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CLARK UNIVERSITY  
 

HIST / HGS 237 / 337 
 

The Holocaust Perpetrators  
 

Spring 2011  
 
 

 
 
Professor Thomas Kühne  
Time: Tuesday, 2:50-5:50 pm, Place: Strassler Center, Cohen-Lasry 
House 
Office Hours: Tuesday 12:30-1:00 pm Jeff 316; Tuesday 1:00-1:30 
pm Strassler Center 2nd fl; and by appointment 
Phone: (508) 793-7523, email: tkuehne@clarku.edu 
 
 
Description 
 
This course explores how, and why, Germans and other Central 
European societies committed the Holocaust. We will be looking at 
desktop perpetrators such as Adolf Eichmann, at medical doctors who 
used Jews for their inhuman experiments, at the concentration camp 
guards, and at the death squads (Einsatzgruppen) as the hard core of 
the SS elite. Furthermore, we will investigate the actions, ideologies, 
and emotions of “ordinary” Germans who served in Police battalions 
and in the drafted army, of women who served as camp guards and in 
the occupational regime, and also on non-German collaborators. The 
course investigates the interrelation of individual and biographical 
backgrounds, of mental and ideological orientations, and of social and 
institutional arrangements to answer why “normal” humans became 
mass murderers?  
 
 
Requirements 
 
The course will be taught in the spirit of a tutorial: once you decided to 
take the class, you are expected to stick to it, come to the sessions 
and be well prepared.  
 

n In order to facilitate informed discussion, you are required to 
write a short paper of one to two pages in conjunction with the 
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assigned books and essays to each session. The papers are due 
in class and must be handed in to the instructor at its beginning.   

n Second, each student takes minutes of one session and presents 
them at the beginning of the following session. The minutes 
summarize the contents of our discussion, its findings and 
controversies in a readable, well organized and non-partisan 
way. Please type them out and provide photocopies for the class.  

n Finally, a research paper of 12 pages (text; excluding title and 
bibliography; double spaced) on one of the session topics (or a 
topic of your choice, after approval by the instructor) is due at 
the last class of the semester. If you are not familiar with how to 
write and submit such a paper, you may wish to consult books 
like J. R. Benjamin, A Student’s Guide to History (10th ed., 
Boston, 2007) or Ch. Lipson, How to Write a BA Thesis (Chicago, 
2005). They offer valuable assistance, not least regarding the 
formal shape of your paper.  The research paper should be 
based on additional sources (articles and books) to be searched 
via bibliographies like Historical Abstracts and journals like 
Holocaust and Genocide Studies, which are available at Goddard 
or Rose Libraries. It is also a good idea to consult published 
reviews of the major book(s) your paper is based ob; you will 
find them through JSTOR, Muse, and various other internet 
resources. 

 
 
Grading and practical arrangements 
 
The maximum of 100 points can be achieved by 
- a maximum of 5 points for each short paper  (50 in total). Only 

the ten best papers will count for your grade. Three points are 
granted if the paper demonstrates sufficient familiarity with the 
reading; two points for the content and its originality, the 
organization and the writing style. Late papers cannot receive 
more than 2 points  

- a maximum of 30 points for the final paper (15 points for the 
content, 4 points for the range of consulted literature, 4 for the 
writing style, 4 for the organization, 3 for quotation and citation 
style). Think about the topic of your paper and discuss it with 
the instructor before the Thanksgiving recess.  

- a maximum of 10 points for the protocol (5 points for content, 5 
points for organization) 

- a maximum of 10 points for continuous participation in class 
discussion. 
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You are supposed to attend class on a regularly basis. One absence 
will not inflict your grade. (You still have to submit the related paper). 
Further absences without sufficient documentation will result in a 
deduction of five points each.  
 
100-95 points=A, 94-90 points=A-, 89-85 points=B+, 84-80=B, 79-75 
points=B-, etc. 
 
All readings are to be completed on the day assigned, before you come 
to class. Please bring both the readings and the notes you take from 
the readings to class in order to follow and participate in class 
discussions. 

Apart from inquiring in the perpetrators of the Holocaust, this course 
serves to introduce students more generally in techniques of historical 
scholarship and in practices of academic communication. Great 
importance is attached to skills of analyzing both primary and 
secondary sources critically. The required readings are carefully 
chosen. However, none of them should be mistaken as comprising a 
final truth but rather be considered as one of many options to look at a 
certain topic. Thus, try to understand the basic assumptions, the main 
arguments, and the limitations of the texts you read. Critique is the oil 
of knowledge. In class, you are invited to speak up and to articulate 
your thoughts and ideas, whether or not they comply with those of 
your classmates and the professor.  

Checking emails on a regular basis and staying connected with friends 
and the rest of the world is very important. Do not do it in class, 
though. Laptops, cell phones, iPods, iPads, gameboys, DVD players 
and other electronic devices are inclined to distract you or others from 
class discussions. They are to be switched off during class.  

