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Introduction 

“The case of an accused who took part in these crimes can only be judged rightly 

if the whole moral, political, and organizational background leading to his action 

is surveyed.” 

-Krausnik, Helmut (ed.) 

Anatomy of the SS State, xiii. 

 

“While the Holocaust belongs both to its past and to its future--our present--and 

can therefore not be marginalized as an aberration representative only of itself, at 

the same time it must not be contextualized to the extent that it becomes part of a 

general history of progress or degeneration, heroism or atrocity.” 

-Omer Bartov 
 

 The development of the Final Solution of the Jewish Question in Nazi-occupied Europe 

depended upon a concatenation of human agency, ideology, and geographical and political 

circumstance.  Appraisals of the Nazi perpetrators have been varied, from Heinrich Himmler, 

who was termed an “evil genius” by his first biographer,1 to desk-murderer nonpareil Adolf 

Eichmann, who personified utter “banality of evil” according to Hannah Arendt.  Another 

historical trend examines the involvement on the grassroots level of “ordinary men” cum 

“ordinary Germans,” and their respective roles in implementing the Final Solution.  This issue 

has been the subject of recent books by Christopher Browning, Eric A. Johnson, and Daniel 

Jonah Goldhagen.     

 It is discomfiting, quite naturally, to consider that a vestige of normality existed both in 

the persons and actions of such direct perpetrators as concentration camp Kommandants.   

Indeed, the Kommandants exhibited firm and stalwart agency in their execrable duties.  While 

some trepidation is natural, such an analysis of the perpetrators is, nonetheless, quite important.  

In order to understand how and why an event like the Holocaust could transpire, particularly in a 

century which had been thought of as the vanguard of a “civilized age,” it is crucial to explicate 

how the Final Solution germinated and was put into actual practice by so many outwardly 
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normal-seeming persons.  These were persons whose backgrounds, at first glance, reflect no 

significant aberration, and who, for the most part, behaved in a rational, logical manner, even as 

their culpability mushroomed to epidemic proportions. 

 We will consider two camp Kommandants: Rudolf Franz Höss and Franz Paul Stangl.  

Höss commanded Auschwitz, the largest of all concentration/death camps, and presided over the 

murder of approximately 3.0 million persons, 2.0 million of whom were gassed with the fumigant 

Zyklon B in the Auschwitz gas chambers, while the others perished from disease, starvation, 

overwork, and other abuse.  Franz Stangl commanded Treblinka, the largest of the camps 

designed specifically and solely for extermination.  There he supervised the deaths of 700,000 to 

1,000,000 persons, which were carried out in gas chambers using carbon monoxide obtained 

from large diesel engines.  Though these two men were different in many ways, they were also in 

some aspects very much alike and thus it is profitable to compare how the two reached roughly 

the same point as professional mass murderers.  Indeed, if nothing else, their comparative 

biography will be instructive in demonstrating that there was not simply one kind of mass 

murderer, who was destined from birth for an opportunity to fulfill his career destiny as a killer.  

On the other hand, neither man was insipidly colorless nor utterly unremarkable.  Each was 

extremely talented in his own sphere of excellence: Höss as a soldier and Stangl as a policeman.  

Both were extremely ambitious, for each was a “Streber” in the German, which translates into an 

“effectively ambitious person, a placehunter.”2  Finally, each was tremendously well regarded as 

a Kommandant by his superiors. 

 The following thesis seeks to reconstruct the biographies of these two men, who at first 

glance seem so far beyond the pale in terms of their inhuman behavior as autocrats of death.  

After establishing their comparative biographies, the thesis will situate these two men in the fifty 

years of scholarship concerning the perpetrators of the Nazi genocide and put them in the context 

of other men who were also participants.  In particular, the motivations and rationalizations 
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which in effect allowed these men to “sleep at night” will be revealed in all their illogical yet 

potent efficacy.  Formidable mechanisms were indeed necessary, for these men supervised the 

systematic murder of civilians on an unparalleled scale, in the absence of any overt military 

threat that their victims could have been posed to the National Socialist state.   

 Though, at the height of their careers, both men conducted operations that from any 

humane perspective seemed monstrous, each man had a rather ordinary background.  Each 

matured in a traditional environment, Höss in military service and Stangl in the police force, 

through which they experienced the first occupations which would prove integral to their being 

successful “death dealers.”  This thesis pursues an approach which seeks to clarify their 

motivations and rationalizations, for unless men such as these two are understood, the motive to 

kill en masse will likewise remain unexplained and thereby subject to repetition.  What 

distinguishes the Nazi Holocaust from a long historical string of mass murder and genocidal 

activity is that a people, though they never posed a threat to the German populace, were 

murdered because of their ethnicity, even though Nazi propaganda spuriously attempted to 

connect the Jews with German misfortune, particularly with regard to Germany’s defeat in World 

War I.  How people were motivated into perpetrating such murder, and how they were convinced 

that what they were doing was necessary, be it for the glory of the German nation, careerism, or 

simply to avoid being termed a coward, is a subject of great importance when the historical 

antecedents and potential ramifications of the Holocaust are analyzed.  

 Lucy Dawidowicz, in The War Against the Jews 1933-1945, persuasively argues that in 

terms of the genesis and implementation of the Final Solution, an assessment best described as 

“the deadliest path taken” prevails.  That is, at each crucial juncture, when the program faced a 

crossroads, the path which was eventually chosen was always the most radical possible vis-à-vis 

the Jews.  Just so were the careers of Rudolf Höss and Franz Stangl shaped.  At crucial moments, 

these men, to a large extent extemporizing in their decisions, followed the deadliest path that was 
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open to them, be it military service in World War I for Höss, or Stangl joining the Gestapo 

following the Anschluss.  Their choice of these paths undoubtedly resulted from an 

amalgamation of circumstance and personal responsibility.  These two factors, without both of 

which neither Höss nor Stangl could have become mass murders, mutually informed and 

reinforced each other.  It was the combination of the two, and in many cases the synergy 

produced in this commingling, that shaped Höss and Stangl into the Kommandants they were to 

become.    
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Chapter I: Rudolf Franz Höss: Indifferent Mass Murderer 

 

“I am entirely normal.  Even while I was doing this extermination work, I led a 

normal family life, and so on”        

       -Rudolf Höss to G.M. Gilbert 

 

“There was nothing about this apathetic little man to suggest that he was the 

greatest murderer who had ever lived” 

       -G.M. Gilbert 

 

 “For Höss was an exceptional person.” 

       -Gerald Reitlinger 
 

Höss: Early Years 

 Born in what he described as an “average”3 home outside Baden-Baden, Bavaria, on 

November 25, 1900, Rudolf Höss in his early years scarcely resembled the self-proclaimed 

“greatest destroyer of human beings who carried out every order to exterminate people no matter 

what”4 he later became in his capacity as Auschwitz.  His father, Franz, was a “successful 

merchant’s clerk,”5 his mother a homemaker.  The Höss family was thus solidly middle-class, 

imbued with the “provincial” values of their hometown and steeped in the twin Bavarian 

passions of Catholicism and nationalism.6  As the oldest child of three and the only son, Höss 

was an object of intense scrutiny by his domineering father, who raised him in “strict military 

fashion.”7  Indeed, young Rudolf was earmarked for the priesthood virtually from the cradle.  In 

the seemingly idyllic setting in which he spent his first six years, Höss recalled a sense of acute 

isolation, for his family’s home was surrounded only by “isolated farmhouses” and the 

forbidding Black Forest encroached upon the town.8  Consequently Höss was left to his own 

devices, relying upon himself as both playmate and ally from an early age.  As the children in his 
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immediate environs were older than himself, he lacked any true friends and thus, as he related, 

adults became his only source of social contact.  However, because his father had inculcated in 

Höss a healthy respect for all elders, regardless of their social standing, Rudolf preferred to slink 

off to the relative quiet and freedom of the forest with its “tall pine trees.”  As Joachim Fest 

points out, this persistent exposure to the rigid authority of his father resulted in a compulsive 

need to be subjected to “strict imperatives” and to have others exercise authority over him.9 In 

this regard, however, Höss was far from unique.  As Fest argues, “a large number of his 

generation” was afflicted by this tendency, but it “remained largely unsatisfied in a society 

confused about its values and inclined to deny them or admit to them only shamefacedly.”10  

Therefore, Höss’ feeling of submissiveness to his father and to authority were no doubt 

reinforced by the social and cultural climate of Bavaria at this time.   

 The central feature of Höss’ early life was unquestionably his father.  A devout Catholic, 

Franz Höss’ religious beliefs were augmented by his contraction of some disease while abroad, 

which Nuremberg psychologist G.M. Gilbert proposes might well have been syphilis.11 As Höss 

confessed to Gilbert in an interview during the Nuremberg trial: 

“My father really was a bigot.  He was very strict and fanatic.  I learned that my father 

took a religious oath at the time of the birth of my youngest sister, dedicating me to God 

and the priesthood, and after that leading a Joseph married life (celibacy).  --He directed 

my entire youthful education toward the goal of making me a priest.  I had to pray and go 

to church endlessly; do penance over the slightest misdeed--praying as punishment for 

any little unkindness to my sister, or something  

 like that.” 

 “Did he ever beat you?” 

“No, I was only punished by prayer--if I teased my sister, or tried to lie, or any little thing 

like that.  The thing that made me so stubborn and probably made me later on cut off 

from people was his way of making me feel that I had wronged him personally, and that, 

since I was spiritually a minor, he was responsible to God for my sins, and I could only 

pray to expiate my sins.  My father was a kind of higher being that I could never 

approach, and so I crawled back into myself--and I could not express myself to others.  --

I feel that this bigoted upbringing is responsible for my  becoming so withdrawn.  My 

mother also lived in the shadow of this fanatic piety.”12 
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Small wonder that Höss was deluged with guilt over any slight transgression from his father’s 

intransigent code of conduct.  In spite of this, Höss informs the reader that “You should know 

that I took my religion very seriously.”13  Thus retaining only the “loosest ties” to his parents, 

Höss nonetheless blamed himself for not being properly “receptive” to their apparent devotion.14  

Furthermore, Höss could never be the “good boy” or “ideal child” that he seems to feel his 

parents so desired and for which his upbringing should have, in his mind, prepared him. 

 Though a “warm relationship” prevailed between his parents, Höss never saw any visible 

affection, a factor which later became something of a blueprint for his own marriage, which for 

the most part seemed more like a bond between devoted siblings.15  Similarly, Höss retained “no 

particular ties” to his two sisters because of their emotional nature: “They were like strangers to 

me.”16  They cuddled with Höss’ mother while he himself “refused any open show of 

affection.”17  These internalized feelings, moreover, likely led to the bursts of temper which 

became common as Höss matured, culminating in an incident as a thirteen year-old when he 

broke a classmate’s leg by pushing him down a stairwell.  Höss was, in sum, a “quiet, sensible 

youngster,” but one not to be “irritated needlessly because (I) could get furious.”18  Indeed, as he 

put it in his memoirs, “I always was able to get my way”; further, “I was relentless and I was 

feared by my classmates.”19  Ultimately, Höss could never “share any problems, either big or 

small, which occasionally depress young people” with any of his peers, or with his sisters, 

despite their evidently frequent attempts to form “a good, loving relationship” with him.20  Höss 

was simply unable to reach out, and, barring that, was unable even to project a facsimile of any 

type of love or affection, even at a young age. 

 The very afternoon of the dramatic leg-breaking incident with his classmate, Höss 

unsurprisingly went to confession, but the next day was astonished to find out that his father 

through some conduit of information had been informed of his behavior.  By process of 

elimination, Höss concluded that the only way his father might have found out about this incident 
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was through the priest himself.   “Appalled” to find this trust betrayed by his priest, and by 

extension the word of both God and his father broken, Höss began his gradual separation from 

the Church which culminated in his outright rejection of Catholicism in favor of the Nazi 

doctrine in 1922.21  Just as Höss “couldn’t go back”22 to this priest, so was he incapable of 

recovering his naive and didactically enforced belief in Catholicism as the building block upon 

which his life should be constructed.  However, this realization propagated an epiphany of sorts, 

as Höss made a personal pact with God, one steeped in “childish simplicity”23 but nonetheless 

potent.  From that point on, Höss would confess directly to his Maker.  In this way, God would 

“hear my prayers and agree with what I was doing.”24  Thus liberated from mainstream religious 

practices, Höss was free to couch his beliefs in this sort of venial personal negotiation.  Despite 

this “closeness” with God, Höss believed himself but “a poor little earthworm”; his letters and 

writings while awaiting execution in 1947 reveal this belief in his smallness in front of God.  

Höss’ life in his own view was thus the work of an ineluctable and implacable fate, a sentiment 

echoed by other concentration camp personnel, including his adjutant, Robert Mulka, who 

avowed at his 1964 trial that “Fate condemned me to work in Auschwitz.”25 

 Despite his ambivalence, the Church exerted a strong effect on Höss during his formative 

years.  Inspired by his father’s stories of missionaries in Africa and Höss senior’s experiences as 

a member of the German colonial forces on that continent, Höss decided to become a missionary 

“no matter what.”26  This feeling of self-sacrifice, of being helpful and properly behaved as well 

as healthily respectful to higher authority, no doubt contributed to Höss’ haughtiness toward his 

charges at Auschwitz and personal sense of martyrdom at all that went wrong.  As would become 

apparent, he seems to have regarded his duties as Kommandant, particularly in light of his own 

incarceration as a young man for a political murder, as a service to the prisoners, thwarted only 

because of the obstinacy of his subordinates.   
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 To this framework of religious zeal was attached an exaggerated courtesy hedging on 

obsequiousness toward any adults with whom Höss came into contact.  Indeed, Höss was 

expected to “carry out the requests of and orders of parents, teachers, priests, and all adults, even 

the servants, and that this principle be respectfully obeyed.”27  Höss’ later tendency to mirror the 

traits and behaviors of  his elder German Army and SS brethren, despite his often harsh critiques 

of their (to him) archaic beliefs and behavioral patterns, emanated at least in part from this 

entrenched hierarchical mentality.  Indeed, Höss was utterly subservient to his superiors and yet 

rather imperious to most of his subordinates.  This tendency reflected the behavior his father had 

so assiduously cultivated in him as a boy, which also required an obsessive attention to detail, for 

“from little things which seemed unimportant carelessness generally develops into great 

tragedy.”28  Ultimately, in both his private life and his career, Höss had “nothing to say; I could 

only say Jawohl!  We could only execute orders without thinking about it.”29  As an SS man, the 

apotheosis of Höss’ sense of obedience had, of course, catastrophic results.  Indeed, Höss “freely 

admitted, when asked by a British observer at the trial, that he would have killed his own wife 

and child if Himmler had ordered him to do so.”30 

 Because people were so threatening and capable of such intimidation and deceit, Höss 

turned to animals for companionship, a passion evolving into “obsessive love.”31  Indeed, Höss 

later found that only being among his “darlings” (horses) could he let down his facade of 

appearing “like a rock” in carrying out his “horribly severe” duties.32  Never would he be hit, 

bitten, or harmed “in any way” by these beasts, in contrast to his experience with people.  As 

Höss admitted, “I am not good at making contact, and in my later life I never had any real 

friendships that went beyond the day-to-day acquaintance.”33  Höss’ love for animals, first 

realized as a boy, was augmented by his holiday visits to his grandparents’ farm in the Black 

Forest, retrospectively described as his “most pleasant experiences.”34  As Höss put it to G.M. 

Gilbert at Nuremberg, “There I felt best, and there grew also my love for farming, for nature, and 
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for the animal world.”35  In this respect, Höss’ early life in some sense parallels that of his future 

chief, Heinrich Himmler.  Even when his family moved to Mannheim, away from the agrarian 

countryside, Höss, consumed by his passion, often read books with pictures of animals and 

would “sneak off” to dream about his “beloved creatures.”36      

 When, on his seventh birthday, his parents succumbed to his love for animals and bought 

him a pony, Höss’ exuberance was barely contained: “I had finally found a friend.”37  Höss even 

brought the pony up to his room when his parents were absent, and, “best of all,” Höss would 

ride deep into the Haardt Forest, “without a living soul around.”38  Thus these “dumb” 

acquaintances removed the individual element so common in human relationships.  They would 

both love and obey simply and unquestioningly.  The military, in turn, as Fest proposes, was an 

extension of this basic anonymity and was thus quite comforting to Höss.39  Despite his purported 

eschewal of human company, here he could and did depend on stalwart affection and loyalty 

from his brothers-in-arms. 

