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“The Genesis of Nazi Policy: Structure and Decision-Making Process: 
New Research on the National Socialist System of Rule.” 
 

Conference at the University of Florida, Gainesville, April 9–12, 1998. Conveners: 
Geoffrey Giles and Eberhard Jäckel. 

The University of Florida in Gainesville in conjunction with the GHI hosted 

an international conference on ‖The Genesis of Nazi Policy‖ The conference 

was co-sponsored by the Office of Research, Technology, and Graduate 

Education, the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, the Department of 

History, the Center for Jewish Studies, and the Center for Modern German 

Studies—all at the University of Florida. The activities began with a 

reception on the evening of April 9 and concluded with an excursion to 

historic St. Augustine—the oldest continually inhabited settlement in the 

United States—on Florida‘s Atlantic coast. A highlight of the gathering was 

the address by Vice Provost David Colburn, who welcomed back Prof. 

Jäckel to the Gainesville campus for the first time since 1952-3, when Jäckel 

was a Fulbright exchange student. Prof. Giles later presented his co-

convener with a copy of the school's 1953 yearbook, which contained a 

photograph of ―Foreign Students,‖ including a very young Eberhard Jäckel, 

detraining at the station on their arrival in Gainesville. 

The purpose of the conference was to gather historians from Germany and 

the United States to discuss new research on the decision-making process of 

Nazi rule within Germany and in the occupied territories of western and 

eastern Europe. The conference also aimed at creating a setting for senior 

and junior scholars to discuss how recent discoveries fit into the existing 

scholarship on National Socialism. The format was similar to previous GHI 

conferences in that the papers were circulated beforehand and emphasis was 

placed on discussion. As a result, the speakers were limited to short 

presentations of 10-15 minutes. These were followed by a brief comment. 

This structure fostered a more conversational and less formal atmosphere 

that carried over from the first session to the final one. 
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As Jäckel phrased it in his opening remarks, the question most pertinent 

was: How were decisions made under National Socialism, especially once 

World War II started? Also: How and by whom were intentions to do 

something converted into action? What, especially, was the role of Adolf 

Hitler, who more than anyone else had long before 1933 formulated 

intentions that Germany would finally act on during the war, particularly 

with respect to the annihilation of the European Jews as well as the conquest 

of eastern Europe and the Soviet Union? Jäckel argued that it was not just 

any anti-Semitism or any expansionism we are talking about, but a specific 

anti-Semitism and a specific expansionism that should be the focus of our 

research. Furthermore, we need to pose the question: Were Hitler‘s 

intentions also the intentions of others? Finally, did certain processes 

develop over time or were they actively pursued? 

The first session included papers by Henry Friedlander (Brooklyn College 

of the City University of New York) and Robert Gellately (Huron College, 

University of Western Ontario). In his presentation ―Concerning the Extra-

Legal Decisions of the German State in the Nazi Era,‖ Friedlander urged 

participants to think about two sets of decisions in the process that led to 

mass killings and the Holocaust. The first are basic decisions about whether 

or not to act (Should we do it?). The second are implementation decisions 

(How do we do it? Can we get away with it?). Gellately then spoke about 

how ―War Revolutionizes the Revolution: Social Control and Terror on the 

Home Front in Hitler‘s Germany.‖ He discussed the period leading up to the 

outbreak of the war and how the Nazi police state became harsher and more 

invasive during this time. The need to suppress enemies in wartime and the 

opportunity to do so were both in play. The presenter also talked about what 

he called the ―völkisch theory of the police‖ and how the Nazis argued that 

their more brutal police practices not only were different but also were 

superior to those of the West. In his comments Alan E. Steinweis 

(University of Nebraska at Lincoln) underscored what he saw in both papers 

as the central role of Adolf Hitler, the importance of the institutional 

framework for the implementation of decisions, and the importance of 1939 

as a watershed year in this process. 