 
Required Texts (purchase recommended) 
 
- Rudolf Hoess, Commandant of Auschwitz (London, 2000)   
- David Cesarani, Becoming Eichmann. Rethinking the Life, 

Crimes, and Trial of a “Desk Murderer” (Cambridge, Mass., 
2006) 

- Edward B. Westermann, Hitler’s Police Battalions. Enforcing 
Racial War in the East (Lawrence, Kansas, 2005). 

- Michael Wildt, An Uncompromising Generation. The Nazi 
Leadership of the Reich Security Main Office (Madison, 2010). 

- Thomas Kühne, Belonging and Genocide. Hitler’s Community, 
1918-1945 (New Haven, 2010).   
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- Robert Jay Lifton, Nazi Doctors. Medical Killing and the 
Psychology of Genocide (New York, 2000), also online 
http://www.mazal.org/Lifton/LiftonF03.htm 

- Jan T. Gross, Neighbors. The Destruction of the Jewish 
Community in Jedwabne, Poland (Princeton, 2001)  

- Wolfgang Sofsky, The Order of Terror. The Concentration Camp 
(Princeton, 1997) 

 
All other required texts are available online or will be provided as 
photocopies.  
 
 
Further Reading (available in Goddard or Rose Libraries or via 
Interlibrary Loan) 
 
- Yehuda Bauer, Rethinking the Holocaust (New Haven, 2002). 
- Deborah Dwork & Robert Jan van Pelt, Holocaust. A History (New 

York 2002).  
- Saul Friedländer, The Years of Extermination. Nazi Germany and 

the Jews, 1939-1945 (New York, 2007). 
- Ervin Staub, The Roots of Evil. The Origins of Genocide and other 

Group Violence (Cambridge, UK, 1989). 
- Christopher Browning, Ordinary Men. Reserve Police Battalion 

101 and the Final Solution in Poland (New York, 1992). 
- James Waller, Becoming Evil. How Ordinary People Commit 

Genocide and Mass Killing (Oxford, 2002).  
- Understanding Genocide. The Social Psychology of the Holocaust, 

ed. Leonard S. Newman & Ralph Erber (Oxford, 2002). 
- Philip Zimbardo, The Lucifer Effect. Understanding How Good 

People Turn Evil (New York, 2007).  
- Omer Bartov, Hitler’s Army, Soldiers, Nazis, and War in the Third 

Reich (New York, 1992). 
- Ben Shepherd, War in the Wild East. The German Army and 

Soviet Partisans (Cambridge, Mass., 2004). 
- Martin Dean, Collaboration in the Holocaust. Crimes of the Local 

Police in Belorussia and Ukraine, 1941-1944 (New York, 2000).  
 
 
Schedule  
 
 
1st Session, Aug 30 
Introduction  
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2nd Session, Sept 6 
The Commandant of Auschwitz: Model Nazi or Small Cog? 
Required reading: Rudolf Hoess, Commandant of Auschwitz (London, 
2000).  
Paper: note three questions you would like to ask the “commandant of 
Auschwitz” if you had a chance to face him in court or during the 
interrogations – as prosecutor, as his defense counsel, and as an 
investigator.   
 
 
3rd Session, Sept 13 
The Planner of the Final Solution: Anti-Semite or Bureaucrat?  
Required reading:  David Cesarani, Becoming Eichmann. Rethinking 
the Life, Crimes, and Trial of a “Desk Murderer” (Cambridge, Mass., 
2006).   
Paper: note three questions you would like to have discussed in class 
and provide some ideas on possible answers. 
 
 
4th Session, Sept 20 
The Death Squads I: Ordinary Men or Ordinary Germans?  
Required reading: and selections from Christopher Browning, Ordinary 
Men. Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland 
(New York, 1992), and from Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, Hitler’s Willing 
Executioners. Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust (New York, 1996).  
Paper: Situation and disposition – how do they matter?  
 
 
5th Session, Sept 27  
The Death Squads II: Institutional Culture and Mass Murder 
Required reading: Edward B. Westermann, Hitler’s Police Battalions. 
Enforcing Racial War in the East (Lawrence, 2005). 
Paper: compare Westermann’s approach to those of Browning and 
Goldhagen and elaborate on its pros and cons.  
 
6th Session, Oct 4 
Ordinary Soldiers: Military Professionalism versus Racial 
Fanaticism 
Required readings: Omer Bartov, “Daily Life and Motivation in War: 
The Wehrmacht in the Soviet Union’,” Journal of Strategic Studies 12 
(1989), 200-214; Mark Mazower, “Military Violence and National 
Socialist Values: The ‘Wehrmacht’ in Greece 1941-1944”, Past and 
Present 134 (1992), 129-158 (JSTOR); Ben Shepherd, 
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“’Unprecedented, merciless and unrelenting harshness.’ Fanaticism 
and brutalization in Wehrmacht anti- partisan warfare in the Soviet 
Union,” in Fanaticism and Conflict in the Modern Age, ed. Matthew 
Huges and Gaynor Johnson (London, 2005), 63-80; excerpts from 
Willy Peter Reese, A Stranger to Myself. The Inhumanity of War: 
Russia, 1941-1944 (New York, 2005). 
Paper: summarize the major argument of each of the three articles 
(Bartov, Mazower, Shepherd) by referring to Reese’s memoir. 
 