 Despite the rigidity of Höss senior’s religious beliefs, he still promoted the laws of the 

government over his personal political opinions.  Thus a curious contradiction developed, for 

Rudolf was faced with a seemingly insoluble dichotomy, torn between the poles of obedience to 

the law of the land and adherence to the religious beliefs inculcated in him by his father.  Höss 

neatly solved this problem with his shift to Nazism instead of Catholicism, a shift which took on 

increasingly religious undertones and solved the conflict, as it were, between church and state by 

simply combining them.      

 Following the first breaks in Höss’ heretofore unquestioned loyalty to the church came a 

natural turn in the direction of the military, especially inasmuch as “almost all of my paternal 

ancestors had been officers” and that, ultimately, a soldier’s life was better than that of a priest.40  

Here Höss could satisfy his desperate need for authority and live by an unquestioned set of rules 

and regulations governing nearly every facet of life.  Comradeship, loyalty, honor, and courage 
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were the watchwords of the military to Höss.41  This shift must nonetheless have been made with 

considerable difficulty, given the entrenched code of command in the Höss household.  Even so, 

after having “fulfilled every wish of my parents” as best he could, despite their rather distant 

relationship, Höss desired to become “a soldier above all things.”42  When his father died in May, 

1914, and war broke out shortly thereafter, the road to soldierdom became far more smoothly 

paved as “nationalist euphoria”43 engulfed Germany.  This ambition in turn blunted Höss’ 

attention to academics; though a “good average student,”44 Höss became distracted easily, it 

seems, and with the advent of wartime, he apparently could think of nothing but the glory of 

combat, shown by his volunteer work as a Red Cross aid, which entailed helping wounded 

soldiers and working in hospitals.  Höss’ experience as a Red Cross volunteer prepared him for 

combat and the carnage of the battlefield, as he became progressively desensitized to the horror 

of the battlefield.          

 Dropping out of the humanities school in which his father had enrolled him, Höss 

succeeded in joining the 21st Reserve Squadron of the Second Baden Dragoon Regiment through 

a friendship with a cavalry officer who was able to secure him a position in this regiment despite 

Höss’ being underage.  In 1916, sent to the Turkish front, Höss experienced his first “industrial 

killing,” to borrow a phrase from Omer Bartov’s  Murder in Our Midst, which primed him to a 

large extent for his “battlefield” experiences as Kommandant.  Killing his first man and seeing 

the dead and dying in the thick of battle, Höss was wounded three times, became the youngest 

non-commissioned officer in the German Army, and received the Iron Cross Second Class.  In 

the spring of 1918, he was given his first independent command, of a cavalry unit, and 

subsequently received the Iron Cross First Class for rescuing two fellow soldiers from under a 

burning tank.   

Höss’ wartime experience taught him that leadership was heavily dependent upon “better 

knowledge.” Thus the “ice-cold, unshakable calm of the leader is always decisive in difficult 
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situations.”45  Here one sees the prevalence of Höss’ growing superiority complex, in which he 

always knew better than his fellow soldiers.  Indeed, one might find the antecedents of this trait 

in his determination to get his own way as a child.  Moreover, the necessity of keeping 

implacable and “straight-face(d)”46 as a superior officer, regardless of the situation, was further 

concretized in the impressionable Höss’ mind.  Furthermore, when a leader has better knowledge 

than his subordinates and success is consequently achieved by utilizing this knowledge, the 

leader cannot be held responsible if obdurate subordinates refuse to listen to his advice and 

thereby fail in their duties.  Such would be Höss’ defense for the atrocities of Auschwitz.    

 Höss relates that “a strange feeling” engulfed him upon seeing fatalities for the first time 

in World War One, but that he “can’t describe this (feeling) accurately anymore.”47  Therefore, 

the war, besides furthering Höss’ nationalism and militarism, also desensitized him to a great 

degree.  As Bartov argues, in the first World War, death both from long range and for civilians en 

masse became an everyday occurrence.  As a result, the Final Solution and massive civilian death 

(when it ultimately emerged at its most brutal) no longer necessarily seemed aberrant to 

combatants or civilians alike.  Even so, the rapidity of Höss’ desensitization seems peculiar.  He 

admitted that soon his concern for the dead and dying was “erased by the humor of the lightly 

wounded or those who had no pain.”48  The indifference he had cultivated as a youth now took 

new sustenance from the abject suffering of the war in a “strange, rigid calm.”49  As Höss had 

learned from his father’s behavior toward him, disassociation and withdrawal were the logical 

and intelligent safety valves in these difficult situations.  As Höss’ captain subsequently 

demonstrated, “iron discipline” was the paramount trait to demonstrate in battle, overwhelming 

the visceral horror of death and the “tremendous fear” of one’s own death.50  Höss fired his 

weapon as he had been taught in training; the praise his captain showered on him for his 

“coolness” would logically have reinforced his belief in discipline and lack of feeling in battle, 

despite apparent inner tumult.  As he confessed in his memoir: “If he had only known what was 
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really going on inside of me!”51  Höss’ captain was also instrumental as a surrogate father to 

Höss, but this new father’s religion was battle and the “amoral authority of militarism,”52 which 

Höss absorbed just as he had absorbed the beliefs of his father despite the cool relationship they 

shared.  In contrast to the at best distant feelings Höss felt for his real father, he “worshipped him 

(the captain) a great deal” and had “great trust” in this “soldier father.”53          

 Höss’ faltering religious beliefs took yet another blow during a convalescent period he 

spent in Wilhelma, between Jerusalem and Jaffa.  German settlers had made the area their home, 

and had found a profitable venture in peddling Icelandic moss which was brought to Jerusalem.  

The settlers advertised the moss as from Golgatha, its characteristic red dots the blood of Jesus.  

Resultingly, the moss could be peddled for exorbitant profit.  The monasteries were apparently 

the chief culprit in this pseudo-religious trafficking.  Höss condemned the Church for its “sick 

manipulation of the sincere religious feelings of the pilgrims” who came to the holy places near 

and in Jerusalem where they “would buy anything connected with the holy places or with the 

saints.”54  Disgusted with this wanton exploitation, Höss’ ambition to sever his ties with his 

religion was heightened. 

 During the war Höss also had his first sexual experience, with a young nurse who cared 

for him while he was convalescing from one of his wounds.  Though Höss at first thought of this 

woman as motherly, her “tender caresses” soon caused Höss to see her with “different eyes.”55  

Under the “magic spell”56 of love, Höss was coaxed into showing affection for the first time.  

This affair became the “guideline” for Höss’ subsequent romances and never again would he 

joke about sex.  Despite this deep emotional experience, Höss oddly “became more and more 

frigid sexually” as his adulthood progressed.57  Thus Höss, despite his ultimate status as a 

“murderous robot”(to borrow Gilbert’s phrase), was in fact a human being capable of love, as his 

final letters to his wife would once more illustrate, despite their seemingly rather dry and 

passionless marriage.  However, a striking contradiction is evident between Höss’ growing 
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desensitization to battlefield gore and his emotional stake in this early love affair.  It seems 

likely, given Höss’ by now refined patterns of withdrawal, that preserving this dichotomy 

between tender and perhaps even frightening feelings and comforting apathy became too difficult 

and thus he lapsed back into detachment.        

 Though school, future, and home life had been relegated to secondary status by Höss’ 

passion for soldiering, he found himself cut adrift from the military world following the 

Armistice in 1918.  Returning to find his mother dead, Höss, a “rough, tough soldier,” found 

himself without a home, yet still deliberated over whether to follow his late parents’ wishes and 

enter the priesthood.  To exacerbate the situation, Höss’ relatives had split up his mother’s 

possessions because they had assumed that Höss would enter the priesthood and follow his 

convent-residing sisters into a religious vocation. “Heartbroken,” Höss found himself rootless.  

As such, he turned to the thing he had come to know best: soldiering.  He headed for East 

Prussia, “burning with anger”58 over his familial situation, seeking to join the Freikorps 

movement, specifically the East Prussian Volunteer Corps for the Protection of the Frontier and 

thus battle the “Bolsheviks.” As was the catch phrase for many of the era who were to flock to 

the SS, as well as for a once peripatetic Adolf Hitler, “So the problem of my profession was 

solved.”59 

The Freikorps were seen as the “legitimate heir (to the soldiers) of the Great War.”60  

Versailles had reduced Germany to “an empty space on the map—a country which had no real 

existence” and thus the men of the Freikorps were “the last survivors of the German race.”61  For 

them, the “Great War” had just begun. 

Höss’ Freikorps experience was fraught with “destructive madness”62 and seems to have 

been an escalation of the First World War in terms of Höss’ habituation to brutality.  In this 

arena Höss saw “horrors committed against civilians,” for the “enemy was everywhere.”63  Such 

experience would be good training for and a logical precursor to Höss’ SS work, for the SS, as 
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the Reich’s primary internal security force, was duty-bound to find enemies in every facet of 

German life, enemies who would try to burrow in amongst the population, as did the Latvian 

citizens who quartered White Russian troops or Germans during Höss’ time in the Freikorps.  

Another lesson was the necessity to be harsh on one’s own traitorous countrymen: as Heinrich 

Himmler, another Freikorps veteran, would put it in 1934, “We (the SS) know that some 

Germans feel ill at the sight of the black uniform and we don’t expect to be loved.”64  In fact, as 

Höss put it, “horrible revenge” was taken on “traitors.”  As he remembers: “I could not believe 

that the mad desire of humans to destroy could be intensified, even though later I was to see more 

horrible pictures.”65   

 At this point Höss was again seized by piety and prayed.  Religion, though relegated to 

the background of Höss’ psyche, remained a latent force, and would emerge in times of 

tremendous strain with which even his highly cultivated defense mechanisms could not deal.  

Nonetheless, it is unclear as to just how much agency Höss himself had in this recall of his once 

fervent beliefs.   

 The Freikorps experience ultimately made manifest to Höss the hitherto peripheral issue 

of civilians and their role in warfare, as well as the danger that these non-combatants potentially 

posed to soldiers.  In the Freikorps Höss also learned the lesson of fighting simply for the sake of 

fighting, for unlike the highly politicized SS, this group never really had an idea of what they 

were fighting for.  As their leader, Ernst von Solomon, admitted:  

“We could not answer the question presented to us so often from the other side of the 

divide:  “What do you really want?”  We could not answer the question because we did 

not understand it and those who asked it could not understand the answer....We did not 

act in accordance with any plan; we did not aim at any defined goal.”66 

 

And even further: “They ask us what we believe in.  We do not believe at all, in anything, except 

in action itself.  Action for the sake of action.”67  Consequently Höss’ brutalization transpired in 

an atmosphere bereft of any ideological motivation.  When ideology did come along in the form 

of Nazism instead of merely the capriciousness of the Freikorps virtual guerrilla warfare, 
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converting Rudolf Höss would have been relatively easy.  After all, Höss was not squeamish 

about violence or extremism. 

 The Freikorps experience also reinforced the spirit of camaraderie that Höss had found 

appealing during the Great War.  A “feeling of togetherness, an esprit de corps, developed which 

could not be broken by anything.”68  Not surprisingly, opposition and/or persecution caused this 

intra-group bond to intensify.  Others were not expected to understand them; it would be a 

natural tendency for a “persecuted” minority to look to each other for further reinforcement as to 

the rightness of their collective deeds.  Höss did just that.  Indeed, the parallels with SS life are 

striking.  Himmler was also involved in the Freikorps movement, and, as impressionable and 

militaristic as Höss, likely absorbed much the same experience, albeit without as much 

bloodshed. Moreover, an aspect of martyrdom was accented by the opposition Höss and his 

brethren encountered.  One gets the sense from Höss that the Freikorps as a band of patriots were 

obstructed at every turn by the simple-minded and the ignorant.  Consequently, it was these 

men’s lot in life to be egregiously misunderstood even as they served the “right” cause with 

patriotism and diligence.  Such was the ringing message Himmler would frequently expound 

upon, most notably in his famous speech at Posen on 4 October, 1943, in which he, for the first 

time, explicitly mentioned the extermination of the Jews, but also in his private communication 

with Höss.  With regard to the camps and the Final Solution as a whole, Himmler explained to 

Höss that the Führer had entrusted the SS with this “hard and difficult job” and they must obey 

out of love of their country.69          

Similar to many of his fellow Freikorps members, Höss first heard Adolf Hitler speak 

some time in 1922, and, impressed, had joined the Nazi party.  Indeed, as Ian Kershaw contends, 

“ideal leadership” was now  

Envisaged in a man (Hitler) from the people whose qualities would embody struggle, 

conflict, the value of the trenches.  Hard, ruthless, resolute, uncompromising, and 

radical, he would destroy the old privilege- and class-ridden society and bring about a 
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new beginning, uniting the people in an ethnically pure and socially harmonious 

‘national community.’70 

 

Thus Höss’ political radicalism was becoming more and more pronounced as he found an 

ideology to go with his identity as a soldier and a member of the Freikorps.  Simultaneously, 

Höss’ formal relationship with the Catholic Church ended as he renounced his faith.  Nazism was 

the religion to which Höss gravitated.  As Israeli journalist Tom Segev points out, “the more the 

rift grew between the SS man and his past and the values his family held, the greater became his 

isolation and his dependence on the organization.”71   

 Contributing to Höss’ persistent feelings of martyrdom was his arrest and conviction for 

murder on 15 January, 1923, after the French had occupied the Rhineland due to Germany’s 

tardiness in paying war reparations.  Höss and several fellow militants had killed a “traitor” 

named Parchimer, who had betrayed one of their Freikorps comrades, named Schlageter, to the 

French, on Martin Bormann’s estate in the Upper Rhine.  One of the members of the group had 

been bribed by the leading Social-Democratic newspaper for information and thus had leaked the 

story, incriminating Höss as well as the other participants.   

Höss was sentenced to ten years imprisonment for this politically motivated murder, but 

earned a sizeable boost in prestige within the Nazi party.  Höss denied being the “ringleader,” but 

being the good martyr, took the blame upon himself because the “comrade who did the actual 

killing could only be incriminated by me.”72  Even in retrospect Höss was unrepentant, again 

giving vent to his nationalistic tendencies, defending his actions by invoking the Freikorps’ right 

(a subsequent SS practice) to judge one’s own by “an unwritten law which we had instituted 

ourselves because of the need of the times.”73  Höss also admitted that he did not understand the 

seriousness of his crime and a similar sense prevails in his own trial, with his dry recitations 

about murder machinations and statistics and his nearly obsequious attitude toward the Allied 

prosecutors.  
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 Prison life furthered Höss’ well-developed sense of pedantry.  In prison Höss acquired a 

different kind of “superior knowledge” than that imparted to him by his captain in the First 

World War.  Later he would disavow much of the brutality of Auschwitz by blaming underlings 

who not only lacked his knowledge but also, according to him, refused both to listen and to 

adhere to his prescriptions.  Höss’ own stay in prison was “strictly regulated,” the discipline 

“strict and military” in nature.74  The workload was calculated for each man and was expected to 

be performed in a “strict and neat” fashion.  Desensitization did its work once more, for Höss 

was exposed to many “vices and passions”; in effect “an abyss” opened to him in terms of 

“human aberration.”75  When first hearing of a heinous crime, Höss had to restrain himself from 

attacking the storyteller, yet later on, Höss heard of “many more depraved things, but they did 

not upset me as much as what I had first heard on that day.”76  Deviance of all sorts was thus 

manifested in prison, and Höss assiduously formed his categorization of criminal and guard 

behavior in an increasingly didactic and polemical way.  With respect to the guards, Höss’ 

opinions were especially striking.  He called for prison officials who would be “more humane,” 

rather than simply doing their jobs.  Regrettably, to his mind these officials become “gray and 

dulled” by the “constant monotony” of their work, becoming overly vulnerable to “petty 

aggravations” and thus weakening the prison environment as a whole.77  

 A sense of satisfaction permeates Höss’ account of prison life, for here his rigid sense of 

personal discipline, honed through his years in battle, was truly favored.  “Absolutely obedient to 

the point of the most painstaking neatness and cleanliness,” Höss was at home in the prison 

setting, always completing his work “much to the satisfaction of the foreman.”78  Höss was such 

a model prisoner that one may see in his conduct as Kommandant of Auschwitz a scarcely 

suppressed disgust with the prisoners who were unable to behave as he had, as a model prisoner.  

