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MAGNUS BRECHTKEN, “Madagaskar für die Juden”: Antisemitische Idee
und politische Praxis 1885-1945, Studien zur Zeitgeschichte, 53 (Munich:
Oldenbourg, 1997), x + 336 pp. ISBN 3 486 56240 1. DM 88.00

It is typical – first we have to wait a long time for a particular historical
subject to be treated. The topic is ignored or marginalized, and then,
after the drought, comes the flood. While a number of essays on
Madagascar as a territorial ‘solution’ to the ‘Jewish question’ had
appeared (for example, Eugene Hevesi 1941, Leni Yahil 1974, and
Christopher Browning 1986 and 1990), in 1997 two extensive books on
the subject were published – Der Madagaskar-Plan by Hans Jansen, and
the book by Magnus Brechtken under review here.

Brechtken’s book attempts to provide ‘a clarifying and corrective
synthesis’ on the basis of sources which have, essentially, ‘not hitherto
been used’. However, what gives this synthesis a special character is
the fact, as the subtitle suggests, that it puts all the different Madagas-
car Plans into the larger context of the history of anti-Semitism. It thus
becomes in effect a case study on the subject of Jewish extra-territori-
ality as a ‘solution to the Jewish question’.

Brechtken begins by looking at the content of anti-Semitism, at the
place of the idea of Jewish segregation in anti-Semitic world images
and programmes, before turning to the Madagascar Plans. He looks in
particular at the plans of the Polish government and the German
National Socialists. It becomes clear that many people from various
different countries had been thinking about this, starting with Paul de
Lagarde in 1885, and that even after the Second World War, the idea of
a Jewish settlement on Madagascar was not entirely given up. But
whether Brechtken here achieves a rounded historiographical account
of the Madagascar solution is doubtful, to say the least. For historians,
it is more interesting to ask whether there was ever a real chance of
implementing this plan, or whether it was always intended only as a
diversionary tactic, and used as such. If it was a serious plan, then we
must ask why it was practically given up by the Third Reich, and at
what point.

In Poland, as in Nazi Germany, the Madagascar Plan was debated
before the war but either instrumentalized for other purposes or not
taken seriously, as Eichmann was later to admit (p. 189). Madagascar
seemed to figure as a solution only after Germany had occupied
Poland, and especially after the conquest of France, that is, between



86

autumn 1939 and summer 1940. Brechtken devotes about one-fifth of
his book to this period. The German victory in the West forced the
German Foreign Office to take the initiative. Franz Rademacher, head
of the Jewish Department in the German Foreign Office, wanted to
translate the Madagascar Plan into reality. As usual in the Third Reich,
a competition for responsibility ensued between the Foreign Office, the
SS, and the Interior Ministry. The history of the Madagascar Plan thus
casts an additional light on the Nazi regime’s polycratic power struc-
tures in the context of the Final Solution.

In 1940, a Jewish reservation (not a state) was planned for four
million or more Jews on Madagascar. But already at this stage, when
Hitler decided to go to war against the Soviet Union, the plan was not
worth the paper it was written on. Nevertheless, the various state
offices continued to work at the idea, until it was finally scrapped in the
summer of 1942 at the latest (p. 266). What is important here is the fact,
which is easy to overlook in retrospect, that the plan was conceived for
the post-war period. The prolongation and extension of the war not
only delayed the ‘post-war period’, but made it imperative to find
solutions during the war, that is, under quite different circumstances.
Also important is what advantages Madagascar had over Palestine as
the alternative territorial solution in the eyes of the advocates of Jewish
exclusion from Europe. The Polish government regarded Madagascar
as ‘supplementary’ to Palestine (January 1938, p. 129). In the Third
Reich, it was considered an alternative to Palestine. In 1937 Rosenberg
(p. 75), von Weizsäcker, and Neurath (p. 179) feared that Palestine was
potentially an ‘all Jewish power centre’.

There was a further, practical consideration. As early as 1937,
Poland’s Foreign Minister, Beck, and the Sicherheitsdienst (the Nazi
party’s own security and intelligence organization) pointed out that
Palestine was ‘too small ... to take 15 million Jews’ (pp. 111, 184).
Rosenberg made the same point in 1940 (p. 272), and again in 1941 (p.
76). In 1937 the most prominent German-Jewish newspaper, the C.V.
Zeitung, proposed that Trans-Jordan and Syria be made available for
Jewish settlement instead of Madagascar (p. 107). But the protagonists
of the plan opposed this solution because their real objection was to
Palestine and the possibility that a ‘power centre’ would develop. Even
before 1933, the interesting word pair ‘pseudo Zionism’ and ‘full
Zionism’ were used in this context (p. 41). Under this scheme, Pales-
tine, which was home only to those Jews who aspired to a state,
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represented ‘pseudo Zionism’. Madagascar, by contrast, where all
Jews were to be concentrated under non-Jewish control, represented
‘full Zionism’. Thus even Der Stürmer could advocate the Madagascar
Plan in 1938 (p. 62).

The diversity of these plans and the discussion of them are so
interesting just because the connection between the Madagascar Plan
and its anti-Semitic roots is at the centre of the book. Anti-Semitism as
such (not just in the Third Reich) aimed to ‘segregate’ the Jews.
European civilization had some scruples – migration and expulsion,
not mass murder, seemed at first to be the appropriate ways of
‘removing’ the Jews from society. But as the number of ‘Jews to be
removed’ rose steeply and the war broke down any inhibitions of
civilization, mass murder could easily be depersonalized. For ‘segre-
gation’ to become the ‘Final Solution’, the exclusion of the public was
needed. In this context, the conclusion drawn by Brechtken is relevant.
He points out that a successful implementation of the Madagascar Plan
would have amounted to and achieved more or less the same thing –
not resettlement, but mass murder.
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