 
7th Session, Oct 18 
The Entire Picture I: Collective Identity through Genocide? 
Required Reading: Thomas Kühne, Belonging and Genocide. Hitler’s 
Community, 1918-1945 (New Haven, 2010).   
Paper: three issues you want to have discussed in class; think about 
possible answers. 
 
This class is combined with a public event:  
Discussion on Belonging and Genocide. Hitler’s Community, 
1918-1945 
Professors Wendy Lower (University of Munich, Germany), Volker R. 
Berghahn (Columbia University), and Alex Alvarez (Northern Arizona 
University) will review Kühne’s book about community building 
through shared participation in mass violence.  
Strassler Center for Holocaust and Genocide Studies, Rose Library, 3-6 
pm. 
  
 
8th Session, Oct 25  
Einsatzgruppen Leaders: Cool Executers or Fanatic Murderers?  
Required Reading: Michael Wildt, An Uncompromising Generation. The 
Nazi Leadership of the Reich Security Main Office (Madison, 2010). 
Paper: response paper, topic of your choice. 
 
 
9th Session, Nov 1 
Auschwitz Doctors: Hippocratic Oath versus Racist Ideology 
Required reading: Robert Jay Lifton, Nazi Doctors. Medical Killing and 
the Psychology of Genocide (New York 2000).  
Paper: “Lifton’s Concept of ‘Doubling’ – Pros and Cons.”  
Selections of the documentary movie Nazi Medicine to be watched in 
class. 
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10th Session, Nov 8 
Aryan Women: Emancipation through Terror? 
Required reading: Elizabeth Harvey, “’We Forgot all Jews and Poles’. 
German Women and the ‘Ethnic Struggle’ in Nazi-Occupied Poland,” 
Contemporary European History 10 (2001), 447-61; Susanne Heschel, 
“Does Atrocity Have a Gender? Feminist Interpretations of Women in 
the SS”, in: J. M. Diefendorf (ed.), Lessons and Legacies VI. New 
Currents in Holocaust Research (Evanston, Ill. 2004), 300-321; Daniel 
P. Brown, The Beautiful Beast. The Life & Crimes of SS-Aufseherin 
Irma Grese (Ventura, Calif., 1996), ch. IV;  
Paper: determine, and elaborate on, different degrees of female 
perpetratorship. 
 
 
 
11th Session, Nov 15 
Non-German Perpetrators: From Neighborhood to Collaboration 
Required reading: Jan T. Gross, Neighbors. The Destruction of the 
Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Poland (Princeton, 2001), and Darius 
Stola, "Jedwabne: Revisiting the evidence and nature of the crime", 
Holocaust and Genocide Studies 17 (2003), 139-52. 
Paper: three questions for Jan Gross if you had a chance to ask him in 
class. 
 
 
SPECIAL EVENT (attendance highly recommended): 
Wednesday, Nov 16, 4-6 pm, Rose Library, Strassler Center 
Guest Lecture by Professor Mark Roseman, Indiana University:  
“The murderers from next door. German Jews and German 
perpetrators.” 
 
 
12th Session, Nov 22  
The Judenrate – Perpetrators, Accomplices, or Victims?   
Required reading: Primo Levi, The Drowned and the Saved (New York 
1989), excerpts; Leni Yahil, The Holocaust. The Fate of European 
Jewry, 1932-1945 (New York, 1990), 198-224; Yehuda Bauer, 
Rethinking the Holocaust (New Haven, 2002), ch. 7; Raoul Hilberg, 
Perpetrators, Victims, Bystanders. The Jewish Catastrophe 1933-1945 
(New York, 1993), ch. 9; Dan Michman, Holocaust Historiography. A 
Jewish Perspective  (London, 2003), part IV.  
Paper: response paper, topic of your choice. 
Movie on the Lodz Ghetto to be watched and discussed in class. 
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13th Session, Nov 29: 
The Entire Picture III: Social Ordering through Violence? 
Required reading: Wolfgang Sofsky, The Order of Terror. The 
Concentration Camp (Princeton, 1997).   
Paper: note three questions related to the reading you would like to 
have discussed in class and provide some ideas on possible answers. 
 
 
14th Session, Dec 6: 
Conclusion 
Summary of the seminar and discussion of final papers. No reading, no 
response paper, but final paper including a short outline as basis for an 
oral presentation of ten minutes Provide photocopies of the outline 
(not of the entire paper) for the class and be ready to summarize your 
paper orally within ten minutes.  
 