Though Höss later claimed never to have been desensitized by the abuses of prisoners both by 
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guards and other prisoners, he belies this statement as he goes on at length about the numbing 

process:   

 “I became used to the rough tone of the common guards.  The more primitive they were, 

 the more they indulged in their random lust for power.  I had also become used to 

 carrying out orders without inner rebellion, even with a silent chuckle at some of the 

 most insane orders which were given by those mentally limited.  I became accustomed to 

 the brutal, vulgar manner of speech which was used by most of the prisoners there.”79   

  

Nevertheless, the ambivalence persisted: “I could never get used to the way the prisoners dragged 

everything that was decent and good in life through the muck and treated things which were 

sacred to many people in a vulgar, frivolous, and hateful manner.”80  Notice, however, that Höss 

apportions the blame solely to the prisoners; the guards, despite the way he inveighs against their 

intractability, are apparently not in any way responsible for the ways in which the prisoners 

behaved. 

 In prison, ambivalence towards religion continued to be deeply disturbing for Höss.  

Indeed, “a strange condition” subjected him to both physical and mental travail as he felt 

“tortured” for leaving the church and “reproached (him)self bitterly” for giving up the direction 

prescribed by his parents.81   Indeed, Höss remembered that “in my hours of greatest agitation,” 

he often “saw” his parents with whom he spoke “as if I were still under their care.”82   

 Höss seems to have been rescued from what the prison doctor casually termed “prison 

psychosis” by “terrific discipline(s) for the mind,” including chess and the study of English.83  

Moreover, his fear of a repetition of his anxious condition strengthened his need to repress the 

last vestiges of his religious sensibilities.  Ultimately, Höss became “immune to being locked 

up.”84  As Gilbert puts it, his “five years of solitary confinement had only served to broaden the 

gulf between society and his ‘withdrawn nature.”85   

 Freed by the Reichstag’s Amnesty Law, put into effect 14 July, 1928, Höss reemerged 

into a world “so incredible” and “so strange” that its “harsh reality” threatened his by now well-

established routines and disciplinary code.86  Desirous of escaping the tumult of the city, so 



 20 

foreign to both his battlefield and agrarian sensibilities, Höss once more pined for the natural 

seclusion and salve of the country, for he “yearned for peace and quiet” in the presence of “too 

much of a good thing.”87  Many friends of Höss’ family, as well as comrades from World War I 

diligently encouraged him to emigrate, so as to prevent him from becoming once more embroiled 

in the political battles of the extreme right, particularly now that he was officially a Nazi.  

Instead, surprisingly rejecting the appeals of other old comrades to join the Nazi front-line, Höss 

sought peace as a rural farmer, joining the Artamans, a group who promoted a return to the 

“natural way of life in the country”88 whose ethos “was a clear expression of conservatism and 

romantic nationalism.”89  As he recollected: “I wanted to be a pioneer on the land”90 and at this 

point he was determined to fulfill his dream of living in a bucolic setting.  While in the 

Artamans, Höss met and subsequently married Hedwig Hensel, a fellow member of the group, 

and the two planned for their “hard life ahead.”91  Again, it would seem, Höss felt martyred for 

his beliefs, forced to eke out an existence because of his “deepest inner conviction,” despite 

those who tried to connive him into following other paths.92 

 Höss’ relationship with Hedwig also reveals much about his changing persona.  Far from 

the passion he felt for the young nurse during the first World War, Höss shared with Hedwig a 

mantle of mutual devotion which resembled that of close siblings.  Indeed, when asked by 

Gilbert about his sexual life, Höss maintained that “sex never played a great part in his life.”93  

As he confided to G.M. Gilbert, “Of course, I loved my wife, but a real spiritual union--that was 

lacking.”94  Höss presented himself as virtually asexual, claiming to have never felt the urge to 

either masturbate or indulge in extra-marital affairs, though based on survivor testimony, Höss 

did in fact indulge himself sexually at Auschwitz. 95  With regard to sexuality, as in other areas, 

one sees Höss’ emotion utterly repressed, anything that could make him less than stone-faced 

unacceptable and quite possibly dangerous.     
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 Casting about for an occupation, as were many of his brethren of the Freikorps, Höss 

was invited to join the SS in 1934 by his old compatriot in the Artaman group, Heinrich 

Himmler.  Prior to full-fledged involvement in the SS, Höss had been a volunteer in its mounted 

division, concordant with his life-long love of horses and his life-long experience of battle.  

Oddly, Höss neglected in his memoir to mention that he first joined the SS as a volunteer in this 

capacity, instead remarking that Himmler himself “asked” Höss to join the SS in June 1934, 

apparently in an effort to vindicate himself from agency in this decision.  As Höss’ brother-in-

law averred, however, this rather nominal commitment to the SS “revived his (Höss’) military 

instincts.”96  Another former Kommandant, SS Sturmbannführer Hans Hüttig, described this 

exuberance for joining the SS as “a passion for playing soldier.”97  In any case, Höss became 

enmeshed in the SS through his own choosing, and was not coerced or impelled to join in any 

manner.  

 Ultimately, Höss opted to “exchange the uncertainties of a civilian future for the familiar 

service in a tightly-knit community.”98  Quick promotion, steady employment, and to a limited 

extent, financial benefit, was hitched to this proposal.  The men who joined the SS did so often 

for just such unremarkable reasons: 

Their reasons for joining up were generally quite banal, and had little to do with political 

ideology.  Some saw the expanding Death’s Head units as a chance for social 

advancement to the rank of officer without having to undergo the otherwise obligatory 

preparatory training.  For others, it was a welcome opportunity to gain independence 

from their parents and earn a modest but secure income.  Others were attracted by the 

prospect of being in a male military community; still others were lured by the image of 

the snappy black uniform.99  

 

In joining the SS, Höss, armed with recondite knowledge, could return to a familiar climate, 

while building up a modest amount of capital and keeping alive his dream of eventually farming.  

Surprisingly, Höss claimed to have given no thought to volunteering for concentration camp 

duty.  As he put it, “The only thing I could see was the active military life of being a soldier 

again.”100   Even if Höss had read his new job description more closely, he likely would have 
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been comforted by its stipulations.  Working with prisoners was something Rudolf Höss 

understood.  Moreover, what he viewed as his superior knowledge provided the qualities which 

were implicit for leadership.  Again he was given the opportunity to excel in comfortable 

territory.     

 

 

 

Rudolf Höss, Dachau, Sachsenhausen, and Auschwitz 

 

  

“Like many of the concentration camp commanders he trained, (Theodor) Eicke 

basically was pitiless and cruelly insensitive to human suffering, and regarded 

qualities such as mercy and charity as useless, outmoded absurdities.” 

       -Charles F. Sydnor, Jr. 

 

“I tell you it is not a sanitarium you have come to but a German concentration 

camp from which the only exit is up the chimney.  If anybody doesn’t like it, he 

can go and throw himself against the high tension wires straightaway.  If there are 

any Jews in the convoy, they are not entitled to live more than two weeks; priests 

have one month of life and the remainder three months.” 

-From the speech of welcome by  

SS Hauptsturmfüher Karl Fritzsch, 

Kommandant, Auschwitz I  

  

“By the time he (Höss) became “desensitized” to the task of extermination, he was 

a walking inhuman robot, utterly devoid of human empathy, yet functioning 

intellectually on a high level of mechanical efficiency with good insight. 

      -G.M. Gilbert 

 

 Appointed to serve as a guard at the new concentration camp of Dachau, first established 

at the behest of Hermann Göring in 1933, Höss remained “captivated” by his return to the 

military.  The Kommandant of Dachau, SS Obergruppenführer Theodor Eicke, eventually to 

become Inspector of all the camps, was Höss’ first instructor.  Though Höss was thirty-four at 

this point, he was evidently quite impressionable; as former Kommandant of Gross Rosen SS 

Sturmbannführer Johannes Hassebroeck expounded upon regarding the SS recruits: “Most of 
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those who came to the SS were just kids.  The SS made men out of them.”101  With Höss’ 

background in violence, particularly after the casual brutality of the Freikorps, the SS 

indoctrination likely found very fertile ground. 

 Höss also became involved with corporal punishment in Dachau, albeit at first as a 

spectator.  Here the same sort of numbing process that was his primary psychological defense 

recurred.  While watching his first flogging, Höss describes his reaction:  

Hot and cold chills ran through me when the screaming started.  In fact the whole 

procedure, even the first beating, made me shiver.  Later, during the first execution at the 

beginning of the war, I was not as upset as during this corporal punishment.  For this I 

can find no explanation.102   

 

Nonetheless, despite this relative detachment Höss claims that he “shied” away from corporal 

punishment and took refuge in the back row.  Similarly, the significance of the first execution of 

the war, when Höss had been briefly transferred back to Dachau, was barely apprehended by 

Höss, despite the fact that he had delivered the coup de grace to the victim’s head.  As he 

remembered, he had been so busy with the “preparations” for the event that he could only 

comment, “it was only afterwards that I fully realized what had taken place.”103  Ergo, Höss had 

become habituated to an even greater extent during his time at Dachau.  Though he claimed to be 

“deeply moved”104 by watching corporal punishment, Höss simply hid behind his stoicism in 

order to once more remain inconspicuous to his fellow SS men.  Indeed, Höss carefully 

distinguished between the brutal guards, to whom “prisoners were not human beings,” and 

corporal punishment served as “a kind of entertainment,” and those presumably like himself, who 

were far more balanced and attuned to the needs of their charges.105  Nevertheless, while in 

command at Auschwitz, Höss devised one of the camp’s more sadistic punishments, suspending 

a prisoner by his hands while they were crossed behind him and bound to a beam, one which, in 

keeping with the Kommandant’s chief priority, would not cause the prisoner’s absence from 

work.106           
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 Höss was also made to understand the consequences of both being weak and disobedient.  

At the least, those SS convicted of wrongdoing, either by Eicke or the special SS court set up by 

Himmler for these disciplinary matters, were stripped of rank in front of their fellow SS and 

dishonorably discharged, in some cases even consigned to a concentration camp themselves.  

This potential censure was a strong inducement to be hard, for there was “no place for weaklings 

in his (Eicke’s) ranks; those of soft heart “would be well-advised to disappear into a 

monastery.”107  Indeed, the SS took on final responsibility for “facing the enemy day and 

night.”108 

 Aside from the obvious importance of brutalization and desensitization, Höss’ use of 

religious imagery is striking in this context.  Clearly religion had joined Höss’ list of what was 

weak and had to be subordinated to the will.  Probably still entrenched in his mind was his 

“prison psychosis,” during which he questioned once again his decision to disavow Catholicism.  

Later, at Auschwitz, Höss’ experiences with the Jehovah’s Witnesses and his admiration of their 

intense loyalty to their faith despite their imminent fate would raise once again these 

discomfiting religious issues. 

 During the first months of 1935, after six months at Dachau, Höss made his first and only 

attempt to escape the concentration camp world which was rapidly spiraling toward the 

persecution of the Jews and other minorities cum “undesirables.”  But his request to be 

transferred back to the General SS was rejected because of his unique qualifications, mostly due 

to his experience in prison: “His (Eicke’s) orders were concrete and would not be changed for 

anything.”109  Since above all, Höss considered himself an inveterate soldier, he had to obey, 

despite misgivings about the job to which in his opinion he would be “chained” for ten years.  

For “No one else, he (Eicke) said, would be more suited for the concentration camp than I.”110  

Despite his later declamations that the concentration camp environment had been new to him, 

Höss behaved in a manner consistent with his own experiences as a former prisoner.  In 
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contradistinction to his claim that he learned the camp system “from the ground up,” as would 

the prisoners, Höss brought many of his iron-clad preconceptions with him from his own 

background and experience, sentencing himself to frustration and self-perceived martyrdom once 

more. 

 Despite his specious humanistic rhetoric, to Höss the guard/prisoner dichotomy was best 

looked at as “enemies who face each other from two opposing worlds.”111  Consequently, a 

successful guard must fight “tooth and nail” if he in fact wanted to survive this undeclared war.  

Therefore, at Dachau Höss’ attitude notably hardened.  The prisoners were vicious, shrewd 

opportunists, who would make even their fellow prisoners suffer to carve out a “tolerable 

existence” for themselves.112  Work was their cure in Höss’ mind; thus the sign over Auschwitz’s 

gates, “ARBEIT MACHT FREI” (“Work sets you free”).  Other signs in the Auschwitz barracks 

proclaimed: “”One louse—your death,” “The block is your home,” and “Maintain cleanliness.”  

This was Höss in earnestness; he apparently remained unaware of the cynical and hypocritical 

connotations such messages had for myriad prisoners.  Eicke’s “education” was in no small 

measure responsible for this hardening.  Ironically, in light of Höss’ criticism of Eicke, the motto 

“ARBEIT MACHT FREI” was originally emblazoned over the gates of Dachau.  In 1940, Höss 

appropriated it for his own fiefdom.  Along with a steady stream of propaganda, the motto 

emblazoned on Eicke’s writing paper was repeatedly drummed into the guards’ heads: “Only one 

thing is valid: orders.”   

 Combining the “energy and organizational vigilance of the former officer with the 

unscrupulousness of the private soldier,” Theodor Eicke was considered a father figure, 

endearingly termed “Papa” by his men.113  As he wrote to Himmler:  “The fact that they all call 

me Papa indicates their confidence in me; they know that I do not only send down orders to them 

but I honestly care for them.”114  As Johannes Hassebroeck of Gross Rosen commented, “He was 

everyone’s comrade, and we were his.  I think he somehow needed us and we needed him.  It was 
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a very deep relationship.”115  Despite Höss’ denials of the efficacy of Eicke’s propaganda, he 

evidently fell under Eicke’s paternalistic spell and internalized Eicke’s rhetoric, which was 

forceful and made perfect sense in the context of the Nazi state and Himmler’s vision of the SS.  

Eicke “considered the extermination of the enemy to be the main objective of warfare” and in his 

mind, “successful tactics boiled down to a simple matter of fanatical determination and utter 

ruthlessness.”116  Moreover, Eicke did his best to promote anti-Semitic feelings among his men.  

It was said in an SS internal memorandum that this commonality “unites them like a magic 

wand.”117   

 Much later, in his memoirs, Höss frequently decried Eicke’s indoctrination, but in 

looking at his conduct as a Kommandant, one can easily see many of Eicke’s remonstrations born 

out by Höss’ own behavior.  Further, like Höss, Eicke also suffered from a persecution complex.  

