launched the preparation of a wide-ranging study to that effect. Within a year a hefty volume was ready, but in December 1934 its publication was prohibited. “The naïve reader of this study,” the Gestapo report pronounced, “would get the impression that the whole of German culture up to the National Socialist revolution was carried by Jews.”30 Jewish culture for Jews, however, was another matter, and whereas Ullstein had set his sights on an untimely enterprise, another Berlin Jew, Kurt Singer, the former deputy director of the Berlin City Opera, came up with a different kind of idea: the establishment of an autonomous Jewish cultural association.


Singer’s Kulturbund fitted Nazi needs. When Singer’s project of cultural activities by Jews and for Jews (only) was submitted to the new Prussian authorities, it received Göring’s approval. On the face of it the Kulturbund appeared to be a perfectly functional initiative to solve the problems created both for the regime and for the Jews by the expulsion from German cultural life of thousands of Jewish writers, artists, musicians, and performers of all kinds, as well as their coworkers and



agents. Apart from the work it provided and the soothing psychological function it filled for part of the Jewish community, the Kulturbund also offered the surrounding society an easy way to dismiss any potential sense of embarrassment: “Aryans who found the regime’s anti-Semitic measures distasteful could reassure themselves that Jewish artists were at least permitted to remain active in their chosen professions.”31 The Kulturbund also played another role, unseen but no less real, which pointed to the future: As the first Jewish organization under the direct supervision of a Nazi overlord, it foreshadowed the Nazi ghetto, in which a pretense of internal autonomy camouflaged the total subordination of an appointed Jewish leadership to the dictates of its masters.


Sporadically the Nazis informed the Kulturbund of works Jews were no longer allowed to perform. In theater, the performance of Germanic legends, of works from the German Middle Ages and German romanticism, were prohibited. For a time the classical period was allowed, but Schiller was forbidden in 1934 and Goethe in 1936. Among foreign writers Shakespeare was allowed, but Hamlet’s “To be or not to be” soliloquy was forbidden: In a Jewish theater in the Third Reich, “the oppressor’s wrong, the proud man’s contumely” could have sounded subversive, hence that line led to the exclusion of the entire speech. Needless to say, despite the attachment of German Jews to the works of Richard Wagner and Richard Strauss, these composers were not to be performed by Jews. Beethoven was forbidden in 1937, but Mozart had to wait until the next year, after the Anschluss.


Notwithstanding such growing constraints, the activity of the Kulturbund in all major German cities was remarkable. More than 180,000 Jews from all parts of Germany became active members of the association. In its first year the Kulturbund staged 69 opera performances and 117 concerts, and, from mid-1934 to mid-1935, 57 opera performances and 358 concerts.




It is hard to evaluate how much importance German society at its various levels granted the Jewish issue in 1933. Political stabilization, the dismantling of the Left, economic improvement, national revival, and international uncertainties were undoubtedly more present in the minds of many than the hazy outlines of the Jewish issue; for most Germans the challenges of daily life in times of political change and of economic turmoil were the paramount focus of interest. It is against this background that Hitler’s own obsession with the Jewish issue must be considered.


In a remarkable dispatch sent to Foreign Minister Sir John Simon on May 11, 1933, the British ambassador in Berlin, Sir Horace Rumbold, described the course taken by an interview with Hitler once he had alluded to the persecution of the Jews: “The allusion to the treatment of the Jews resulted in the Chancellor working himself up into a state of great excitement. ‘I will never agree,’ he shouted, as if he were addressing an open-air meeting, ‘to the existence of two kinds of law for German nationals. There is an immense amount of unemployment in Germany, and I have, for instance, to turn away youths of pure German stock from higher education. There are not enough posts for the pure-bred Germans, and the Jews must suffer with the rest. If the Jews engineer a boycott of German goods from abroad, I will take care that this hits the Jews in Germany.’ These remarks were delivered with great ferocity. Only his excitement, to which I did not wish to add, prevented me from pointing out that there were, in fact, two standards of treatment of German nationals, inasmuch as those of Jewish race were being discriminated against.” At the end of the dispatch Rumbold returned to the issue: “My comment on the foregoing is that Herr Hitler is himself responsible for the anti-Jewish policy of the German government and that it would be a mistake to believe that it is the policy of his wilder men whom he has difficulty in controlling. Anybody who has had



the opportunity of listening to his remarks on the subject of Jews could not have failed, like myself, to realize that he is a fanatic on the subject.”32 The American consul general in Berlin reached the same conclusion. “One of the most unfortunate features of the situation,” George S. Messersmith wrote to Secretary of State Cordell Hull on November 1, 1933, “is that … Mr. Hitler himself is implacable and unconvinced and is the real head of the anti-Jewish movement. He can be reasonable on a number of subjects, but on this he can only be passionate and prejudiced.”33


Hitler did not express his obsession with the Jewish peril in major public utterances during 1933. As he put it in his meeting with the Reich district governors, on July 6, 1933, for Germany the most dangerous front at the time was the external one: “One should not irritate it, when it is not necessary to deal with it. To reopen the Jewish question would mean to start a world-wide uproar again.”34 Clearly the shaky economic circumstances of the Reich were also a major factor in his decisions. And, as mentioned, on some matters such as the issue of Jewish physicians, Hitler certainly took into account German public opinion: In other words he understood the need for tactical pragmatism regarding immediate anti-Jewish measures, and thus his policy had to remain, for a time at least, close to the preexisting anti-Jewish agenda of the conservatives.