The second session was moderated by Peter Hayes (Northwestern 

University). Andreas Wirsching (University of Tübingen) presented 
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his research on ―Kommunalpolitische ‗Polykratie‘und  Judenverfolgung in 

Deutschland 1933-1939‖ (Nazi ―Polycracy‖ and the Persecution of the Jews 

in Germany, 1933-9). He divided his presentation into three main areas: the 

competitive and redundant nature of Nazi rule (―polycracy‖); the nature of 

administrative practice and bureaucracy; and the withdrawal of Jews‘ civil 

rights. Wirsching stressed that the localities enjoyed a large degree of 

independence and that anti-Jewish policies should be seen as a dialectical 

process developing between different levels and centers of power within the 

Nazi state. For the implementation of Nazi policy and for understanding the 

issue of motivation, the local level was crucial and yet has been inadequately 

researched to date. The second paper was presented by Stefan Kley 

(University of Stuttgart) on ―Ribbentrop und die Entfesselung des Zweiten 

Weltkriegs‖ (Ribbentrop and the Unleashing of World War II). In his talk, 

he asserted that foreign policy is intelligible only in connection with 

domestic policy, that Hitler was involved in practically every decision, and 

that Ribbentrop was a good assistant but did not always see eye-to-eye with 

his boss. In his comments, Gerhard L. Weinberg (University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill) applauded Wirsching‘s work on localities and also 

emphasized that it was a two-way street: just as localities were being 

deprived of their autonomy under National Socialism, they were also 

developing their own ideas. He used the example of the various directives to 

boycott Jewish businesses: The impetus came from above but was 

implemented and elaborated on at the local level. 

The third and final session of the first day was moderated by Jäckel. The 

first presenter, Magnus Brechtken (University of Munich) summarized his 

paper ―Zwischen Rassenideologie and Machtpragmatismus: Zerstreuende 

Auswanderung, Territorialfrage and die Entwicklung des ‗Endlösung‘-

Begriffs (1933-1940)‖ (Between Race Ideology and Pragmatic Power 

Politics: Diaspora, the Territorial Question, and the Development of the 

Term ―Final Solution‖). Brechtken highlighted important steps in the history 

of the term ―final solution‖ since the nineteenth century. He discussed the 

different schemes for a solution of the ―Jewish problem,‖ from forced 

emigration to Palestine to the Madagascar plan. Brechtken showed how the 

failure of all ―extraterritorial‖ and ―territorial 
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solutions‖ led to genocide. He also illustrated how the different approaches 

taken by the Security Service of the SS (Sicherheitsdienst or SD), which 

looked for ―practical‖ answers, and the Foreign Office, which took a more 

ideological stance, contributed to a radicalization of Nazi anti Jewish 

policies. The second presenter, Peter Longerich (Royal Holloway College, 

University of London) spoke on ―Die Eskalation der NS- Judenverfolgung 

zur ‗Endlösung‘: Herbst 1939 bis Sommer 1942‖ (The Escalation of the 

Nazi Persecution of the Jews Toward the ―Final Solution‖: Fall 1939 to 

Summer 1942). Longerich urged the participants to avoid one-dimensional 

explanations that either describe the ―final solution‖ as a series of single 

decisions in reaction to certain ―necessities‖ on the ground or simply stress 

the preponderance of ideology. Rather, the genesis of the ―final solution‖ 

should be studied in the context of a number of long-term developments that 

led to a radicalization of Nazi ―Jewish policy‖ and for the purposes it served 

within the National Socialist system of rule. Distinguishing four stages of 

escalation of Nazi policy toward the Jews, Longerich saw a decisive moment 

in the transition from general persecution of the Jews to a basic decision on 

their destruction (Vernichtung) in the fall of 1939. In his commentary Peter 

Hayes submitted that both papers emphasized the processes that led to 

decisions, Brechtken from a more institutional viewpoint that described the 

active planning within the Foreign Office and the SD, Longerich from a 

structural perspective that stressed the tendency of policy makers to react to 

certain conditions. 