As Segev argues, “Eicke’s papers also indicate an unmistakable obsession with the idea that 

somebody, somewhere, was always out to get him, to discriminate against him, to deprive him of 

his rights, to insult him.”118  This process of unwitting internalization of Eicke’s 

“commandments” would likely be reinforced by Höss’ SS brethren, for many members of the 

upper echelon of concentration camp personnel had received their training from Eicke.  SS 

Sturmbannführer Paul Werner Hoppe, Kommandant of Stutthof, was described thus by Segev, in 

terms eerily similar to the way in which Höss’ behavior as Kommandant could be characterized:  

Like Theodor Eicke he (Hoppe) tolerated excessively sadistic methods of killing; similar 

to Eicke he hardly ever participated in any acts of brutality himself--other than those he 

had to attend on duty.  He was trained and educated to accept acts of violence; he had 

had a good idea of the camps and experienced his own share of brutality in the two years 

he spent at the front.  He was expected not only to obey orders but to believe in them as 

well, and he did.”119   

 

Höss argued that “everyone who didn’t know any better was now filled with it (Eicke’s 

propaganda).”120  Höss was one of those who unwittingly did not know any better.  Indeed, as he 

admitted, belying his earlier disavowal of Eicke’s methods, “I also believed in and now began 

looking for the dangerous ENEMIES OF THE STATE (one of Eicke’s stock phrases).”121  
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Eicke’s tactics for ideology included repeated lectures in order not only to “suppress any feelings 

of pity right from the start,” but also to form “a hatred, an animosity against the prisoners which 

is  incomprehensible and outsiders cannot understand.”122  Indeed, Eicke passed out a “rule 

book” outlining expected standards of conduct, as well as positing a series of questions and 

answers which represented another form of  “drilling.”  Thus a strong element of pedagogy is 

evident in Eicke’s manner of command;  indeed, Johannes Hassebroeck was “full of gratitude to 

the SS for the intelligent guidance it gave me.”123  Höss later explained that “this indoctrination 

of hate explains all the torture and mistreatment of the prisoners in the concentration camps.”124  

Though Höss’ personal conduct proved indifferent at best and callous at worst, rather than brutal, 

it is clear that many of his brethren took Eicke’s words to a new and appalling level.  This sort of 

ethos, with its propagandistic and demagogic value, as well as its efficacy in toughening SS men 

up, was widely disseminated amongst the staffs of the camps.  Truly, “raised in the spirit of 

Eicke,” SS men achieved “utmost alertness and constant readiness.”125  Perhaps Eicke put it most 

presciently, as he posited that “a soldier is but a carbon copy of his commanding officer, for 

better or worse.”126   

 Nonetheless, Höss was still plagued by conscience though he was “too stubborn” to 

admit his “sensitivity to the prisoners’ situations.”127  Höss, in his own words, simply lacked the 

“heart” to endure a dishonorable discharge, such as he had observed at Dachau.  Höss couched 

his internal struggle in military terms, musing on whether to become a “deserter.”  Ultimately, 

feeling martyred yet again, Höss accepted his “fate” and “adopted the views, orders, and decrees 

which were in force there (Dachau).”128  Höss’ resulting introversion signified “an inaccessible 

emotional coldness, and what he believed to be sympathy for his victims was nothing but 

sentimental pity for himself, who was ordered to carry out such inhuman tasks.”129   Indeed, the 

fact that both Papa Eicke and Heinrich Himmler had judged Höss perfect for camp duty must 

have played no small role in Höss’ deliberations as well.  They were right: in 1944, Höss’ SS file 
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recorded that “he had been not only a good camp commander but ‘a true pioneer in this field, 

thanks to new ideas and new methods of education.’”130  

 Transferred to Sachsenhausen on 1 August, 1938, Höss was appointed camp adjutant to 

the Kommandant, SS Standartenführer Hermann Baranowski, who could integrate a “good 

nature” and “kind heart” with the ability to be “hard and mercilessly severe in all matters 

appertaining to service.”131    Like Höss, Baranowski had been apolitical in his younger years, 

neither understanding nor particularly caring for politics.  He had stumbled into Nazism via a 

Hitler speech, as had Höss. Baranowski’s “sudden enthusiasm, however, after years of political 

indifference, must have also reflected an hitherto nonexistent awareness of the dull, helpless 

situation he had been in since the end of the war.”132  Such feelings were quite possibly felt by 

Höss: he felt the world out to get him, thwarting his agrarian dreams after the mayhem of the 

Freikorps experience.   

 An apolitical ethos was common for SS men; SS Hauptsturmführer Josef Kramer, a close 

friend of Höss,’ a “graduate” of Eicke’s regimen at Dachau, and, later, Kommandant of both 

Birkenau (Auschwitz II) and, subsequently, Bergen-Belsen, was in essence “saved” by Nazi 

politics.  Kramer’s wife remembered her husband’s political views: 

“Over the years he had not shown any interest in politics, did not believe in it, and did 

not understand it.  For that reason, it would not be correct to say that suddenly, close to 

Christmas 1931, he discovered politics.  It was actually the other way around: his 

personal problems became those of millions of other people.  What bothered him now 

bothered the entire country.  I don’t think that he ever wanted the Party to represent his 

political views, because I don’t believe that he had any solid political views.  What 

happened was much simpler.  At a particular point he found himself surrounded by a 

huge public, all bitter and close to despair like he was, and they joined the Nazi party.  

So he joined, too.  They identified not only with the party, but also with each other.  My 

husband identified with them, and like them believed in the party.  He probably asked 

himself how he not discovered the party earlier; after all the party promised solutions to 

all his problems.  From the day he understood this, he gave himself over to Nazism with 

all his heart.  I think he remained ever grateful to his movement.”133  

Despite his ignorance of politics, Höss adhered to a cardinal rule, imparted to him by his father 

and overcoming any subjective desires: loyalty to the standing laws of his country.  The Nazis 
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were nationalists; so was Rudolf Höss.  Combined with his feelings of rootlessness, the absence 

of any family connections, or any intimate ties except for those fostered by the army, it must 

have been almost impossible for him to resist the Nazis’ persuasive power, particularly when 

wooed by Hitler’s passionate oratorical skills and his various panaceas for Germany’s woes. 

 The political aspects of Nazism notwithstanding, Baranowski, like Höss, had also served 

in the German military, in his case over twenty-one years in the German navy, including service 

during the First World War.  Baranowski returned from the navy feeling disassociated from 

friends and country, as did Höss upon his return from the Freikorps.  Moreover, Baranowski was 

of the Eicke school, only his watchword was “MUST” in terms of silencing “all the soft feelings 

in the SS soldier.”134  Höss too silenced all his “soft” feelings.  Indeed, the camp senior, political 

prisoner Harry Naujocks, remembered being commanded by Höss in the summer of 1938 to “get 

rid of” a certain prisoner.  The reason for this, Naujocks discovered, was that Höss had fainted in 

the camp greenhouse, due to the heat or alcohol, or a combination of both, and the prisoner, 

named Teschner, had pulled Höss into the shade and brought him water.  This revived the 

adjutant, and he brusquely left without a word, though Teschner found this understandable 

because “it was shameful for a prisoner to witness such weakness in an SS officer.”135  Though 

Naujocks saved Teschner by summarily transferring him to another camp, the situation in itself 

reflects the growing evolution of Höss’ psyche, and his complete adaptation to the amalgamation 

of SS ideology and the doctrines espoused by his superiors, as well as his own habituation to the 

exigencies of the camp milieu as an SS officer.       

 Moreover, Eicke knew Baranowski as “driven mad by ambition,”136 just as Eicke himself 

was affected by a “cancerous ambition.”137  Baranowski also defended the military function of 

the Death’s head in no uncertain terms.  He complained to Eicke that an officer from the General 

SS had termed the Death’s Head as “nothing more than jailers in SS uniform.”138  Indeed, 

Baranowski demanded that the offending officer be put on trial for this egregious insult.  
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Therefore, Höss’ pride in his soldierly duty was nothing if not encouraged by his tenure at 

Sachsenhausen.         

 Interestingly, Höss argued that the guard troops at Sachsenhausen were “different” than 

those of Dachau.  Many were young officer candidates, not the sort of guards who promoted the 

“atmosphere of hate”139 nor the state of “anonymous terror”140 which existed at Dachau.  At this 

point Germany with Hitler at her head was scoring diplomatic triumphs and restoring pride to a 

nation still buffeted by the Depression, as well as the sting of Versailles.  Thus, “these successes 

could not be denied.  The path and the goal of the Party were correct.”141     

 War came on 1 September, 1939.  With new exigencies posed by the invasion of Poland 

and new internal dangers putatively threatening the Reich, the “harsh laws of war” now had to be 

implemented.  This was a situation for which Höss was ideally suited.  “Harshness” and “war” 

were terms with which Rudolf Höss was well familiar.  Further justification now bolstered the 

already considerable weight of orders.  The toughness of the SS now became even more 

indispensable; indeed, a note of pride comes across in Höss’ writing as he relates that the SS was 

the only organization possessing the “necessary toughness” to protect the Reich, not least 

because of their “stern education.”142  Soon after the war started, executions became a more or 

less permanent feature of daily camp life.  As a former inmate remarked, “Höss would watch the 

beatings and hangings as if he were watching a movie, but with no reaction showing in his 

face.”143  It is evident that Eicke’s rhetoric had indeed found a place in Höss’ psyche, especially 

under the auspices of war.  Now softness was downright “dangerous,” for the “annihilation of the 

enemy within the state is just as much a duty as the annihilation of the enemy out on the front 

lines and, therefore, could never be called dishonorable.”144  Höss had now found his self-

professed raison d’être in the Nazi state.  Those who dissented from the Nazi platform or spoke 

against Hitler were dismissed by Höss as  “contaminated with out-of-date political ideas of the 

common, middle-class world which have long become obsolete.”145    
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 When war came, Himmler, concerned that information about the camps would spread to 

the enemy, decreed that higher level  SS camp personal would be exempt from the front.  Höss 

was thus excused from front-line service.  The Reich’s success on the battlefield as the 

Wehrmacht swept through Poland in a matter of weeks gave her vast tracts of new territory 

populated by Jews and Slavs.  In the early days of the campaign, high SS officials, probably 

Himmler and his chief of security, SS Gruppenführer Reinhard Heydrich, decided, almost 

certainly at Hitler’s behest, that a new camp which could hold 10,000 prisoners was needed in 

the area of Silesia, particularly as the pogroms against Poles and Polish Jews alike gathered 

momentum, as did the Nazi thirst for slave labor.  The site decided upon was Auschwitz, a 

former Polish army barracks, as well as an Austrian cavalry base.             

 On 1 May, 1940, Himmler appointed Höss Kommandant of Auschwitz, after another 

Sachsenhausen SS man, SS Sturmbannführer Walter Eisfeld, had declined the position.  Höss 

was not compelled to take this post: personal ambition certainly played a large role.  Moreover, 

Höss and new Kommandant of Sachsenhausen SS Oberführer Hans Loritz were often at 

loggerheads due to Höss’ strong friendship with and admiration of Baranowski, one of Loritz’s 

most bitter enemies.  Höss condemned Loritz’s brutality, for, to Loritz, “everything was done too 

softly.”146  Höss’ antipathy toward both Loritz himself and Loritz’s overly harsh methods would 

likely have reaffirmed his own resolve to behave dispassionately and without brutality towards 

his charges.  From a more pragmatic perspective, Höss’ transfer also removed a thorn in Loritz’s 

side.             

 Fortified with his experience as both guard and prisoner, Höss apparently had something 

on the order of an agrarian prison camp in mind, an amalgamation of his prior experiences: “I 

wanted to do things differently here.”147  This likely coincided with Himmler’s own similar 

passions.  There was also an element of accident in Höss’ appointment as nascent executioner, 

for Himmler had originally planned to send a high-ranking SS officer to head the extermination 
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facilities of the camp, separate from the administrative sphere.  Himmler retrenched, however, 

after considering the likelihood of friction or even overt conflict between each Kommandant and 

his titular superior, the extermination leader.  In some sense, then, Höss fell into his role as mass 

murderer, although the warning signs from both Hitler and SS ideology, as well as Nazi 

propaganda as a whole were certainly apparent and apprehensible.            

 Höss found his new command a shambles; pitifully underequipped for his task, he once 

more made himself the good martyr for his convictions.  Indeed, Höss’ primary excuse for not 

stopping the beatings which dominated Auschwitz life consisted of his claim that he was too 

occupied with expansion, maintenance, and other minutiae of the camp to spare any attention for 

the prisoners.  Consequently, it could simply be said, as he claimed in his memoirs, that his inept 

subordinates had failed in their responsibilities.  Nevertheless, Höss’ claim was mendacious, for 

upon assuming command at Auschwitz, he brought thirty criminal inmates from Sachsenhausen 

and appointed them the first Auschwitz Kapos, or supervisors of the prisoners.148  From Höss’ 

perspective, however, he was the victim: as usual, “I would have to help myself.”149    

 Thereby, Höss became “bitterly aware that all of my good aspirations and the best of my 

intentions were ruined by the human shortcomings and stubbornness of most of the officers and 

men who were assigned to me.”150  Höss was let down by the “old guard,” for to him, the mold of 

the typical SS man was simply too difficult to shatter.  Therefore, Höss retained an ironclad 

excuse for any mishaps, because, in his view, everyone, from the officers down to the kapos, had 

been incorrectly trained.  As Höss said of another SS officer, “because of his personality and 

outlook, he wasn’t able to do this (help run the camp) in any other way.”151  Such an estimation 

could appropriately be applied to Höss’ own conduct.  Given his own background, training, and 

personality, he simply evolved into what he repeatedly castigated.                

 Interestingly, in his memoirs, Höss, caught in a vain moment, proclaimed the 

Kommandant to be the person responsible for stepping in when affairs were muddied by 
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subordinates.  He does not, however, explain why, in light of his obvious and persistent 

frustrations, he did not pursue this course while in command at Auschwitz.  In his memoirs, Höss 

instead carped incessantly about the behavior of his subordinates and blamed them, interspersing 

this disclaimer with a perverted and vaguely magnanimous acceptance of responsibility for his 

subordinates’ shortcomings.  Höss, then, ultimately accepted overall responsibility for 

Auschwitz, despite his quite evident belief that in the end, he remained wholly inculpable for 

anything that had occurred.                                                  

 The camp for 30,000 inmates Himmler ordered Höss to construct in 1941 was to be 

supplemented by a prisoner-of-war camp in nearby Birkenau which would hold 100,000 

prisoners of war.  Despite a chronic shortage of both manpower and materials, Himmler left Höss 

largely to his own devices.  Forced to improvise, Höss overtly took a page from Eicke’s book by 

stealing materials he needed.  By this action, Höss mirrored both Eicke’s behavior and his former 

superior’s prevailing mentality, a tendency which would only grow stronger as time passed and 

Höss’ frustration with his intended “model camp” and all its personnel mounted.     

 At that point, being a Kommandant truly became a battle in his mind, the prisoners 

utterly feckless and the guards unrestrained and inept in the performance of their duties, scarcely 

better than their charges.  Nevertheless, in the face of all this frustration, Höss’ ambition 

remained unparalleled.  As he simply admitted, “I was obsessed.  Every new problem lashed me 

on to even greater intensity.  I didn’t want this situation to get the best of me.  My ambition 

would not permit it.  I lived only for my work.”152  A sense of fatalism spiced with resignation 

persisted for Höss, as he strove to fight the “good” albeit losing battle, a sentiment which 

dovetailed neatly with his assessment of “fate” and its cruel ministrations.  As his superior, 

Inspector of Concentration Camps SS Gruppenführer Richard Glücks commented, “Things could 

not always turn out the way one wanted them to.”153  Höss also recollected Glücks’ feeling that “I 

was far too immersed in my assignment and that I could not see beyond my assignment.”154  
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However, everything which had heretofore transpired in Höss’ life had led him to think in 

exactly this way.          