But although the Nazi leader avoided public statements on the Jewish issue and his “worldview,” he could not restrain himself entirely. In his closing speech at the September 1933 Nuremberg party rally, he launched into disparaging comments about the Jews in his expostulations on the racial foundations of art: “It is a sign of the horrible spiritual decadence of the past epoch that one spoke of styles without recognizing their racial determinants… Each clearly formed race has its own handwriting in the book of art, insofar as it is not, like Jewry, devoid of any creative artistic ability” As for the function



of a worldview, Hitler defined it in his address: “Worldviews,” he declared, “consider the achievement of political power only as the precondition for the beginning of the fulfillment of their true mission. In the very term ‘worldview’ there lies the solemn commitment to make all enterprise dependent upon a specific initial conception and a visible direction. Such a conception can be right or wrong; it is the starting point for the attitude to be taken toward all manifestations and occurrences of life and thereby a compelling and obligatory rule for all action.”35 In other words a worldview as defined by Hitler was a quasi-religious framework encompassing immediate political goals. Nazism was no mere ideological discourse; it was a political religion commanding the total commitment owed to a religious faith.











CHAPTER 2


[image: Images]


The Spirit of the Laws


January 1934–February 1936


“Cell 6: approximately 5 m. high, window approx. 40 x 70 cm. at a height of 4 meters, which gives the feeling of a cellar… Wooden plank with straw mat and two blankets, a wooden bucket, a jug, a basin, soap, a towel, no mirror, no toothbrush, no comb, no brush, no table, no book from January 12 [1935] until my departure on September 18; no newspaper from January 12 to August 17; no bath and no shower from January 12 to August 10; no leaving of the cell, except for interrogations, from January 12 to July 1. Incarceration in an unlighted cell from April 16 to May 1, then from May 15 to August 27, a total of 119 days.”1


This was the Würzburg wine merchant Leopold Obermayer’s writing about the first of his imprisonments in Dachau, in a seventeen-page report, dated October 10, 1935, which he managed to smuggle out to his lawyer. It was seized by the Gestapo and found after the war in their Würzburg files. Obermayer had a doctorate in law and he was a practicing Jew, a Swiss citizen, and a gay man. October 29, 1934, he had complained to the Würzburg police that his mail was being opened. Two days later, having been ordered to report to headquarters, he was arrested. From then on he became a special case for the local



Gestapo chief, Josef Gerum, a Nazi “old fighter” with a bad reputation even among his colleagues. Gerum accused Obermayer of spreading accusations about the new regime. Shortly afterward nude photographs of Obermayer’s male lovers were found in his bank safe. Both a Jew and a homosexual: For Gerum this was indeed a rewarding catch. Why didn’t Obermayer’s tormentors kill him? It may be that murdering a Swiss citizen, albeit a Jewish one, was not yet undertaken lightly in 1935, all the more so since the Swiss consulate in Munich and later the legation in Berlin were aware of his incarceration; the Ministry of Justice in particular was worried about the possibility of Swiss intervention.


In mid-September 1935 Obermayer was transferred from Dachau to an ordinary prison in Ochsenfurt, pending court interrogation. At Gerum’s insistence, however, the Jewish homosexual was taken back to Dachau on October 12, 1935.





At this time Germany and the world were witnessing a dramatic consolidation of Hitler’s internal and international power. The murder of Ernst Röhm and other SA leaders on the notorious “Night of the Long Knives” in June 1934 eliminated even the faintest possibility of an alternative source of power within the party. Immediately following Hindenburg’s death, the naming of Hitler as führer and chancellor on August 2 made him the sole source of legitimacy in Germany. Furthermore Hitler’s popularity reached new heights in 1935: On January 13 an overwhelming majority of the Saar population voted for return of the territory to the Reich. On March 16 general conscription and establishment of the Wehrmacht were announced. No foreign power dared to respond to these massive breaches of the Versailles treaty; the common front against Germany formed at Stresa by Britain, France, and Italy in April 1935, in order to defend Austria’s independence against any German annexation attempt and preserve the status quo in Europe, had crumbled



by June, when the British signed a separate naval agreement with Germany.


On March 17 of that year, Hitler had been in Munich, and a report for the clandestine Socialist Party vividly captured the overall mood: “Enthusiasm on 17 March enormous. The whole of Munich was on its feet. People can be forced to sing, but they can’t be forced to sing with such enthusiasm. I experienced the days of 1914 and can only say that the declaration of war did not make the same impact on me as the reception of Hitler on 17 March… Trust in Hitler’s political talent and honest intentions is getting ever greater… He is loved by many.”2


Between 1933 and 1936 a balance of sorts was kept between the revolutionary-charismatic impulse of Nazism and the authoritarian-conservative tendencies of the pre-1933 German state. Within this temporary alliance Hitler’s role was decisive. For the traditional elites the new “belief in the führer” became associated with the authority of the monarch. Basic elements of the imperial state and of the National Socialist regime were linked in the person of the new leader.


