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PETER LONGERICH, Politik der Vernichtung: Eine Gesamtdarstellung
der nationalsozialistischen Judenverfolgung (Munich and Zurich: Piper,
1998), 772 pp. ISBN 3 492 03755 0. DM 78.00

Peter Longerich’s Politik der Vernichtung is the first comprehensive
overview of the decision- and policy-making process behind the Nazi
persecution of the Jews to be written since the opening of the east
European archives. Longerich has also made good use of a wealth of
specialized studies that have appeared in recent years. The result is a
milestone in Holocaust scholarship that both sums up the current
state of research and contributes in important ways to the current
debates over interpretation. 

In the first part of the book, Longerich does not break with the
general approach found in the pioneering work (now thirty years old
but still impressive) of Karl Schleunes and Uwe Dietrich Adam in
outlining the three stages or phases of Nazi persecution in the pre-
war period. But Longerich’s synthesis and interpretation adds three
important elements. First, he integrates new documentation, espe -
cially that of the Reich Security Main Office (RSHA) found in the
Moscow Special Archives relating to the ‘Jewish desk’ of Heydrich’s
Security Service (SD). Second, building on the work of Otto Dov
Kulka, Ian Kershaw, and David Bankier, Longerich conducts his own
exhaustive research on the documentary materials (both the police
and Sopade reports) relating to mood and opinion of the German
public. Longerich then carefully sets each stage of policy-making in
the wider context of German popular opinion. In doing so, he recog-
nizes the problematic nature of this evidence. He argues that merely
pragmatic arguments and complaints must not be taken simply at
face value but, within the context of a repressive dictatorship, should
be seen at least in part as expressing deeper discontents with the
morality of Nazi persecution as well. Thirdly, Longerich traces the
brutal and violent behaviour, both spontaneous and instigated, of
Nazi anti-Semitic activists in exerting continuous pressure for radi -
calization. With an apt selection of telling examples, Longerich skil -
fully portrays the frightening ethos and impact of Nazi fanaticism.

Longerich’s overall conclusions about this period are similar in
many ways to those reached by Saul Friedländer in his book Nazi
Germany and the Jews: The Years of Persecution, published just one year
earlier. Anti-Semitism was a driving ideological priority for Hitler
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and the Nazis, who could not consider their conquest of German
society complete without imposing a racial revolution. Though
Longerich does not place the same emphasis on the complicity of the
German conservative élites and churches as does Friedländer, both
conclude that Hitler and the Nazis pushed through their agenda in a
society characterized more by ‘indifference’ and ‘passive acceptance’
than by rabid anti-Semitism.

For the crucial 1939 to 1942 period Longerich argues on the one
hand for a periodization based on four ‘stages of escalation’ and on
the other hand for a ‘triangular’ decision-making process. For
Longerich the autumn of 1939 was the ‘decisive caesura’, when Juden-
politik was first transformed into  Vernichtungspolitik. ‘What the
regime undertook from 1941 on was nothing more than the con -
cretization and realization of the destruction already aimed for in
1939’ (p. 579), he argues. The last of his ‘stages of escalation’ comes in
the spring of 1942, when a cluster of decisions (to murder German
Jews deported to Lodz, Lublin, and Minsk; to clear the Polish ghettos
of all but a remnant of work Jews; and to deport whole families from
Slovakia and western Europe, with the bulk of the deportees killed
immediately upon arrival after selection on the ramp) cast Nazi
Vernichtungspolitik in the form of the ‘Final Solution’ as we now
understand it. The other two stages or turning points that receive
considerable emphasis in the existing scholarly literature (summer
and autumn 1941) are in turn somewhat downplayed by Longerich.

I welcome Longerich’s emphasis on the destructive continuity of
Nazi policies since 1939, though I think useful distinctions can still be
made between ‘ethnic cleansing’, genocide, and the Final Solution. I
also welcome his portrayal of the decision-making process as pro -
longed and incremental, and his extension of this decision-making
process into 1942. In one respect, of course, I disagree with Longer -
ich, in that I place greater emphasis on the autumn of 1941 as the
point at which the Nazi leadership committed itself to a goal of total
destruction. Longerich uses careful language, noting that at this point
no decision had been taken for the ‘immediate mass murder of all
European Jews’ and that there was as yet no ‘programme or plan for
systematic destruction’ as opposed to the ‘climate for the develop -
ment of such a plan or programme’ (p. 448). In my opinion, with
these careful qualifications, Longerich avoids the key question,
namely: when was it clear to Hitler, Himmler, and Heydrich that

74

Book Reviews



their ultimate goal was the mass murder of every last Jew in the
German grasp? Indeed, many important decisions remained to be
taken concerning how, when, where, at what rate, and with what
temporary exceptions the task was to be accomplished, but I think
the Nazi regime had effectively ‘crossed the Rubicon’ in the autumn
of 1941.

In trying to articulate the dynamics of how Nazi Jewish policy
developed, Longerich correctly rejects a simple, linear, ‘top-down’
model of decision-order-implementation in favour of a triangular
model of vaguely worded orders or exhortations requiring intuitive
comprehension according to the political climate, personal initiative
of local authorities who possessed considerable latitude, and subse -
quent formulation into uniform policy by higher echelons. The result
was a dialectical interaction between central and local authorities that
produced mutual radicalization. Here I think Longerich has struck a
reasonable balance between too great emphasis on decisions taken at
and orders disseminated from the centre on the one hand, and too
great emphasis on the improvisations and initiatives of go-getters on
the periphery on the other. And Himmler, the peripatetic intermedi -
ary between centre and periphery, receives his due.

In sum, Longerich has written an important book characterized
by deep research, important contributions to the scholarly debate,
and reasoned conclusions that eschew sensationalism and exude
commonsense. It is one of the essential books in the field.

CHRISTOPHER R. BROWNING is Frank Porter Graham Professor of
History at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He is the
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