 While in command at Auschwitz, Höss watched himself metamorphose; as he laconically 

phrased it, “I became a different person in Auschwitz.”155  Just as had the “higher being” of his 

autocratic father, Höss’ comrades had now “disappointed” and “deceived” him.  Again, Höss 

chose simply to withdraw, for he “just couldn’t do it anymore.”  He had been “disappointed too 

much.”156 Consequently, Höss became both  “visibly hardened” and relatively “unapproachable” 

during this frustrating period, from the summer of 1940 through the first part of 1941, as his 

daunting task haunted him.157  As survivor Tadeusz Borowski wrote, “You can get accustomed to 

the camp,” for “indeed, habit is a powerful force”158  Ironically, Höss appears unaware of the 

roots of this transformation, whose antecedents were clearly manifested in Dachau and, 

subsequently, Sachsenhausen.  In such a manner did Höss’ depersonalization reach its crest, a 

withdrawal which was put to its ultimate test in his involvement in the Final Solution of the 

Jewish Question.  The words of SS Sturmbannführer Richard Baer, final Kommandant of 

Auschwitz I, shed further light on the process of a Kommandant’s desensitization to the grisly 

events of the concentration camp: 

 “This might sound odd to you, [but] by the time I got to Auschwitz I had seen much 

 brutality, first in other camps, then at the front and also during the Allied air raids on 

 Hamburg.  I once saw a little girl all in flames on an Hamburg street.  That was before I 

 got to Auschwitz.  If you want, I simply got used to it.”159 

Höss’ adaptation seems very similar, its end result, as Baer was described by another SS officer, 

a “typical camp commander with no human feelings.”160       

 During his trial in 1947, as well as in his prior conversations with Nuremberg 

psychologist G.M. Gilbert, Höss made clear the irrationality of questioning the “rightness” of the 

motivation behind the Final Solution.  Indeed, there was “something unrealistic” about such 

questions.  Höss never needed any further explanation than he received from Himmler in 1941.  
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As he thought of the assignment, “It just seemed a necessity.”161  After all,  “it was something 

already taken for granted that the Jews were to blame for everything.”162   Quite bluntly, 

“We just never heard anything else.  It was not just newspapers like the Stürmer but it 

was everything we ever heard.  Even our military and ideological training took for 

granted that we had to protect Germany from the Jews....It only started to occur to me 

after the collapse that maybe it was not quite right, after I had heard what everyone was 

saying.  But nobody had ever said these things before; at least, we never heard of it.  

Now I wonder if Himmler really believed all that himself or just gave me an excuse to 

justify what he wanted me to do.  But anyway, that really doesn’t matter.”163  

Here was Höss at his most empathically withdrawn.  He accepted without question or comment 

what father figures like Himmler said; it was only after he heard what “everyone” was saying that 

his beliefs were called into question.  So impressionable, and so accustomed to listening to 

superiors and/or elders and adapting, at the very least, derivatives of their viewpoints, whether 

consciously or unconsciously, Höss was an easy target for both the allure and demands of 

Nazism.  Furthermore, as a notoriously brutal Auschwitz guard argued, “We were told that if we 

were in the first-grade we were to use the first-grade books, not the fifth-grade readers.”164  Or as 

another phrased it, “I did not fight against carrying out such orders.  It didn’t even occur to me; I 

did not think about justice or injustice.  Because of my SS Weltanschauung indoctrination, I 

never thought of doing so.”165           

 The Final Solution of the Jewish Question was intended to be a “top secret matter.”166  

The sense of martyrdom Höss had experienced many times must have recrudesced even more 

strongly when given the first intimations of Hitler, Himmler, and Heydrich’s intended “solution” 

to the Jewish problem.  Höss remembered Himmler first approaching him regarding the Final 

Solution in summer 1941 (likely August), when he was ordered to Berlin.  Significantly, 

Himmler met with Höss without the customary presence of his adjutant.  As Höss remembered, 

Himmler greeted him by saying,  

 “The Führer has ordered the Final Solution of the Jewish Question.  We the SS have to 

 carry out this order.  The existing extermination sites in the East (likely a reference to the 
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 Einsatzgruppen) are not in a position to carry out these intended operations on a large 

 scale.  I have, therefore, chosen Auschwitz for this purpose.  First of all, because of the 

 advantageous transport facilities, and secondly, because it allows this area to be easily 

 isolated and disguised.”167  

The assignment was “to remain between the two of us” and “It is a hard and difficult job which 

requires your complete commitment, regardless of the difficulties which may arise.”168   

 Following this meeting, SS Obersturmbannführer Adolf Eichmann, the Reich’s so-called 

“Jewish Expert,” visited Auschwitz to discuss the particulars of extermination.  The Euthanasia 

program of 1939-1941 had employed carbon monoxide gas to kill thousands of Germans viewed 

as incurable.  Gas relieved the “tremendous strain” faced by members of the Einsatzgruppen 

while performing murders in Russia.  However, Höss and Eichmann decided that the use of 

carbon monoxide was impractical because of the “intricate” facilities which would need to be 

installed.  As Artur Seyss-Inquart, Protector of the Netherlands, would assert at Nuremberg, 

“There is a limit to the number of people you can kill out of hatred or lust for slaughter, but there 

is no limit to the number you can kill in the cool, systematic manner of the military ‘categorical 

imperative.’”169  This was so particularly because the Final Solution proceeded by gradation as 

well as in this dispassionate manner of which Seyss-Inquart speaks.  Even the actual 

extermination process, as Tadeusz Borowski notes, evolved: 

First just one ordinary barn--and here they proceed to asphyxiate people.  Later, four 

buildings, accommodating twenty thousand at a time without any trouble.  No hocus-

pocus, no poison, no hypnosis.  Only several men directing traffic to keep operations 

running smoothly, and the thousands flow along like water from an open tap.  All this 

happens just beyond the anaemic (sic) trees of the dusty little wood.  Ordinary trucks 

bring people, return, then bring some more.  No hocus-pocus, no poison, no hypnosis.170 

Consequently, not only technology, but also habituation played a crucial role in the success of 

the Final Solution.           

 The use of the fumigant Zyklon B first proved effective on 3 September, 1941, as  SS 

Hauptsturmführer Karl Fritzsch, Kommandant of Auschwitz I, “on his own initiative,”171 while 

Höss was away, had carried out the first gassings in the basement of Block 11 in the main camp.    
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Höss again met with Eichmann before the end of 1941, and the two decided on Zyklon B as the 

desired method of extermination.  Subsequently, the camp mortuary was used for gassings, then 

early in 1942, operations were shifted to two large abandoned farmhouses in Birkenau, the “little 

red house” and the “little white house.”  Mass graves and, to a limited extent, the camp 

crematoria, were used until the summer of 1942, then burning was deemed a better alternative 

and huge pyres made of discarded railroad ties saturated in used fuel were constructed to dispose 

of corpses to supplement the overworked crematoria.       

 Thus left alone to do the Reich’s dirtiest work, Höss would persistently carry on, despite 

capacious shortages.  Even given the dual stipulations amongst SS personnel that the Jews were 

to blame for everything and one’s superiors were to be heeded unquestioningly, there can be no 

doubt that Höss realized the morally wrong nature of his duties, though he dismissed such 

concerns as “non-issues.”  Though Höss admitted feeling that the order he was given by Himmler 

was “something monstrous,” he retreated under the cloak of pedagogy, for how could he, Höss, 

be expected to understand the wishes of his superiors?  Resultingly, Höss felt that he should “set 

a personal example of mental fitness for the SS personnel directly involved in the mass 

murders.”172 Borowski aptly describes this mentality: “Ein Reich, ein Volk, ein Führer--and four 

crematoria.”173  Thus Gilbert’s impression of Höss at Nuremberg: 

 “In all of the discussion Höss is quite matter-of-fact and apathetic, shows some belated 

 interest in the enormity of his crime, but gives the impression that it never would have 

 occurred to him if somebody hadn’t asked him.  There is too much apathy to leave any 

 suggestion of remorse and even the prospect of hanging does not unduly stress him.174 

Not only did Höss’ dependence upon patriarchal figures appear to have burgeoned while 

he was at Auschwitz, but also his already keen sense of soldierly devotion was honed to a fine 

edge, particularly due to the frenetic nature of wartime and the imminent danger it provided.  

Indeed, Eicke’s motto that orders were the only thing truly valid had certainly rubbed off on 

Höss: 
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“We were all so trained to obey orders without even thinking that the thought of 

disobeying an order would simply never have occurred to anybody and somebody else 

would have done just as well if I hadn’t....Himmler was so strict about little things, and 

executed SS men for such small offenses, that we naturally took it for granted that he 

was acting according to a strict code of honor...You can be sure that it was not always a 

pleasure to see those mountains of corpses and smell the continual burning.”175 

It is telling that Höss’ mental connection with the extermination process is one of physical 

superficiality (the smell) as opposed to a genuine moral quandary (Jews being killed for what 

reason?).           

 Höss’ relationship with Himmler is fascinating, inasmuch as they shared common 

experiences in the Freikorps movement and the Artamans.  War and violence had stained their 

formative years in much the same way, as well as the idealistic desire to return to nature and a 

seemingly simpler way of life.  Himmler, however, never attained the battlefield distinction that 

Höss did.  Buttressing these similarities was Himmler’s tendency to be pedagogic; this 

characteristic dovetailed with Höss’ need to be told what to do.  Thus in many ways Himmler 

and Höss were very much suited to work together.  Höss was very willing to take a secondary 

role, allowing the man his children called “Uncle Heini” to lead the way for him.  As Himmler’s 

close friend Dr. Karl Gebhardt commented of him, “He had no originality, but he was 

extraordinarily industrious.”176  This statement might equally be applied to Höss.   

 When asked about the rationality behind the Final Solution, Höss elaborated upon his 

statement that it was absurd for him to think of such things, saying “But Himmler had ordered it 

and had even explained the necessity and I really never gave much thought to whether it was 

wrong.”177  Indeed, on the occasion of Himmler’s first Auschwitz visit, on 1 March, 1941, when 

Höss nagged Himmler about material shortages and construction difficulties, as well as 

overcrowding problems and a chronic water shortage, the latter responded by icily remonstrating 

to Höss that “I do not acknowledge the difficulties in Auschwitz.”178  More explicitly, Himmler 

did not “want to hear anymore about any existing difficulties!  For an SS officer there are no 

difficulties.  His task is always to immediately overcome any difficulty by himself.  As to how?  
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That’s your headache, not mine!”179  Therefore, Höss’ safest bet was to retreat into himself and 

his task.            

 Himmler even treated Höss in the same belittling and didactic manner that Höss’ father 

had.  With the attitude of a father conferring a reward on a favored son, Himmler deigned to 

explain the reasoning behind the Final Solution to Höss:   

“He explained to me that it was not his habit to discuss such matters with inferiors; 

however, this case was so important and of such great significance that he had decided to 

explain to me his reasons and they were as follows: he said to me that if the 

extermination of the Jews did not take place at this time the German people would be 

eliminated by the Jews.”180   

As was his wont, Höss pushed Himmler no further.  As he testified at his trial: 

Q: Did he explain to you how the Jews would be able to eliminate the German                  

population?                                                                                                                                                  

A: No.                    

Q: What other reasons did he give?                 

A: That was the reason.181 

Himmler also encouraged Höss to utterly subordinate his emotions to the necessity of the tasks at 

hand.  When watching the extermination, Himmler “just watched it all silently and showed no 

sign of emotion.  All he said was ‘It is a hard job, but we’ve got to do it.’”182  Implicit in this 

musing statement was the codicil “for the Fatherland.”  Like Höss, then, Himmler also had a 

penchant for feeling martyred by seemingly insurmountable tasks.  Even more astonishing was 

Himmler’s lack of reaction as he watched bodies being cremated.  As Höss remembered, “You 

could never see any sign of emotion in his face-never.  I always saw him with this iron mask.  He 

was always this way.”183  So too would Höss be “an opaque man,”184 as his Auschwitz adjutant, 

SS Hauptsturmführer Robert Mulka, described him. 

 The sort of desensitization and unquestioning obedience, as well as the surrender of 

one’s autonomy to what was in effect an “higher being,” was reflected in Josef Kramer’s 

mentality as a Kommandant.  When asked about his personal feelings the first time he gassed 

prisoners, in 1943, as Kommandant of Natzweiler camp, Kramer commented, “I had no particular 
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feeling in carrying out these operations, because I had received an order to execute the eighty 

prisoners in the way I have described.  In any case, that was the way I was trained.”185  Kramer’s 

response, so similar to Höss,’ is striking because Kramer’s experiences as a member of the 

Death’s Head closely paralleled Hoss,’ most importantly in that Kramer too was “trained” at 

Dachau and served as Kommandant of Birkenau (Auschwitz II).  Therefore, one may logically 

conclude that Höss’ mindset did not differ as much from that of his colleagues as he so 

desperately needed to believe it did and, indeed, tried so hard to persuade the reader of in his 

memoirs.   

 With many men of such similar mentalities, the Final Solution became a twisted 

competition of sorts.  As Richard Breitman diagrams in Official Secrets, competition flourished 

among the leaders of the Einsatzgruppen following the invasion of Russia.  Personal ambition 

undoubtedly played an integral role, but the priority of service to the Fatherland cannot be 

understated.  Indeed, as SS Unterscharführer Pery Broad, a young Auschwitz guard, relates, “one 

considered it as one’s foremost duty to do away with as many “enemies of the state” in the camp 

as possible.”186  Broad’s use of Eicke’s phrase “enemies of the state” is particularly notable, for 

Broad came to Auschwitz in 1941 as a twenty year old and had not yet been exposed to SS 

doctrine, much less the rhapsodies of Theodor Eicke.  His experience was accumulated at 

Auschwitz.  As former inmates Ota Kraus and Erich Kulka recall,  

We knew that the SS were given regular “political education” in the course of which they 

were incited against the prisoners with Nazi slogans.  It was impressed upon them over 

and over again that every prisoner was a hardened criminal and an enemy of the German 

nation.  Every tenth sentence warned the block leader that each prisoner was “public 

enemy No. 1.”  At these lectures their duties were drummed into them: extract the 

highest  possible output from the prisoners, terrorize by beating and torture, maintain 

discipline. At the same time they were given precise instructions to look upon the 

German prisoners as colleagues and to set the other nationalities against one another.  

The latter had to have it impressed on them that it was the Jews’ fault that they were in a 

concentration camp and that the Jews were to blame for the war.187         
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Höss’ designation of the guard and the prisoner as “deadly enemies” in a very real war never 

seemed more appropriate than in this context and rarely does the efficacy of Eicke’s assiduous 

training of his surrogate sons as well as his impact on the concentration camp system as a whole 

seem more pronounced.  The ethos of the SS caused much mutual reinforcement, as can easily be 

seen by the prolonged propaganda and ideological training to which so many SS men were 

exposed.  One of Auschwitz’s most feared men, SS Hauptscharführer Otto Moll, in his diatribes 

to prisoners and fellow SS alike, echoed the sentiments Höss would make at his trial several 

years in the future.  Moll “often declared that an order was an order, and that if the Führer were 

to order him to burn his own wife and child he would not hesitate to do so.”188  The issue of 

nationalism was also crucial for Moll, as it was for many SS; after killing children by throwing 

them into the sizzling fat of the fire pits, Moll would remark, “I’ve done enough for the 

Fatherland today.”189 Höss eerily parroted Moll’s statements during his own trial: 

 Q: And what about the children?  Were all the children killed? 

A: That depended upon their stature.  Some of the 15 and 16 year-old children also 

wanted to work, if they were strong. 

 Q: In other words, children below 15 were executed? 

 A: Yes. 

 Q: Just because of Himmler’s order? 

 A: Yes. 

 Q: And because they were dangerous to the German population? 

 A: Yes. 

 Q: So a child of 3 or 4 years-old was dangerous to the German population? 

 A: No, it isn’t quite that way.  I should have elaborated perhaps a little more on my 

 statement before of Himmler’s explanation.  He said the German population would not 

 have carried rights unless the Jewish population were now exterminated. 

 Q: So that really is a confirmation of what you said.  The German population could not 

 rise at all because of the 4 year-old Jewish children? 

 A: Yes.190 

 

This sort of thinking, in sum, rationalized the Final Solution. 

 However, Höss was careful to describe his own lack of interest in the extermination of 

Jews and the simple importance of following orders: 

 Q: You were often present at the executions and the burnings? 

 A: Yes. 
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 Q: Why? 

 A: Because I had to do this.  I had to supervise these proceedings. 

 Q: Why did you have to supervise these proceedings? 

 A: To see that everything was carried out in an orderly manner. 

 Q: Was it interesting. 

 A: No, certainly not. 

 Q: Why not? They were enemies of the German population who were executed, weren’t    

 they? 