Such “belief in the führer” led quite naturally to an urge for action on the part of state and party agencies according to the general guidelines set by Hitler, without the constant necessity of specific orders from him. The dynamics of this interaction between base and summit was, as the British historian Ian Kershaw pointed out, “neatly captured in the sentiments of a routine speech of a Nazi functionary in 1934: ‘Everyone who has the opportunity to observe it knows that the Führer can hardly dictate from above everything which he intends to realize sooner or later. On the contrary, up till now everyone with a post in the new Germany has worked best when he has, so to speak, worked towards the Führer. Very often and in many spheres it has been the case—in previous years as well—that individuals have simply waited for orders and instructions. Unfortunately, the same will be true



in the future; but in fact it is the duty of everybody to try to work towards the Führer along the lines he would wish. Anyone who makes mistakes will notice it soon enough. But anyone who really works towards the Führer along his lines and towards his goal will certainly both now and in the future… have the finest reward in the form of the sudden legal confirmation of his work.’”3


Thus the majority of a society barely emerging from years of crisis believed that the new regime offered solutions that, in diverse but related ways, would give answers to the aspirations, resentments, and interests of its various sectors. This belief survived the difficulties of the early phase (such as a still-sluggish economy) as a result of a new sense of purpose, of a series of successes on the international scene, and, above all, of unshaken faith in the führer. As one of its corollaries, however, that very faith brought with it widespread acceptance, passive or not, of the measures against the Jews: Sympathy for the Jews would have meant some distrust of the rightness of Hitler’s way, and many Germans had definitely established their individual and collective priorities in this regard. The same is true in relation to the other central myth of the regime, that of the “racial community.” The racial community explicitly excluded the Jews. Belonging to the racial community implied acceptance of the exclusions it imposed.


Yet biological criteria for defining the Jew remained elusive, and it was on the basis of the religious affiliation of parents and grandparents that the Nazis had to launch their crusade for racial purification of the Volk. Officials increasingly referred to the Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service in order to refuse, on the basis of the law’s “general national principles,” to perform marriage ceremonies between Jews and “those of German blood.”4 The pressure grew to such a point that on July 26, 1935, Interior Minister Frick announced that, since the legal validity of “marriages between Aryans and non-Aryans”



would be officially addressed in the near future, such marriages should be “postponed until further notice.”5


The refusal to perform marriages was an easy matter compared to the other “logical” corollary stemming from the situation: the dissolution of existing mixed marriages. The Civil Code allowed for divorce on the basis of wrongdoing by one of the partners, but it was difficult to equate belonging to a particular race with the notion of wrongdoing. Paragraph 1333 of the Civil Code did however stipulate that a marriage could be challenged if a spouse had been unaware, on contracting the marriage, of “personal qualities” or circumstances that would have precluded the union. But it could only be invoked within six months of the wedding, and racial identity could hardly be defined as a personal quality; finally it is unlikely that partners to a marriage were unaware of such racial identity at the time of their decision. Nevertheless, paragraph 1333 increasingly became the prop of Nazi legal interpretation, on the grounds that “Jewishness” was indeed a personal quality whose significance had become clear only as a result of the new political circumstances. Consequently the six-month period could be counted from the date when the significance of Jewishness became a major element in public consciousness, that is, from January 30 (Hitler’s accession to the chancellorship) or even April 7, 1933 (the civil service law’s promulgation). It was only with the law of July 6, 1938, that “racially” mixed marriages could in fact be legally annulled.


In the meantime the judges, lawyers and registrars who were intent on the dissolution of mixed marriages went beyond the immediate instructions of the Nazi leadership. The anti-Jewish zeal of the courts regarding mixed marriages was reinforced by police initiatives and even by mob demonstrations against any form of sexual relations between Jews and Aryans: “Race defilement” was the obsession of the day. Thus on August 19, 1935, a Jewish businessman was arrested on that



charge in Stuttgart. As he was brought to the police station, a crowd gathered and demonstrated against the accused. Shortly afterward, according to the city chronicle, a Jewish woman merchant who had had a stall in the market hall since 1923 lost her permit because she allowed her son to have a relationship with a non-Jewish German girl.


The presence of Jews in public swimming pools was a major theme, second only to outright race defilement, in the Nazis’ pornographic imagination: It expressed a “healthy” Aryan revulsion at the sight of the Jewish body, the fear of possible contamination resulting from sharing the water or mingling in the pool area and, most explicitly, the sexual threat of Jewish nakedness, often alluded to as the impudent behavior of Jewish women and outright sexual harassment of German women by Jewish men.