The fourth session, which opened the second day of the conference, was 

moderated by Jay Baird (Miami University of Ohio). Jonathan Petropoulos 

(Loyola College of Maryland) presented a paper on ―‗People Turned to 

Ashes, Their Property Did Not‘: Plundering and the Pursuit of Profit During 

the Holocaust.‖ Petropoulos argued that greed was an important motivating 

factor but does not explain everything. Although anti-Semitism must 

certainly be seen as the ultimate motive for the Holocaust, there are ancillary 

reasons that need to be explored. Also, greed played a different role for 

different groups of perpetrators, which Petropoulos categorized as policy 

makers (the leading Nazis), midlevel managers, and functionaries. By 

studying how policies from above intersected 
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with actions from below, including the widespread ignorance of the 

Führervorbehalt (the Führer‘s prerogative) with respect to the appropriation 

of art, the issue of greed also can help us understand the decision-making 

process. Thomas Sandkühler (University of Bielefeld) elaborated the 

question of how to synthesize the individual findings of regional research on 

Nazi policy in occupied Europe. He proposed a dynamic model of the roles 

of ―center‖ and ―periphery.‖ By comparing the anti-Jewish policy in the 

occupied Netherlands and that in the district of Galicia in Poland, 

Sandkühler acknowledged the importance of ideology in both cases. But he 

also highlighted differences by exploring various economic and personal 

factors leading toward vast differences in the implementation of the same 

policy. Peter Hayes, in his comment, urged the participants to distinguish 

more clearly between motives and impulses. Whereas economic arguments 

might have served as a rationalization for the murder of so many Jews, it 

certainly was not necessary to kill them in order to achieve specific 

economic and social goals. In a similar vein, Jäckel reminded the 

participants that exploring the motives of the perpetrators is not only the 

central question but also the most difficult one to answer. Clear definitions 

are necessary, he argued, in order to distinguish between what motivated 

perpetrators on different levels of the Nazi system and what were mere side 

effects of different goals. Friedlander was concerned about a recent, perhaps 

subconscious tendency to rationalize decisions that led to the Holocaust. It is 

important but insufficient to explore economic necessities. 

The fifth session was chaired by Bruce Pauley (University of Central 

Florida). Doris Bergen (University of Notre Dame) delivered a paper on 

"The Volksdeutschen and Their Neighbors: Nazi Race and Settlement 

Policies in Practice," and Ruth Bettina Birn (Canadian Department of 

justice) spoke on ―Sandberger‘s Experiment: The Security Police Forces 

and the Holocaust in Estonia.‖ Bergen was particularly interested in how 

impulses from the highest levels of the Nazi system interacted with 

decisions by midlevel managers as well as with initiatives taken by the 

ethnic Germans (Volksdeutsche) in the East. Whereas the center provided an 

ideological framework, general guidelines, and sometimes detailed 

instructions, the issue of Volksdeutsche resettlement also served as a 

rationalization within the 
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polycratic structure of the regime. At the same time, midlevel actions were 

crucial in shaping the outcome of Nazi policy, while the destructive potential 

of the initiatives taken by the Volksdeutsche themselves was substantial. 

Birn underscored the importance of local initiative and of non-German 

personnel for the implementation of occupation policies in eastern Europe. 

Although Estonia was unique with respect to the level of involvement of the 

indigenous population, Birn showed how local conditions shaped the 

outcome of the decisions made by the German occupiers. In his commentary 

Alan E. Steinweis reinforced those points by underscoring how different 

ideological predispositions, the circumstances created by the war, the 

number of people targeted for removal, and the social and economic 

conditions in different countries shaped occupation policies. 