 A: But the procedure was not such that one might take an interest in. 

 Q: You told me yesterday that Himmler had explained to you that every Jew, irrespective 

 of sex, or age, was a danger to the German population. 

 A: Yes. 

 Q: So it must have been quite a satisfaction to you, wasn’t it, to see that danger to the     

 German population was removed so efficiently? 

 A: No, certainly not.191 

 

 Reinforcing the themes of deadly danger to the German population and extreme, 

arrogant, and insular nationalism, was the spirit of scientific rationalism which prevailed in 

Germany during the Third Reich, albeit in mutated form.  Scientific rationalism argued that 

society was a living organism whose health could be improved or weakened by the relative health 

of its members.  Weeding out inferior members, while an unpleasant job at best, was necessary 

for the ultimate advancement of the body politic.  To farmers such as Höss and Himmler, 

breeding was old hat and survival of the fittest merely a prosaic agrarian example.  Indeed, 

prisoners were not even given the status of animals, but were treated as vermin to be stamped out 

as dispassionately and efficiently as possible.  It was not mere coincidence that Zyklon B, a 

fumigant, was employed in the exterminations.  As Höss confided in his brother-in-law, Fritz 

Hensel, who at the time was visiting Auschwitz, “Look, you can see for yourself.  They are not 

like you and me.  They are different. They do not behave like human beings.  They have numbers 

on their arms.  They are here to die.”192     

 Moreover, as Christopher Browning explains in Ordinary Men, common participation in 

murderous action tends to bring a group closer together, as its members become ensnared in the 

same web of guilt and horror.  Such was the case for the Reserve Police Battalions who served as 

executioners in Poland.  Also crucial for Browning is the role of peer pressure, and the worry of 



 43 

being labeled “weak” or a “sissy.”  This certainly helps to explain the behavior of certain 

Auschwitz executioners.  As Pery Broad describes, the executioner would  

Put down the gun, whistle a tune or talk with the men around him about quite indifferent 

things.   By that cynical attitude he wanted to show that it did not affect him at all to be 

“finishing off that rabble”; he wanted to boast how “tough” he was.  He was quite proud 

of the fact that his conscience did not trouble him when he was murdering the guiltless 

victims.193 

 

 For Höss, however, life at Auschwitz became progressively normalized, just as it did for 

Broad, who called Auschwitz a “family camp”194 without a hint of irony.  There was some sense 

to this sort of sentiment, however.  Borowski remembers frequent soccer games between 

prisoners, oftentimes with guards as eager spectators, which took place on fields a scant two 

miles from the incessantly smoking chimneys of Birkenau.  Höss retained his ties to his wife and 

children, returning each day to their “luxurious villa”195 while the camp was serenaded by the 

excellent band composed of prisoners.  Indeed, Frau Höss was known to have said, “I want to 

live here until I die.”  Therefore, wives were not immune to the perquisites of camp life and the 

depersonalization and indifference which gripped their husbands.  As another Kommandant’s 

wife said, reminiscing nostalgically to Tom Segev, “It was a wonderful time.”196    

 Frau Höss also took advantage of widespread corruption to overstock her own larder, as 

well at those of her relatives in Germany, sinking so low as to steal confiscated underwear from 

women prisoners.  The material pull was, it appears, very strong.  Indeed, in 1943, when Höss 

was departing Auschwitz to become Assistant Inspector to the camp system, four goods-vans 

were needed to transport his and his family’s “belongings.”  Frau Höss was also known as an 

anti-Semite by her gardener, likely evidence that the climate of the camp was uniquely suited to 

the formation and or increase of anti-Semitism.  Moreover, Frau Höss echoed many of her 

husband’s colleagues when she averred that the Poles had to pay for their “atrocities” by working 

themselves to death and that the Jews needed to disappear from the Earth “to the last man.”  
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Ultimately, the loss of the empathic response to human suffering was not restricted to the 

Kommandants and their personnel.   

 The sense of depersonalization occurring among prisoners and guards alike in the camps 

at its most appalling is reflected by the remembrances of Auschwitz prisoner pharmacist Lena 

Donat.  As she puts it,  

I handled corpses without fear or disgust.  I trampled on human ashes but refused to 

permit myself to be aware of it.  Not only my nerves, but my very senses were blunted, 

and I succeeded in creating in myself an induced amnesia: I simply did not dwell on the 

horrors I was living through.197   

 

Höss found himself doing much the same thing.  As he remonstrated to his brother-in-law, Fritz 

Hensel, an artist who visited Auschwitz, “Here you are on another planet.  Don’t forget that.”198  

And as one Auschwitz guard remarked sneeringly to inmate Primo Levi, “Hier ist kein warum” 

(“There is no why here”).199  This process of disassociation would have been facilitated by Höss’ 

frequent past experiences with detachment.  It was this sort of existentially perverted world 

which enabled SS men like SS Oberstürmführer Johann Schwartzhuber, a Kommandant of 

Auschwitz II (Birkenau) from March of 1942 until October of 1944, after which he became 

deputy Kommandant of Ravensbrück, to comment seemingly without irony that he had been 

“deeply moved” when he saw how “courageously” the women died in the Ravensbrück gas 

chamber.”200 

 Aside from ideological and socio-cultural concerns, pure greed also came into play at 

Auschwitz.  Ambition was an immensely strong motivator for most of the Death’s Head SS.  

This ambition helped men to deal with incessant and omnipresent death, as well as rationalize the 

killing of one’s “competitors,” viz., Jews.  Because the camps were considered tantamount to 

front-line service, promotions and decorations for valorous service to the Reich were quite 

common.  Höss received the Military Cross of Merit, First Class, with Sword, a decoration given 
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to only to a soldier who has made special contributions to his country or distinguished himself in 

active service.   

 The average SS man saw opportunities for immense gain in his position as Death’s Head 

SS, which often translated into embezzlement and profiteering at the expense of “rival” prisoners 

and SS men alike.  Indeed, embezzlement ran rampant, despite Himmler’s strict moral 

blandishments about SS men and their supposed moral standards.  Even Höss, in all his self-

perceived “clean-handed” glory was not immune to this temptation.  Indeed, as Kraus and Kulka 

contend, “before the Nazi politician sent his victims to the gas chamber, they were grabbed by 

Nazi economists, and forced, in the most brutal way, to construct the machinery for their own 

destruction.”201   

 No fewer than eleven major German firms had substantial investments in the camp 

system.  Krupp, Siemens, and I.G. Farben all had sizable investments in Auschwitz.  J.A. Topf 

and Sons, a reputable heating equipment manufacturer, constructed the crematoria.  The capital 

raised by in effect selling slave labor to these concerns made embezzlement within the ranks of 

the SS all the more tempting and frequent.  Indeed, it could be said truthfully by some that 

“Nazism was merely an instrument of the big industrial concerns.”202  Nonetheless, it was always 

made manifest that “Economic considerations are to be regarded as fundamentally irrelevant in 

the settlement of the problem,” i.e. the “problem” of the Jew’s existence in Germany.203  

 The conduct of the prisoners themselves also helped Höss rationalize his position at 

Auschwitz.  Hitler, Himmler, and Eicke’s doctrine had found fertile ground and Höss utterly 

accepted the idea of Jewish inferiority.  To him, the untermensch were in fact different.  Several 

factors within the confines of the camp itself reinforced the varying degrees of anti-Semitism 

which was common in Germany, and indeed, Europe as a whole at this time.  As an ardent anti-

Semite, Höss would expect the Jews under his command in Auschwitz to act in a certain 

depraved manner.  Due to their horrible situation, they would behave in a manner most consistent 
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with survival, in ways Höss deemed execrable, thus reinforcing his preconceived conceptions of 

Jewish depravity.  In this light, moreover, one remembers Höss’ life-long “passion for water,”204 

for he availed himself of any opportunity to wash or bathe from an early age.  As the filth of the 

camp overwhelmed the prisoners, Höss could have distanced himself from these depraved 

untermensch all the more, for he was simply not like them.   

 The savagery between prisoners in the camps has been well documented, especially 

between ethnic Germans and all the Eastern populations, primarily Jews.  Ethnic Germans  

considered Jews and Slavs inferior to themselves, despite their hardly lofty status as criminals or 

more infrequently, political prisoners.  The kapos, or block leaders, were often career criminals, 

yet as Germans constituted the “aristocracy” of the camp.  The kapos performed many of the 

most vituperative beatings, most of the time on their own whim.  One wonders why Höss, with 

all his purported knowledge of the prison world, did not change this.  As Elie Wiesel describes in 

Night, even sons and fathers killed each other over crusts of bread.  Moreover, the Jews were 

literally forced to kill each other.  Such was the use for the sonderkommando, who manned the 

crematoria, thereby extending their own lives for a few short months.  SS men did not actually 

have to get their hands dirty in any way if they so chose.  Such was the unspeakably perverse 

aspect of the extermination process: its cleanliness, orderliness, and swiftness. 

 Indeed, by 1944, Höss said to a fellow officer, “As for me, I have long ceased to have 

any human feelings,”205 echoing a July 1941 letter by a member of the Einsatzgruppen, whom, 

after personally executing Jews in Russia, wrote, “Strange, I am completely unmoved.  No pity, 

nothing.”206  And, as Primo Levi remembered, “It was better not to think.”207  The Death’s Head 

SS, particularly those as self-righteous about their abilities with prisoner as was Rudolf Höss, 

could also assuage their consciences by thinking of the Jews as animals who were killing each 

other. 
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 There can be no doubt that Höss was quite anti-Semitic.  To Gilbert, Höss admitted 

reading Goebbels’ editorials weekly for quite a number of years in addition to many of his 

speeches and books.  He had also read Alfred Rosenberg’s The Myth of the Twentieth Century, 

and Hitler’s Mein Kampf  as well as most of his speeches.  This “literature” supplemented the 

standard SS propaganda kits mentioned above.  Höss thought these three authors were “food for 

thought.”208  Just as he had once accepted Catholicism, Höss embraced his new doctrine, for “it 

was just truth without question; I had no doubt about that.”209  As Hitler radicalized both his 

policies and his oratory vis-à-vis the Jews, Höss followed suit.  The ubiquitousness of anti-

Semitism further concretized Hitler and Himmler’s ideas in Höss’ mind.  As Höss confided in 

Gilbert, “I just accepted it (anti-Semitism) as the realization of something I had already accepted-

-not only I, but everybody.”210  What wound up frightening Höss was not the monstrosity of the 

order, but the responsibility of carrying it out.  Höss admitted that though he did not understand 

the mechanics of the Final Solution, the idea of ridding the Fatherland of Jews “seemed” like the 

right course to pursue for Germany.  

 Höss was recalled from Auschwitz as the program for the Final Solution was in full 

swing, in November of 1943.  Because of alleged financial improprieties at Auschwitz and other 

camps, a special SS commission undertook an investigation which resulted in 700 discharges and 

arrests, including the chief of the Auschwitz Gestapo, SS Untersturmführer Max Grabner.  

Because Höss as camp Kommandant bore ultimate responsibility for the scandal and because he 

too had profited illegally, he was compelled to leave Auschwitz and was replaced by SS 

Obersturmbannführer Arthur Liebehenschel, whose place Höss took in the Inspectorate of the 

camps, subsumed under the Central Office within the SS Economic-Administrative Main Office 

(WVHA).  It was reported that Liebehenschel, known in SS circles as a soft disciplinarian, 

stopped the arbitrary beatings immediately upon assuming command, thus belying Höss’ 

persistent lame-duck attitude towards his subordinates.  Meanwhile Höss busied himself by 
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arranging, along with Eichmann, the deportation of 400,000 Hungarian Jews to the gas chambers 

of Auschwitz, a program dubbed “Action Höss” which was completed at the end of 1944.   

 As the war ground on towards inevitable German defeat, the camp system imploded. 

Prisoners were shifted frenetically and conditions became, if imaginable, even worse as the Third 

Reich’s sphere of influence shrank.  A martyr until the end, Höss in effect threw up his hands, 

exculpating himself by the assurance that he had tried to do all he could.   

 A final blow to Höss’ fragmenting world was the unraveling of his father-figure, 

Heinrich Himmler, who advised his men to hide in the army rather than sacrifice oneself to the 

cause.  As Höss recollected, “This was the good-bye from the man I respected so highly, in 

whom I had placed such tremendous confidence, whose orders and sayings were gospel to 

me.”211  Höss was thus left to flail about in the ruins of the Reich.  After obtaining false papers, 

he worked as a farmer, cobbling together the fragments of his erstwhile dream, but after an 

extensive search by the British Field Security Police was arrested on 11 March, 1946.   

 Following his appearance in the Nuremberg Trial and his conversations with G.M. 

Gilbert, Höss was extradited to Poland, on 25 March, 1946.  His trial began on 11 March, 1947.  

While awaiting trial Höss wrote his memoirs, for the self-professed reason of showing the world 

that “they would never be able to understand that he (Höss) also had a heart and that he was not 

evil.”212  Thus did Höss conclude his memoirs: misunderstood and unjustly blamed for the final 

time.  Indeed, such sentiments echo those of his fellow Auschwitz officers, one of whom, at his 

trial in 1964, thundered, “But let me also pay homage to the SS men who had to serve in 

Auschwitz!”213    

Höss’ memoirs are filled with descriptions of the killing process “written entirely in the 

self-satisfied tone of a superior technician, even with a didactic touch, as though he wished to 

give the world the benefit of his experience in evolving the most rational methods of mass 

extermination.”214  As was noted of Josef Kramer, tried and subsequently executed for his crimes 
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as Kommandant at Bergen-Belsen, “What stood before the court was a man with ‘an almost 

unbelievable disregard for the suffering of his prisoners....They just did not make any impression 

upon him at all; they were all part of the day’s work.’”215  Kramer, for his part, simply remarked, 

as might most of his fellow Kommandants, “It was not always like this,” referring to the 

unspeakable conditions at Bergen-Belsen at the time of its liberation by the British in May, 1945.  

He then frankly stated, “Yes, we came a long way.”216    

 Höss, having lost his glamorous position as SS demi-god, seeming “old” and “haggard,” 

was wholly deferential to his captors, just as he had been subservient to his Nazi masters.  An 

interpreter at Nuremberg remembered Höss: “A once-dreaded master, he was now an obedient 

slave, wearing faded black boots, rumpled gray knickerbockers, and a heavy, gray woolen 

sweater.”217  The same interpreter also remembered Höss folding his hands in his lap, as though 

in prayer.  Nonetheless, his eyes remained “colorless, fathomless pools embedded in ash-gray 

flesh.”218  Höss remained the statistician, blankly yet sincerely protesting the wording of a 

statement which held him accountable for three million murders while at Auschwitz.  Höss 

reminded his captors that he had executed but two million; the others had perished from disease 

and “other causes.”  Even facing judgment, Höss, in contrast to so many other SS who were 

adept at altering or obfuscating their own role in the Nazi atrocities, could not hide the person 

whom he had come to be.  He, too, had truly “come a long way.” 

 Sentenced to death, his execution to take place on 16 April, 1947, Höss’ faith in religion 

recrudesced in his penultimate days, as he disclosed to his wife in his final letter: “But I have 

again found my faith in my God.”219  The day of his execution, Höss retained his usual stony 

composure and stiff demeanor, but on his walk to the gallows, his composure finally slipped and 

he struggled to control tears, hands folded in prayer all the while.  He mounted the gallows, 

located mere yards from the villa he had enjoyed as Auschwitz Kommandant, looked out on the 

townspeople, and asked for forgiveness for what he had done to the Polish nation.  He did not 
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mention the Jews.  Regaining his composure, as he had always been able to, he stared out 

“blankly” as the rope was cinched around his neck.  Shortly after eight o’clock that “cool” and 

“grey” morning Hoss was hanged and subsequently pronounced dead.220    
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Chapter II:  Franz Paul Stangl:  The “Tidy” Opportunist 

 

 

“‘Whosoever exposes himself to the devil risks his touch.’   