Among the newspapers spewing a constant stream of anti-Jewish abuse, Streicher’s Der Stürmer was the most vicious; its ongoing campaign and the wide distribution it achieved by means of public display may have been abhorrent to the educated middle class or even to educated party members, but its appeal among the general population, school youngsters, and the Hitler Youth, possibly because of its pornographic and sadistic streak, seems to have been quite widespread. On May 1, 1934, Der Stürmer published its notorious special issue on Jewish ritual murder. The front-page headline, THE JEWISH MURDER PLOT AGAINST NON-JEWISH HUMANITY IS UNCOVERED, was graced by a half-page drawing of two particularly hideous-looking Jews holding a vessel to collect the blood streaming from the naked bodies of angelic Christian children they have just murdered. In the background stands a cross. The next day the National Representation of German Jews wired Reich Bishop Ludwig Müller: “We feel obliged to draw your attention to the special issue of the Der Stürmer of May 1. We have sent the following telegram to the Reich chancellor: ‘Der Stürmer has come out



with a special issue which, using incredible insults and horrifying descriptions, accuses Jewry of ritual murder. Before God and humanity, we raise our voice in solemn protest against this unheard-of profanation of our faith.’ We are convinced that the deep outrage that we are feeling is shared by every Christian.”6 Neither Hitler nor Reich Bishop Müller replied.


In the summer of 1935, as Jews were forbidden access to swimming pools and other bathing facilities in numerous German cities and the very presence of Jews was not allowed in many small towns and villages, a surrealistic situation developed in some of the Baltic seaside resorts. It seems that a number of popular guesthouses in these resorts belonged to Jews. In Binz, for instance, a Hungarian Jew owned the most prominent guesthouse, which, according to a Gestapo report, the local population was boycotting, when who should choose to stay there at Whitsuntide but Gauleiter and Reich Governor Wilhelm Friedrich Löper! And, adding insult to injury, a month later, in July, it was the Hungarian Jew’s guesthouse that was favored by officers and men from the Köln on the cruiser’s visit to Binz. This paradoxical situation lasted for three more years, coming to an end in the spring of 1938, when the director of the Binz office of Baltic Sea resorts announced that “the efforts of recent months have been successful”: All the formerly Jewish-owned guesthouses were now in Aryan hands.7


The clash between party propaganda against business relations with Jews and the economic advantages brought by such relations was only a reflection of the contradictory nature of the orders from above: On the one hand, no contacts between Jews and Germans; on the other, no interference with Jewish economic activities. This contradiction, which stemmed from two momentarily irreconcilable priorities—the ongoing struggle against the Jews and the need to further Germany’s economic recovery—found repeated expression in reports from local authorities. It was



often particularly visible at the small-town level. On July 2, 1935, a report was sent by Laupheim town officials to the Württemberg Ministry of the Interior. “Under present circumstances, the Jewish question has increasingly become a source of uncertainty for the Laupheim authorities… If the fight against the Jews… continues, one has to take into account that the local Jewish businesspeople will emigrate as fast as possible. The municipality of Laupheim will thereby have to expect a further acute loss of income and will have to raise taxes in order to meet its obligations.” The author of the report believed that the dying out of the older Jews and the emigration of the younger ones would cause the Jewish question to resolve itself within thirty years. Meanwhile, he suggested, let the Jews stay as they were, the more so since, apart from a few exceptions, they were a community of well-established families. If Jewish tax revenues were to disappear with no replacement, “the decline of Laupheim into a big village would be unavoidable.”8


This tension between party initiatives and economic imperatives was illustrated at length in a report devoted entirely to the Jews, sent on April 3, 1935, by the SD “major region Rhine” to SS-Gruppenführer (the SS Group Leader) August Heissmeyer in Koblenz (the Sicherheitsdienst, or SD, was the intelligence service of the SS). A “quiet boycott” against the Jews is described as having been mainly initiated by the party and its organizations repeatedly asking members in “closed meetings” not to patronize Jewish stores. The report then points to the fact that, “despite more limited possibilities of control in the cities, the boycott is more strictly adhered to there than in rural areas. In Catholic regions in particular, the peasants buy as they did before, mainly from Jews, and this turns in part into an antiboycott movement, which gets its support from the Catholic clergy.”9


Sometimes genuine sympathy for the plight of the Jews and



even offers of help found direct or indirect ways of expression. Thus, in a letter to the Jüdische Rundschau, the granddaughter of the poet Hoffmann von Fallersleben, author of the lyrics of the national anthem, offered to put a house on the Baltic shore at the disposal of Jewish children. The undercurrent of sympathy for the persecuted Jews must have been significant enough for Goebbels to address it in a speech he gave in mid-June. Goebbels “attacked those of his countrymen who… ‘shamelessly,’ argued that the Jew, after all, was a human being too.” According to Robert Weltsch, who at the time was the editor of the Jüdische Rundschau, Goebbels’s wrath reveals that a whispering campaign was still going on, indicating some measure of indignation on the part of people whom Goebbels called bourgeois intellectuals. It was these Germans whom the Gauleiter [of Berlin, Goebbels] wanted to warn.”10


It may be difficult to prove how effective Goebbels’s speech was in intimidating the “bourgeois intellectuals,” but it surely had other consequences. In its July 2, 1935, issue, the Jüdische Rundschau published an article by Weltsch entitled “The Jew Is Human Too: An Argument Put Forward by Friends of the Jews.”11 It was a subtly ironic comment on the minister’s tirade, and it did lead to the banning of the paper. After a few weeks and some negotiating, a letter written in Goebbels’s name (but signed “Jahnke”) was sent to Weltsch: “The Jüdische Rundschau No. 53, dated July 2, 1935, published an article ‘The Jew Is Human Too.’… Your paper has been banned because of this article. The ban on the paper will be lifted, but in view of the polemic nature of the article I have to reprimand you most severely and expect to have no further cause to object to your publications.”12


Why would Goebbels have taken the trouble to engage in these maneuvers regarding a periodical written by Jews for Jews? As Weltsch explains it, “One has to keep in mind that the Jewish papers were at that time sold in public. The pretentious



main thoroughfare of Berlin’s West End, the Kurfürstendamm, was literally plastered with the Jüdische Rundschau—all kiosks displayed it every Tuesday and Friday in many copies, as it was one of their best-sellers, especially as foreign papers were banned.”13 This, too, could not last for long. On October 1, 1935, the public display and sale of Jewish newspapers was prohibited.