The two afternoon sessions focused on the roles of Hitler, Himmler, and 

the Nazi elite in the decisions that led to the Holocaust. Participants also 

discussed the question raised earlier of whether and at what point in time 

Hitler had made and/or announced a decision for the ―final solution.‖ The 

first of these two sessions was chaired by Bruce Pauley, and the commentary 

was provided by Nathan Stoltzfus (Florida State University). Dieter Pohl 

(Institute of Contemporary History) explored Himmler‘s role. He 

characterized Himmler as a ―manager,‖ not as an ―architect,‖ of the 

Holocaust. According to Pohl, Himmler‘s main interest was the resettlement 

of ethnic Germans, which necessarily entailed the deportation of large 

groups of the indigenous population and their ultimate annihilation. Thus, it 

is no accident that settlement decisions coincided with the implementation of 

genocidal policies. Pohl observed that Hitler‘s role has again returned to the 

center of scholarly discussion. The re-Hitlerization of Nazi policy, however, 

has its limits. Furthermore, the decision to kill the Jews was not opposed to 

the war effort, as earlier studies have argued, rather, it represented a broad 

consensus within the Nazi elite, and it was seen as a precondition for 

winning the war. Hans Safrian (U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum) 

explored the cooperation between the German army and the SS after the 

German attack on the Soviet Union. Studying the crucial period between 

spring and fall 1941, when the anti-Jewish policies of the Third Reich 

entered a new phase, Safrian 
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argued that the SS depended on the support of the army and the civil 

administration for carrying out its policies. Frequently, the Wehrmacht took 

active steps that led to the murder of civilians, including women and 

children. 

The concluding session was chaired by Baird. Christian Gerlach 

(Technical University of Berlin) presented his work on ―Kriegsentwicklung, 

wirtschaftliche Intensivierung and zwei entscheidende Phasen auf dem Weg 

zum Völkermord: Herbst 1941 and Jahreswende 1941/42‖ (War, Economic 

Intensification, and Two Decisive Phases Toward Genocide: Fall 1941 and 

Winter 1941–2), and Christopher Browning (Pacific Lutheran University) 

talked about ―Hitler and the Final Solution: When Did He Decide?‖ Gerlach, 

like other participants, stressed the fact that in the eyes of the Nazi 

leadership the annihilation of European Jewry was a precondition for 

winning the war. Therefore, radical and violent anti-Semitism must be seen 

as a necessary but insufficient explanation for the Holocaust. Thus, the 

question should not be whether Nazi policies made either ideological or 

economic sense because they were meant to achieve both. Gerlach agreed 

with many other participants that a decisive turning point came in September 

1941 when Nazi planners began to realize that the war would have to be 

extended into 1942. This led to increased mortality first among Soviet 

POWs but also entailed an acceleration of murderous policies toward the 

Jews. The extent and speed of these anti-Jewish policies, however, was 

largely contingent on local or regional conditions. Thus, in the fall of 1941 

Nazi policy toward the Jews was transformed from a utopian resettlement 

and annihilation program to a short-term program of mass murder. Until the 

winter of 1941-2, Gerlach insisted, there was no fundamental decision by 

Hitler to kill all European Jews. This came only during December 1941, 

after the United States had entered the war. 

In his paper Browning focused on the timing of Hitler‘s decision to effect 

a ―final solution.‖ According to Browning, the issue of timing is of utmost 

importance for our understanding of the genesis of the Holocaust and the 

structure and functioning of the Nazi system. Browning rejected the claims 

of Gerlach and others who have argued for December 1941 as the date for 

Hitler‘s decision. Discussing the evidence in great detail, Browning argued 

that a 
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fundamental decision was made earlier, in October 1941. In his comments 

Weinberg raised a number of issues discussed in the two papers that became 

the focus of the subsequent discussion: The question of dating Hitler‘s 

decision and the interpretation of key documents, such as Hitler‘s 

conversations with foreign diplomats, Himmler‘s office diary, and 

Eichmann‘s testimony in Jerusalem. Weinberg cited evidence that pointed to 

a much earlier date, whereas Jäckel reminded the audience that what is at 

stake is, of course, only the question of whether and at what time Hitler 

announced such a decision. Friedlander underscored the point that economic 

factors provide reasons but not an ultimate motive. Longerich argued that 

any attempt to explain the Holocaust by just a single fateful decision would 

be futile and would downplay its complexity. That only limited answers are 

possible was the thrust of co-convener Jäckel‘s concluding remarks. He 

reminded the audience that there are still many open questions that need to 

be explored. 
 

Philipp Gassert  

Daniel S. Mattern 