     -a Vatican Bishop to Gitta Sereny 

 

“He (The Vatican bishop) was right: there were moments when I felt a terrible 

unease.  But, quite aside from the spiritual dangers he meant--and I sensed--there 

is another real risk in such exposure.  Not because human contact could tempt one 

to diminish the crime: condemnation of such awesome wrong is ingrained and 

immutable, and experience shields one from manipulation.  The danger is 

something different.  It is because the mere act of opening one’s humanity to the 

search and finding humanity in such men inevitably lays one bare-not to 

complicity in crime, but to participation in guilt.” 

     -Gitta Sereny 

 

Stangl: Early Years 

 

 Described by his last and most important interlocutor in 1974’s Into That Darkness as 

“unlike many others” she had observed, Franz Stangl, former Kommandant of both the death 

camps Sobibor and Treblinka, was, in the Hungarian-born journalist Gitta Sereny’s opinion, “an 

individual of some intelligence.”221  Stangl was born in Altmünster, a small town in Austria, on 

March 26, 1908.  He had one sister, who was ten at the time of his birth.  His mother was still 

young, but his father was “already an ageing (sic) man.”222  As Stangl remembered to Sereny in 

1970, awaiting his appeal on a life sentence for his crimes in Treblinka, “all he (the elder Stangl) 

could think or talk about were his days in the Dragoons (one of the Austro-Hungary Imperial 
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elite regiments).”223 This influence was so pervasive as to make young Stangl claustrophobic.  As 

he puts it, “I was so sick of it, I got to hate uniforms.”224  So Stangl’s relationship with his father 

was strikingly similar to that of Höss, his fellow in mass-murder.  As Stangl remembered, his 

father certainly resembled the paternally authoritarian tyrant that Höss so vividly recalled 

striking fear and regimentation into his early life.  Complicating Stangl’s perception of his father 

was his feeling that his father had not really wanted him; according to Stangl, there was doubt in 

his father’s mind as to whether Stangl was actually “his.”  When asked if his father, despite these 

factors, had been kind, Stangl merely “laughed without mirth,” responding by saying “I was 

scared to death of him.”225  Indeed, for Stangl, the factor that “He was a Dragoon” and that “our 

lives were run on regimental lines” explained nearly everything relevant about his father.226   

 Stangl described an early disciplinary experience with this dominant parent: sneaking out 

to play on a momentarily vacant moving carriage, he was caught by his father.  Taking refuge 

behind his mother, he was grabbed and “leathered” by his father, who thrashed him so hard a 

partially healed cut on his hand broke open, splashing blood on the walls.  Stangl’s mother 

screamed, “Stop it, you are splashing blood all over the clean walls.”227  The likely repercussions 

of such an experience are similar to Höss’ early obsession with cleanliness, a fixation which for 

both men would become ineffably important in later life. 

 Like Höss’ father, Stangl’s father died early, two years into the First World War, of 

malnutrition, not surprising given the widespread and extreme food shortages on the German and 

Austrian homefront.  Stangl described him as “thin as a rake; he looked like a ghost, a 

skeleton.”228  Stangl did not go into specifics: how he felt about his father’s passing, or how his 

father suffered from malnutrition in the first place.  Unlike Höss, Stangl did not serve in World 

War I; indeed, he did not mention any desire to do so.  In any case, he was too young for any sort 

of service.  Instead, Stangl sought employment in a nearby textile factory.  This interest was not 

encouraged by his new stepfather, whom his mother had married a year after the death of his 
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father.  His stepfather wished for his own son, Wolfgang, and Stangl to work in the steel mill 

where he also worked.  Wolfgang was one of two children and became Stangl’s best friend, a 

friendship lasting until the boy’s death on the Eastern Front in 1942.  Stangl’s stepfather “always 

thought of money,” a primary motivation in his desire for his two boys to start work early.229  

This trait was apparently very strongly inculcated in Stangl, for his professional career was 

marked by this desire for higher rank and further promotion.  The fact that Stangl’s career was 

first in the police, then in the SS, seems a bizarre amalgamation of his real father and stepfather’s 

desires: from one, the military/civil service was exalted, from the other: careerism, viz. higher 

rank and higher pay. 

 However, Stangl ardently wished to work in a textile mill, for “that’s what I always 

wanted to do.”230  A slight problem presented itself: one had to be fifteen for this sort of 

employment.  Stangl thus convinced his mother and the school principal to keep him in school 

for another year, despite the wishes of his stepfather for him to begin work at the steel mill.  This 

defiance in a sense mirrors Höss’ refusal to become the priest his father had insisted upon; in 

each case, early life was colored by a strong--indeed tyrannical--father, whose authority was 

ultimately transgressed in both career and life-changing ways.  Like Höss, Stangl lacked friends, 

but also like Höss, Stangl found a surrogate--but in music rather than animals.  Learning to play 

the zither, Stangl joined the zither club at his school before subsequently departing for his 

apprenticeship as a weaver at age fifteen.   

 As a textile worker, Stangl was something of a prodigy, finishing his apprenticeship in a 

mere three years and becoming the youngest master-weaver in Austria.  “Still proud” of this 

achievement in 1970, Stangl had fifteen workers under him at this time.  As a young man, then, 

Franz Stangl became used to success, as well as leadership.  However, Stangl surrendered four-

fifths of his salary to his parents, a duty that made him resentful, though, unbeknownst to his 

parents, he was amply compensated by giving private zither lessons at night.  Ironically, Stangl 
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described his adolescence, despite its obvious pain, difficulties, and, one would suspect, 

loneliness, as his “happiest time.”231  Indeed, when speaking to Gitta Sereny, he broke down 

several times in describing this period of his life.  In later conversations, whenever Stangl found 

a question or topic difficult, Sereny noticed that he retreated to the ‘cosy’ (sic) language and 

mannerisms of his childhood.”232   

 Unfortunately, in 1931, at the tender age of twenty-three, Stangl found himself at a dead 

end, for, lacking higher education, he could progress no further in his desired occupation.  For a 

man who had succeeded at such an early age, such a prospect was quite simply unacceptable.  At 

this time, the Nazi party, from an embryo in 1919, was making huge gains in the German 

Parliament, the Reichstag, as the Depression raged and millions of Germans and Austrians found 

themselves out of work and struggling for their lifebread.  Stangl saw men of thirty-five aging 

rapidly, as the cloying dust and noise of the textile factory made the work, as Stangl laconically 

put it, “too unhealthy.”233  In this time of Depression and to at least some extent, desperation, 

Stangl not surprisingly turned to the civil service and the police, the uniformed men who seemed 

to him “so healthy” and “so secure.”234  When questioned by Sereny as to how he could join an 

organization which premised that “uniform” look he purportedly despised, Stangl seemed 

surprised, excusing his reversal by saying “That--that was different.”235  Apparently his father’s 

wants had in fact wormed deep into his psyche; when combined with the exigencies of the time, 

such a calling seemed quite practical.  Stangl was, after all, an astute man.  The police force was 

the best choice for a young man seeking security and advancement.  Moreover, as Sereny herself 

remembered, Austria at this time was spilling over with turmoil; “violent conflict”236 abounded, 

particularly between the Socialists and Austrian Nationalists.  As Sereny posits pensively, 

perhaps uniforms were attractive as an antidote to this relative chaos. 

 Stangl thus applied to join the police, successfully tackling the “quite difficult”237 exam.  

Several months later, he was ordered to report to Linz for basic training.  Ironically, and most 
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certainly regrettably, when Stangl informed the owner of the mill of his decision, the owner was 

surprised and dismayed, for he had planned to send Stangl to school in Vienna.  Thus, instead of 

higher education, Stangl endured basic training at the “Vienna School,” in which “They were a 

sadistic lot.  They drilled the feeling into us that everyone was against us: that all men were 

rotten.”238  

 Graduating in 1933, working as first a rookie traffic cop, then as a member of the riot 

squad, Stangl became acclimated to barracks life and, one presumes, the camaraderie which 

would necessarily accompany such close-quarters living and working.  As his girlfriend was in 

Vienna serving as a nanny, Stangl occupied his free time by volunteering for “special duties,” 

which consisted of, as he described it, “flushing out villains here and there.”239  The use of his 

phrase “special duties” is quite sinister given the context of Stangl’s later life and indicates that 

Stangl became accustomed to euphemism when it came to grittier and perhaps more morally 

suspect service.  He cloaks the nature of his “special duties” in a language reminiscent of a light-

hearted cops-and-robbers sort of affair, when in reality, with the disorder which abounded in 

Austria at this time, his service was probably a great deal more serious and dangerous.  

Furthermore, Stangl’s use of the word “flushing” seemingly indicates a tacit or unconscious 

reference to the sort of “cleansing” that later would be so important to his work.  “Flushing” is 

entrenched in the lexicon of disinfection, as were the watchwords of the Final Solution.  Another 

possibility is that this term indicates something of a predatory nature, “flushing” out the 

dangerous and undesirable elements of society.  In this case, the portent is similarly ominous.  As 

Sereny notes, moreover, the use of police jargon was a constant and consistent fixture of Stangl’s 

vocabulary.  As she phrases it, “however terrible the stories he was telling, Stangl was constantly 

to fall back into police jargon.”240  This linguistic tendency serves several purposes: it both 

rationalizes the actions of the police in vague terms, without giving visceral and/or bloody 

nuance to these actions, and groups the police’s efforts firmly under the aegis of law.  Indeed, 
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this penchant for euphemism and for “horribly callow”241 language in order to camouflage the 

nature of one’s actual deeds would be widespread in the SS realm, to an even greater extent. 

Immersed in “anti-partisan” activity on the Eastern Front in  the summer of 1941, one Battalion 

Commander of the SS Cavalry Brigade, SS Stürmbannführer Franz Magill, after being ordered to 

save ammunition by driving women and children into a nearby swamp to drown, dryly reported 

that, “Driving women and children into the swamps did not have the success that it should have 

had, inasmuch as the swamps were not deep enough for complete immersion.”242  It was 

singularly the task in the most impersonal terms, and how best to accomplish it, not the morality 

or “rightness” of the ordered action.  Stangl too would absorb such an ethos.  Moreover, as 

Gerald Reitlinger notes, “a policeman is the last sort of being to reject totalitarian rule, and rare 

indeed are the policemen who have sacrificed their careers for freedom of speech and 

opinion.”243   

 Stangl once more distinguished himself, this time in one of his “Special Duties” 

assignment, winning a silver Service Medal for his role in quelling the February 1934 Socialist 

uprising.  Franz Stangl could make order out of disorder as well as anyone in Austria, it would 

seem.  In July of 1934 Chancellor Dollfuss of Austria was assassinated.  Several days subsequent 

to this cataclysmic event, most likely perpetrated by the Nazis, Stangl ferreted out a Nazi arms 

cache in a forest, earning him the Austrian Eagle with green-white ribbon, and more importantly, 

a posting to the CID (political intelligence) school.  Unfortunately, this discovery hung over 

Stangl for years and likely encouraged his assiduous devotion to his duties when a Nazi, to prove 

his loyalty and thereby secure further advancement, just as he had in the Austrian police force.  

“That was the beginning,” Stangl remarked “grimly” to Sereny.244  The beginning which, in a 

furious obscene snowball effect, ultimately accounted for a million Jewish lives in eighteen 

months. 
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 Transferred in the fall of 1935 to the political division of the CID in Wels, a short 

distance from Linz, but miles away ideologically, Stangl found the training at the CID school 

“fantastically intensive”: twenty-one lectures for nineteen students.245   Indeed, Wels was a 

“hotbed” of illegal Nazi activity, for the Anschluss of Austria was just three years ahead in an 

increasingly dark future.  This assignment was nonetheless considered a “great plum” to a man 

not yet thirty.  Returning to civilian clothes, Stangl was at the vanguard in terms of detecting 

anti-government activity, ostensibly including any by the Nazis.  Despite the highly-charged 

political atmosphere, Stangl described himself as apolitical, simply commenting that “Our job 

was to uphold the law of the land.  And that’s what we did, never mind who was involved.”246  

 Stangl characterized himself at this point in his life as disinterested in the events 

flurrying about him, for he had just been married and purchased a house of his own.  His wife, 

and prior to that, longtime girlfriend, Theresa Eisenböck, was the daughter of the owner of a 

cosmetics store and a high school graduate.  She admitted to Sereny that “I felt as much 

compassion or pity for him as love: he told me about his awful childhood; how alone he had 

been; his terrible father; his jealousy of his step-brother Wolfgang--it was sad.”247 

 As Tom Segev argues, Stangl likely felt pressure to bring his own social status up to 

parallel hers: the police force, with its stolid middle-class prestige provided the answer.248  

Indeed, regarding his early career “I was just a police officer doing a job,” for “It was just a job 

one tried to do as correctly--as kindly if you like--as possible.”249  However, as Stangl 

thoughtfully and retrospectively mused, “the way one did one’s job could not be quite isolated 

from circumstances.”250  Just as would be the case for many SS men in the concentration/death 

camps, “It was hard to decide where justice stopped and injustice began.”251  Indeed, the 

metamorphosing political state of Austria made accommodation for a man as ambitious as Stangl 

absolutely imperative.  In early 1937, the anti-Nazi Minister of the Interior was removed and 

everything was changed, all the way down the line, including the new Director of the Police.  In 
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March 1938, the Anschluss swept through Austria.  In the first few days, three of the five men 

who had received the Austrian Eagle decoration were arrested.  Stangl and the other man, 

Ludwig Werner, feared for their lives, and so contacted a lawyer who had been an illegal Nazi 

and whom the two had “helped,” though Stangl was evasive as to the nature of this “help” when 

pressed by Sereny.  This lawyer arranged for Stangl and Werner’s names to be retroactively 

added to the lists for the prior two years.   

 Both at his trial and in later analyses of his life, speculation about whether Stangl was in 

fact an illegal member of the Nazi Party was rampant.  Many Catholics from Stangl’s area had 

been illegal members of the Party.  Further, Stangl’s later superior, the Higher SS and Police 

Leader for Lublin and commander of Operation Reinhard, the program for the extermination of 

Poland’s Jewry, Odilo Globocnik, one remarked that “while still in the Austrian police, he 

(Stangl) served as an undercover SS man.”252  Given Stangl’s apolitical nature, combined with 

his voracious thirst for promotion and recognition and his general sagacity, it seems likely that he 

may in fact have been a member of the illegal Nazi Party, despite his denial as such to Sereny.  In 

any case, Stangl did not quit his post, even when his political section of the Linz police was 

annexed to the Gestapo, again testifying not least to his flexible ideological nature, as well as 

putative ties to the Nazis.  Stangl had also contributed to an “aid-fund” allegedly funneled to the 

Nazis, though he qualified his contribution by saying that he donated money at the behest of his 

chief and was told that the fund was intended for the relatives of political prisoners. 

 When the other beneficiary of the altered Nazi lists was questioned in 1968 by Sereny, 

he was evasive.  Ludwig Werner “had no memory” of discussing politics with Stangl, though he 

admitted that “all of us...at that time--just before the Anschluss--sympathized with the Nazi Party.  

I don’t mean just the participants of the police course, but the population in general.”253   

 At any rate, Stangl’s willingness to prostitute his identity, or to secret it from his wife, 

caused great strain upon their marriage.  As Theresa Stangl was a devout Catholic, the Nazis 
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were anathema to her.  She also disbelieved Stangl’s claim that he had not been an illegal Nazi.  

As Sereny comments, based on Stangl’s inflections when speaking about this issue, “it was clear 

he was not sure that he had ever convinced her,” a sentiment affirmed by Sereny’s later 

conversations with Theresa Stangl in late 1971.  Stangl’s sister, Helene Eidenböck, went further: 

“Oh yes, I think he was an illegal--they all were, you know, in that part of Austria.  If he hadn’t 

been, he wouldn’t have gotten on so fast.  And that’s what they wanted, both of them--to get 

on.”254  Further confirming this was Franz Suchomel, a guard in Treblinka, who said that Stangl 

had told Suchomel himself that he had been an illegal.  Indeed, Stangl had worn the chevron of 

the ‘Old Fighter.’  Whether or not Stangl was an illegal is still questionable, though the evidence 

seems to indicate that he was.  What is paramount, as Sereny argues, is that Stangl joined the 

Nazi Party voluntarily, albeit at most with tinges of coercion and/or complicity as a result of the 

growing power of the Nazi Party in Austria. 