The regime’s efforts to physically segregate the Jews from German society was accompanied by a vigorous campaign to cleanse German cultural life of its Jewish presence and spirit. During the first months of 1933, this campaign was further complicated by a bitter competition waged between Goebbels and Alfred Rosenberg, the party’s ideologue, for control of culture in the new Reich. Hitler had at first given the preference to Goebbels, mainly by allowing him to establish the Reich Chamber of Culture. Not long afterward, however, an equilibrium of sorts was reestablished by Rosenberg’s appointment, in January 1934, as the “Führer’s Representative for the Supervision of the General Intellectual and Ideological Education of the NSDAP.”


From August 1934 to June 1935 Goebbels’s diaries repeatedly record his determination to achieve the goal of complete Aryanization, mainly in regard to the cleansing of the Reich Music Chamber of its Jewish members. The battle was waged on two fronts: against individuals and against melodies. Most Jewish musicians emigrated during the first three years of Hitler’s regime, but to the Nazis’ chagrin, it was more difficult to get rid of Jewish tunes—that is, mainly “light” music. “[Arguments] that audiences often asked for such music,” writes the historian Michael Kater, “were refuted on the grounds that it was the duty of ‘Aryan’ musicians to educate their listeners by consistently presenting non-Jewish programs.”14 Moreover, as far as light music was concerned, intricate commercial relations between Jewish émigré music publishers and partners



who were still in Germany enabled a steady flow of undesirable music scores and records into the Reich. Music arrived from Vienna, London, and New York, and it was only in late 1937, when “alien” music was officially prohibited, that Jew hunters could feel more at ease.


All in all, however, the initial confusion of the new regime’s culture masters did not stop the de-Judaization of music in the Reich. Jewish performers such as Artur Schnabel, Jascha Heifetz, and Yehudi Menuhin were no longer heard either in concert or on the radio; Jewish conductors had fled, as had the composers Arnold Schoenberg, Kurt Weill, and Franz Schreker. After some early hesitations, Mendelssohn, Meyerbeer, Offenbach, and Mahler were no longer performed. Mendelssohn’s statue, which had stood in front of the Leipzig Gewandhaus, was removed. But that was far from the end of it: Pieces with Jewish connotations, such as Händel’s Old Testament oratorios, lost their original titles and were Aryanized so that Judas Maccabeus turned into The Field Marshal: A War Drama or, alternatively, into Freedom Oratorio: William of Nassau. Certain operas, such as Mozart’s Don Giovanni, Le Nozze di Figaro, and Così fan tutte, had to be translated into German, as their librettist, Lorenzo Da Ponte, was of Jewish origin.


In 1935 Hans Hinkel moved to Goebbels’s ministry to become one of the three supervisors of the Reichskulturkammer (RKK). Soon afterward an unusual title was added to those he already bore: “Special Commissioner for the Supervision and Monitoring of the Cultural and Intellectual Activity of All Non-Aryans Living in the Territory of the German Reich.” In a 1936 speech Hinkel restated the immediate aim of Nazi cultural policy regarding the Jews: They were entitled to the development of their own cultural heritage in Germany, but only in total isolation from the general culture. Jewish artists “may work unhindered as long as they restrict themselves to the cultivation of Jewish artistic and cultural life and as long as



they do not attempt—openly, secretly, or deceitfully—to influence our culture.”15


From the beginning of 1935 intense anti-Jewish incitement had newly surfaced among party radicals. Lingering economic difficulties, as well as the absence of material and ideological compensation for the great number of party members unable to find positions and rewards either on the local or the national level, were leading to increasing agitation.


A first wave of anti-Jewish incidents started at the end of March 1935; during the following weeks, Goebbels’s Der Angriff fanned the pogromlike atmosphere. An announcement by the Ministry of the Interior of forthcoming anti-Jewish legislation and the exclusion of Jews from the new Wehrmacht did not calm the growing unrest.


The first city to witness large-scale anti-Jewish disturbances was Munich. In March and April, Jewish stores were sprayed nightly with acid or smeared with such inscriptions as JEW, STINKING JEW, OUT WITH THE JEWS. In May the smashing of windowpanes of Jewish shops began. The police report indicates involvement by Hitler Youth groups in one of these early incidents. By mid-May the perpetrators were not only attacking Jewish stores in broad daylight but also assaulting their owners, their customers, and sometimes even their Aryan employees. On Saturday, May 25, the disturbances took on a new dimension. By midafternoon the attacks had spread to every identifiably Jewish business in the city. According to the police the perpetrators were “not only members of the Party and its organizations but also comprised various groups of a very questionable nature.”16 It was not until about nine in the evening that some measure of order was reestablished in the Bavarian capital.


A second major outbreak occurred in mid-July in Berlin, mainly on the Kurfürstendamm, where elegant stores owned by Jews were still relatively active. Jochen Klepper, a deeply



religious Protestant writer whose wife was Jewish, wrote in his diary on July 13: “Anti-Semitic excesses on the Kurfürstendamm… The cleansing of Berlin of Jews threateningly announced.”17 A week later Klepper again wrote of what had happened on the Kurfürstendamm: Jewish women had been struck in the face; Jewish men had behaved courageously. “Nobody came to their help, because everyone is afraid of being arrested.”18 On September 7 Klepper, who in 1933 had lost his position with the radio because of his Jewish wife, was fired from the recently Aryanized Ullstein publishing house, where he had found some employment. That day he noticed that signs forbidding Jews access to the local swimming pool were up, and that even the small street in which he took walks with his wife had the same warning on one of its fences.


Most party leaders opposed the spreading of anti-Jewish attacks, not because of potential negative reactions among the populace, but mainly because the regime could ill afford to give the impression inside and outside Germany that it was losing control of its own forces by allowing the spread of unbridled violence, particularly in view of the forthcoming Olympic Games. Repeated orders to abstain from unauthorized anti-Jewish actions were issued in Hitler’s name by the deputy führer, Rudolf Hess, and others, but without complete success.


For Schacht the spread of anti-Jewish violence was particularly unwelcome. In the United States the economic boycott of German goods had flared up again. On May 3 the minister of the economy sent a memorandum to Hitler regarding “the imponderable factors influencing German exports,”19 in which he warned of the economic consequences of the new anti-Jewish campaign. On the face of it at least, Hitler fully agreed with Schacht: At that stage the violence had to stop.





On the afternoon of September 15, 1935, the final parade of the annual Nuremberg party congress marched past Hitler and the



top leadership of the NSDAP. At 8 P.M. that evening an unusual meeting of the Reichstag opened in the hall of the Nuremberg Cultural Association. It was the first and only time during Hitler’s regime that the Reichstag was convened outside Berlin.


In his speech Hitler briefly addressed foreign affairs; then he turned to the main topic of his address—the Jews. The Jews were behind the growing tension among peoples: In New York harbor, they had insulted the German flag on the passenger ship Bremen, and they were again launching an economic boycott against Germany. In Germany itself their provocative behavior increasingly caused complaints from all sides. Hitler thus set the background. Then he came to his main point: “To prevent this behavior from leading to quite determined defensive action on the part of the outraged population, the extent of which cannot be foreseen, the only alternative would be a legislative solution to the problem… However, should this hope prove false and intra-German and international Jewish agitation proceed, a new evaluation of the situation would have to take place.”20 He then asked the Reichstag to adopt the three laws that Göring was about to read.


The first law, the Reich flag law, proclaimed that henceforth black, red, and white were the national colors and that the swastika flag was the national flag. The second, the citizenship law, established the fundamental distinction between “citizens of the Reich,” who were entitled to full political and civil rights, and “subjects,” who were now deprived of those rights. Only those of German or related blood could be citizens. Thus, from that moment on, in terms of their civil rights, the Jews had in fact a status similar to that of foreigners. The third, the Law for the Defense of German Blood and Honor, forbade marriages and extramarital relations between Jews and citizens of German or kindred blood. Marriages contracted in disregard of the law, even those contracted outside Germany, were considered invalid. Jews were not allowed to employ in their



households female German citizens under forty-five years of age. Finally Jews were forbidden to hoist the German flag (an offense against German honor) but were allowed to fly their own colors.


The preamble to the third law revealed all its implications: “Fully aware that the purity of German blood is the condition for the survival of the German Volk, and animated by the unwavering will to secure the German nation forever, the Reichstag has unanimously decided upon the following, which is thereby proclaimed.”21 This was immediately followed by paragraph one: “Marriages between Jews and citizens of German and related blood are forbidden.” The relation of the preamble to the text of the law reflected the extent of the racial peril represented by the Jew.


Much debate has arisen regarding the origins of the Nuremberg laws: Were they the result of a haphazard decision or of a general plan aiming at the step-by-step exclusion of the Jews from German society and ultimately from the territory of the Reich? Depending on the view one takes, Hitler’s mode of decision making, in both Jewish and other matters, can be interpreted in different ways.


The idea of a new citizenship law had been on Hitler’s mind from the outset of his regime. In July 1933 an Advisory Committee for Population and Race Policy at the Ministry of the Interior started work on draft proposals for a law designed to exclude the Jews from full citizenship rights. From the beginning of 1935 the signs pointing to such forthcoming changes multiplied. Allusions to them were made by various German leaders—Frick, Goebbels, and Schacht—during the spring and summer months of that year; the foreign press, particularly the London Jewish Chronicle and the New York Times, published similar information, and, according to Gestapo reports, German Jewish leaders such as Rabbi Joachim Prinz were openly speaking about a new citizenship law that



would turn the Jews into “subjects”; their information was precise indeed.


Simultaneously, as has also been seen, mixed marriages were encountering increasing obstruction in the courts, to such an extent that, in July, Frick announced the formulation of new laws in this domain as well. In the same month the Justice Ministry submitted a proposal for the interdiction of marriages between Jews and Germans. From then on the issue was the object of ongoing interministerial consultations. Thus, whatever the immediate reason for Hitler’s decision may have been, both the issue of citizenship and that of mixed marriages were being discussed in great detail at the civil service level and within the party, and various signs indicated that new legislation was imminent.


In his opening address of September 11 at the Nuremberg party congress, Hitler warned that the struggle against the internal enemies of the nation would not be thwarted by failings of the bureaucracy: The will of the nation—that is, the party—would, if necessary, take over in case of bureaucratic deficiency. It was in these very terms that Hitler ended his September 15 closing speech by addressing the solution of the Jewish problem. Thus it seems that the basic motive for pressing forward with anti-Jewish legislation was to deal with the specific internal political climate already alluded to.


In the precarious balance that existed between the party on the one hand and the state administration and the Reichswehr on the other, Hitler had in 1934 favored the state apparatus by decapitating the SA. Moreover, at the beginning of 1935, when tension arose between the Reichswehr and the SS, Hitler “warned the party against encroachments on the army and called the Reichswehr ‘the sole bearer of arms.’”22 In the fall of 1935, however, it was time to lean the other way, especially since discontent was growing within the lower party ranks. In short the Nuremberg laws were to serve notice to



all that the role of the party was far from over—quite the contrary. Thus, the mass of party members would be assuaged, individual acts of violence against Jews would be stopped by the establishment of clear “legal” guidelines, and political activism would be channeled toward well-defined goals. The summoning of the Reichstag and the diplomatic corps to the party congress was meant as an homage to the party on the occasion of its most important yearly celebration, irrespective of whether the major declaration was to be on foreign policy, on the German flag, or on the Jewish issue. The preliminary work on the Jewish legislation had been completed, and Hitler could easily switch to preparation of the final decrees at the very last moment.


On the evening of September 13 Hitler summoned from Berlin to Nuremberg two “race specialists” from the Interior Ministry. There the two were ordered to prepare a law dealing with marriage and extramarital relations between Jews and Aryans, and with the employment of Aryan female help in Jewish families. The next day Hitler demanded a citizenship law broad enough to underpin the more specifically racial-biological anti-Jewish legislation. The party and particularly such individuals as Gerhardt Wagner, the Reich physicians’ leader, insisted on the most comprehensive definition of the Jew, one that would have equated even “quarter Jews” with full Jews. The Nazi leader himself demanded four versions of the law, ranging from the least (version D) to the most inclusive (version A). Hitler chose version D. But in a typical move that canceled this apparent “moderation” and left the door open for further extensions in the scope of the laws, he crossed out a decisive sentence introduced into the text by the two specialists: “These laws are applicable to full Jews only.”23 That sentence was meant to exclude Mischlinge (mixed breeds) from the legislation; now their fate also hung in the balance.


There is a plausible reason why, if Hitler was planning to



announce the laws at the Nuremberg party congress, he waited until the very last moment to have the final versions drafted: His method was one of sudden blows meant to keep his opponents off balance, to confront them with faits accomplis that made forceful reactions almost impossible if a major crisis was to be avoided. Had the anti-Jewish legislation been drafted weeks before the congress, technical objections from the state bureaucracy could have hampered the process. Surprise was of the essence.


During the days and weeks following Nuremberg, party radicals close to the Wagner line exerted considerable pressure to reintroduce their demands regarding the status of Mischlinge into the supplementary decrees to the two main Nuremberg laws. Hitler himself was to announce the ruling on “Mischlinge of the first degree” at a closed party meeting scheduled for September 29 in Munich. The meeting did take place, but Hitler postponed the announcement of his decision. Early in the debate both sides agreed that three-quarter Jews were to be considered Jews, and that one-quarter Jews were Mischlinge. The entire confrontation focused on the status of the half-Jews (two Jewish grandparents). Whereas the party wanted to include the half-Jews in the category of Jews, the ministry insisted on integrating them into the Mischlinge category. The final decision, made by Hitler, was much closer to the demands of the ministry than to that of the party. Half-Jews were Mischlinge: Only as a result of their personal choice, either by selecting a Jewish spouse or joining the Jewish religious community, did they become Jews.


The supplementary decrees were finally published on November 14. The first defined as Jewish all persons who had at least three full Jewish grandparents, or who had two Jewish grandparents and were married to a Jewish spouse or belonged to the Jewish religion at the time of the law’s publication, or who entered into such commitments at a later date.



From November 14 on, the civil rights of Jews were canceled, their voting rights abolished; Jewish civil servants who had kept their positions owing to their veteran or veteran-related status were forced into retirement. On December 21 a second supplementary decree ordered the dismissal of Jewish professors, teachers, physicians, lawyers, and notaries who were state employees and had been granted exemptions.


The various categories of forbidden marriages were spelled out in the first supplementary decree to the Law for the Defense of German Blood and Honor: between a Jew and a Mischling with one Jewish grandparent; between a Mischling and another, each with one Jewish grandparent; and between a Mischling with two Jewish grandparents and a German. Mischlinge of the first degree (two Jewish grandparents) could marry Jews—and thereby become Jews—or marry one another, on the assumption that such couples usually chose to remain childless, as indicated by the empirical material collected by Hans F. K. Günther. Finally, female citizens of German blood employed in a Jewish household at the time of the law’s publication could continue their work only if they had turned forty-five by December 31, 1935.


In a circular addressed to all relevant party agencies on December 2, Hess restated the main instructions of the November 14 supplementary decree to explain the intention behind the marriage regulations that applied to both kinds of Mischlinge: “The Jewish Mischlinge, that is, the quarter and half-Jews, are treated differently in the marriage legislation. The regulations are based on the fact that the mixed race of the German-Jewish Mischlinge is undesirable under any circumstances—both in terms of blood and politically—and that it must disappear as soon as possible.” According to Hess the law ensured that “either in the present or in the next generation, the German-Jewish Mischlinge would belong either to the Jewish group or to that of the German citizens.” By being allowed to marry only



full-blooded German spouses, the quarter Jews would become Germans and, as Hess put it, “the hereditary racial potential of a nation of 65 million would not be changed or damaged by the absorption of 100,000 quarter Jews.” The deputy führer’s explanations regarding the half-Jews were somewhat more convoluted, as there was no absolute prohibition of their marrying Germans or quarter Jews, if they received the approval of the deputy führer. Hess recognized that this aspect of the legislation went against the wishes of the party, declaring laconically that the decision had been taken “for political reasons.”24


To how many people did the Nuremberg laws apply? According to statistics produced by the Ministry of the Interior on April 3, 1935, living in Germany at the time were some 750,000 Mischlinge of the first and second degree. Apart from the Mischlinge, the document also listed 475,000 full Jews belonging to the Jewish religion and 300,000 full Jews not belonging to it, which made a total of approximately 1.5 million, or 2.3 percent of the population of Germany. In his circular Rudolf Hess estimated the overall number of Mischlinge at 300,000. This number was also an exaggeration. Recent studies have set the number of Mischlinge at the time of the decrees at about 200,000.


Two laws directed against individuals and groups other than Jews followed the September laws. The first of these was the October 18, 1935, Law for the Protection of the Hereditary Health of the German People, which aimed at registering “alien races” or racially “less valuable” groups and imposed the obligation of a marriage license certifying that the partners were (racially) “fit to marry.”25 This law was reinforced by the first supplementary decree to the Law for the Protection of German Blood and Honor of November 14, which also forbade Germans to marry or have sexual relations with persons of “alien blood” other than Jews. Twelve days later a circular from the Ministry of the Interior was more specific: Those referred to were “Gypsies, Negroes, and their bastards.”26




Proof that one was not of Jewish origin or did not belong to any “less valuable” group became essential for a normal existence in the Third Reich. And the requirements were especially stringent for anyone aspiring to join or to remain in a state or party agency. Even the higher strata of the civil service, the party, and the army could not escape racial investigation.


Did public opinion fall further into step with the anti-Jewish policies of the regime after the passage of the Nuremberg Laws? According to the Israeli historian David Bankier, a majority of Germans acquiesced in the laws; people in various cities and areas of the Reich seemed to have been particularly satisfied with the Law for the Protection of German Blood and Honor, on the assumption that enforcement of the law would put an end to the anti-Jewish terror of the previous months. Tranquillity would return, and with it the good name of Germany in the eyes of the world. People believed that under the new laws the relation to Jewry in Germany was now clearly defined: “Jewry is converted into a national minority and gets through state protection the possibility to develop its own cultural and national life.”27


For the party radicals the laws were a clear victory of the party over the state bureaucracy, but many considered the new decrees to be “too mild.” The Dortmund Nazis, for instance, regarded the fact that the Jews could still use their own symbols as too much of a concession. Some activists hoped that the Jews would offer new pretexts for action, others simply demanded that the scope of some of the measures be extended: that, for example, no German female of any age should be allowed to work in a Jewish (or mixed-marriage) family—or even in the household of a single Jewish woman.


The laws were sharply criticized in opposition circles, mainly among the (now underground) Communists. Some Communist leaflets denounced the Nazis’ demagogic use of anti-Semitism and demanded a united opposition front; others



demanded the freeing of political prisoners and the cessation of anti-Jewish measures. According to Bankier, however, Communist material at the time, despite its protests against the Nuremberg laws, continued to reiterate such longtime standard assertions as: “Only poor workers were arrested for race defilement, while rich Jews were not touched by the Nazis,” and, “There were no racial principles behind the ban on keeping maids under forty-five years of age; rather, the clause was simply an excuse for firing thousands of women from their jobs.”28


The churches kept their distance, except for the strongly Catholic district of Aachen and some protests by Evangelical pastors, for instance in Speyer. The Evangelical Church was put to the test when the Prussian Confessing Synod met in Berlin at the end of September 1935: A declaration expressing concern for both baptized and unbaptized Jews was discussed and rejected, but so was too explicit an expression of support for the state. The declaration that was finally agreed on merely reaffirmed the sanctity of baptism, which led Niemöller to express his misgivings about its failure to take any account of the postbaptismal fate of baptized Jews.
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