 As the Nazis extended tentacles into Austrian life, the Jewish Question came to the 

forefront.  At that point, the Nazi policy was forced emigration.  Though Stangl was in the 

political section, not the section dealing with deportation, headed by Adolf Eichmann, he was 

told by a superior to cooperate in whatever way necessary to facilitate the deportations.  To 

Stangl, however, though this seemed a harbinger of things to come, getting out of his 

increasingly precarious situation was simply not an option, for arrests and consequent shipments 

to concentration camps of personnel who refused to cooperate with the Nazi’s agenda were 

becoming prevalent in Austria.  To someone with Stangl’s ambition, this option was, to say the 

least, less than propitious.  To him, his career and its dovetailing with the Nazi’s infiltration was 

simply “a question of survival.”255   

 Stangl’s wife, Theresa, made only vague mention of her ambitions in her conversations 

with Sereny, admitting only to vanity, for she, like her husband, had been quite intelligent and 

had achieved admirably.  She was the daughter of a man obsessed with money, a 
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“megalomaniac” as she called him, who became an alcoholic and one day whimsically and 

drunkenly signed away his business.  Thus the Stangl’s marriage seems to have created a surfeit 

of ambition, a primary factor in Franz’s desperate attempts to advance, regardless of the 

consequences or duties such gains might entail.  To her, “it was wonderful how hard he (Franz) 

worked.”256  Theresa admitted that early on she became aware of her husband’s “wild ambition,” 

saying that “It lasted until the end of the war.”257  She saw this ambition as a strength in her 

husband.  Moreover, Stangl’s apparent obsession with cleanliness was noted by his wife; Stangl 

was not “vain,” per se, but “incredibly tidy.”258  This perception of Stangl was shared by Sereny, 

after hearing of his lengthy preparations prior to seeing her and the immaculate condition in 

which his cell perpetually remained. 

 Stangl’s first contact with the Jews was amicable enough.  Ordered to accompany the 

Chairman of the Jewish Council to Bohemia to tabulate the property holdings of the Jews there 

and the feasibility of their eventual emigration, Stangl found the experience “quite ordinary and 

friendly.”259  As of January, 1939, Stangl’s political section was absorbed into the Linz branch of 

the Gestapo.  Stangl and his new chief had a stormy relationship, and Stangl was briefly 

demoted.  Re-promoted to the equivalent of his appropriate Austrian rank, Stangl was forced to 

surrender his Catholicism by his apparently draconian superior.  Stangl renounced his Catholic 

faith shortly thereafter, merely citing the desired Nazi response of “believing in God.”  This was 

a huge fracture with his life up to that point, for, like Höss, Stangl had been raised an avid 

Catholic.  This drastic step also created much friction with Theresa, who saw Stangl as a betrayer 

of their shared ideals.  Renunciation of his faith created a vacuum which another authoritarian 

personality could fill, in Stangl’s case the pair of Higher SS and Police Leader of Lublin Odilo 

Globocnik and SS Hauptsturmführer Christian Wirth, the men who would be his superiors during 

his time at the death camps of Sobibor and Treblinka.  Furthermore, Stangl seems to have, by the 

dual “sins” of renunciation and joining the Nazi Party, fallen off the “pedestal” upon which his 
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wife had placed him.  This very well might have caused Stangl to pursue advancement all the 

more hungrily, to redeem himself in the eyes of his beloved wife, over whom he cried every time 

Sereny invoked her name. 

 Again, Stangl saw his renunciation of the Catholic faith as a matter of personal survival, 

not just of his career, but of his life.  Theresa refused to believe Franz had gone through with 

actually signing the renunciation form; after this, she contended, Stangl used to contemplate 

quitting the police, though these remembered remarks seem gratuitous in light of Stangl’s 

indoctrination into the Nazi death machine.  However, to Theresa, Stangl’s progress was rational, 

just as Stangl himself saw the perfect sense in what he was doing.  As she put it, “the war started 

and he was given an ‘indispensable’ rating and then, of course, he had to stay.”260   Thus Theresa 

never would have been one to urge Stangl to quit, and she was likely the most influential person 

in his life.  Her scruples over the Nazis seem to have vanished, perhaps because of her husband’s 

later advancements and the concomitant creature comforts involved in such progress.  Certainly 

Franz Stangl was melodramatic in this fear not only for his career but also for his life, but to him 

these worries made perfect linear sense.   

 The coming of the Gestapo also changed the dynamics of Stangl’s job.  As he explains, 

“Before, we had been civil servants and we talked and spoke like civilized people.  Now, with the 

arrival of these Piefkes (Austrian slang equivalent of Krauts) all one heard was the gutter 

language of the barracks.”261  Furthermore, some of the Austrian police superiors had been 

arrested and were vilified in these coarse terms.  Indeed, one of Stangl’s much-admired superiors 

had been interrogated and had “pissed himself.”  Anxiety about this sort of puerile humiliation 

must be stressed as integral to a man as proper and dignified as Stangl.  As Christopher 

Browning documents in Ordinary Men, a prevailing fear of the members of the Order Police, 

who were responsible for thousands of executions of innocent people, was of being called a 

“sissy,” someone who in essence was not up to the challenge posed by his career and his 
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superiors.  As one member of the Einsatzgruppen wrote to his family in October of 1942, 

“Rather it is a weakness not to be able to stand the sight of dead people; the best way of 

overcoming it is to do it more often.  Then it becomes a habit.”262  In this context, which only 

became more prevalent as the war progressed, it is quite plausible that Stangl too was determined 

not to be caught in the same degrading position as had his former superior in the Austrian police.  

When speaking of his erstwhile superior, Dr. Berlinger, Stangl exploded: “I hate ...I hate the 

Germans for what they pulled me into.  I should have killed myself in 1938.”263   

           In November of 1940, Stangl was summoned to Berlin by Heinrich Himmler himself, 

chief of all Nazi police and the head of the vaunted SS.  It is unclear as to why Stangl was 

chosen.  Perhaps this fact in itself gives credence to Stangl’s alleged membership in the illegal 

Austrian Nazi Party.  In any event, Himmler simply and swiftly recruited Stangl into the Nazi 

Euthanasia program, dubbed T-4, an aktion which had begun in September of 1939 and lasted 

until 1941, though clandestine killings continued long after.  The purpose of the Euthanasia 

program was simply to kill off useless elements in society through a so-called “mercy death.”  

The number of deaths exceeded 70,000.  Forebodingly, all Jewish patients were murdered, 

despite the fact that overall only one out of every five patients was killed.  Carbon monoxide gas, 

or, more rarely, lethal injections, were the preferred and “humane” methods of killing.  The 

Euthanasia program was ordered by Hitler himself in a written order; the hierarchy traced all the 

way down from the Führer Chancellery:   

Reichsleiter Bouhler and Dr. Brandt are charged with the responsibility for expanding 

the authority of individual physicians, with a view to enable them, after the most critical 

examination in the realm of human knowledge, to administer to incurably sick persons a 

mercy death.264 

 

However, the focus of the program was “no longer the desire to alleviate suffering, but an 

ostensible concern for the health of the nation and the prevention of “squandering’ its resources 

on those who were useless to society and constituted a burden on it.”265  The individual and his 

suffering were thus irrelevant. 
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When the Euthanasia program had to be abrogated because of Church and public opinion 

outcry, it shifted to the “undesirables” already secreted away in the concentration camps, an 

operation dubbed 14 F 13.  The origins of and impetus for the nature of the Final Solution can be 

traced to both of these programs.  Hitler, ever the shrewd politician, realized that instead of 

written orders, which could directly implicate the perpetrators, as they had in the euthanasia 

operation despite strict security measures, only verbal orders should be used in the case of the 

Final Solution.  As such, the subsequent aktionen, including Aktion Reinhard, were directed 

strictly through word of mouth, from Hitler to Himmler; further verbal directives were simply 

passed down through the ranks.   

 During this 1940 meeting, Stangl was ordered by Himmler, whose notice of him (Stangl) 

caused a certain stirring of “awe” in Stangl, to report to Kriminalrath Werner at the General 

Foundation for Institutional Care in Berlin.  Stangl was thus entrusted with a “very difficult and 

demanding job” of acting as a police superintendent of a “special institution,” the 

aforementioned Foundation.266  Thus was Stangl introduced to the “desk-murderers,” men who 

supervised the Euthanasia program, such as Viktor Brack and Philip Bouhler of the Führer 

Chancellery.  The Euthanasia program was, at its base, legal.  Indeed, Stangl was assured by 

Werner that the Germans were on the vanguard of a new program currently being implemented 

by the Western powers, including America, as well as the Russians.  The mention of Russia is of 

course ironic, given both Hitler’s and Himmler’s deep loathing of Slavs, but in such a case, it 

seems that any and all motivations and rationalizations which helped promulgate the desired end 

were acceptable.  Indeed, “mercy killing is undoubtedly one of the problems that modern 

Western society has created for itself by becoming increasingly institutional--and one of the most 

glaring faults of Germans living in the National Socialist state was their implicit confidence in 

institutions.”267  When Stangl spoke of it, however, Sereny noted that “an alarming change came 

over his face.”268      
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 Despite his misgivings, hesitantly expressed to Werner, Stangl was reassured that he was 

only responsible for “law and order,” not for the killings themselves.  This rationalization 

resembled Stangl’s line of defense during his 1970 trial, in which he maintained he was only in 

charge of collecting valuables at Treblinka and had neither role nor responsibility for the deaths 

incessantly being carried out.  Stangl was also mollified by Werner’s flattery; that is to say, 

Stangl was told that the Nazi hierarchy’s asking him to take this job demonstrated “proof of their 

exceptional trust”269 in him.  The task was “most difficult”270 and only the most worthy could be 

recruited into the operation.  Ultimately, only 400 men were selected.  Stangl’s choice was also 

facilitated by his dislike of his current chief, as well as the likelihood that if Stangl refused this 

new posting, his Linz chief would find an alternate duty for him.  In sum, a “combination of 

things did; the way he presented it; it was already being done in America and Russia; the fact that 

doctors and nurses were involved; the careful examination of the patients; the concern for the 

feelings of the population.”271  When framed in such terms, Stangl’s motivation is quite cogent.  

Indeed, as coparticipant Dieter Allers remarked, “Good heavens, it’s been discussed, and on the 

cards, for centuries.”272  Allers’ wife, also involved in the Euthanasia program, was lured by the 

thoughts of doing something truly useful for Germany, as well as the allure of the clandestine 

nature of the program; to her it seemed exotic.  However, as Tom Segev argues, considerations 

for the euthanasia victims were seldom viewed in such terms; indeed, economic and political 

aspects were often determining factors.  Often the doctors cum officials had not even made 

cursory examinations of the intended victims.273       

 Subsequently, Stangl reported to Viktor Brack, one of the highest officials in the Führer 

Chancellery, another instance where his ego would have been stroked, just as it had by 

Himmler’s earlier summons.  Concomitant with his new posting, Stangl was promoted to 

lieutenant and made superior to the local police chief of the town of Alkoven, where he would be 

working.  Stangl was also, as it were, re-uniformed.  The symbolic nature of this reversion to 
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uniform should not be overlooked, given Stangl’s police background and his eventual switch to 

the SS uniform in Poland, and finally, the white linen riding suit he favored while in Treblinka.   

 Soon after, Stangl met Christian Wirth, eventually Kommandant of Belzec and Inspector 

of the Operation Reinhard death camps.  Called in various circles “Christian the Terrible,” “The 

Wild Christian,” or by the Ukrainians who often served as death camp guards, “Stuka” (after the 

German dive bomber with its shrieking siren), Wirth, a former Stuttgart policeman, was a highly 

decorated World War I veteran who was to have a most profound effect on Stangl during his time 

at both Sobibor and Treblinka.  An enthusiastic Nazi, Wirth was described by Yitzhak Arad as a 

possessor of “innate cruelty.”274  After the carnage of the first World War, remembered so 

vividly by Höss, the Euthanasia program must have seemed like child’s play to the hard-bitten 

Wirth.  Wirth too imparted his contempt of humans to Stangl, despite Stangl’s ostensible 

revulsion of this “gross and florid man.”275  Wirth did not deign to speak in the “humane” and 

“scientific” terms Stangl had heard from Werner, but with a sort of “awful verbal crudity.”  

Wirth spoke of “‘doing away with useless mouths’ and said that ‘sentimental slobber’ about such 

people made him ‘puke.’”276   

Wirth always loomed above Stangl in both the hierarchy of the Euthanasia program and 

that of Operation Reinhard until his 1943 death in Trieste while engaging in anti-partisan 

combat.  To satisfy his ambition and vanity, Stangl had to please Wirth, whom he purportedly 

despised.  This meant doing things Wirth’s way; in time, Wirth’s way to a great extent became 

Stangl’s way, without the obvious sadistic tendencies Wirth indulged.  Indeed, despite his 

condemnations of Wirth’s seemingly inhumane methods, Stangl admits never being aware that 

there actually were “such people” as those deemed needing “Special Treatment.”  His disgust 

with such persons is evident and certainly contributed to his objectification of people, 

culminating in his labeling of Jews destined for extermination as “cargo.” As coparticipant Franz 
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Suchomel postulated, work at the euthanasia institutes “did ‘inure’ all of them to feeling and thus 

prepare(d) them for the next phase.”  Christian Wirth was crucial in this regard.   

 Furthermore, Stangl was at one point sent to the children’s ward at an institution run by 

nuns.  A Catholic nun, pointing out a severely damaged sixteen-year old, who appeared to be 

about five years of age, and commented “Just look at him, no good to himself or anyone else.  

How could they refuse to deliver him from this miserable life?”277  To Stangl, such affirmation 

was extremely comforting; it appears he had not shed his Catholicism, especially, as in this case, 

when it was concordant with his own needs.  As Stangl put it, “Here was a Catholic nun, a 

Mother Superior, and a priest.  And they thought it was right.  Who was I, then, to doubt what 

was being done?”278 Even armed with this exculpatory rationale, that they lacked agency in their 

duties and were supported by many reputable and lawful measures, Wirth et al. drank themselves 

into oblivion quite often, which would seem to denote recognition of the immoral nature of these 

programs.  The abuse of alcohol would become increasingly prevalent with the advent of the 

death camp.   

 Nonetheless, Stangl “didn’t think I could handle it” and retained scruples “for a long 

time.”279  However, in addition to the carrot of promotion, there was the stick of fear at what 

would happen to him if he dared to quit.  Such had happened to Stangl’s friend Ludwig Werner, 

who had been sent to a camp for asking to be relieved of an assignment, as Stangl remembered it, 

though this punishment was in fact a result of Werner’s financial dealings with a Jew.  To Stangl, 

however, the portent of this event was more than enough to keep him firmly in his place.  

Moreover, as Eric A. Johnson demonstrates in Nazi Terror: The Gestapo, Jews, and Ordinary 

Germans, the sentences handed down by German courts, repeatedly spurred by the Justice 

Ministry in Berlin, did in fact become “more severe and brutal” during the war years.280   

 Frau Stangl, as well, did nothing to deter him, for Franz kept her in the dark about his 

specific work, although Theresa knew the vague outlines of the program, as did most common 
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citizens, whose protests were a primary factor in halting the program in the summer of 1941.  As 

Sereny avers, Stangl was “profoundly dependent upon her (Frau Stangl’s) approval of him as a 

husband, a father, a provider, a professional success--and also as a man.”281  Indeed, Stangl could 

not be sure that any emotion but a horror laced with disgust would be her reaction to his work.  

His remained merely a “special job” insofar as he confided its tasks to her, a duty which he 

fulfilled, as he always would, with “effective professional competence.”282   

 The Euthanasia program was in a very real sense training for the Final Solution.  

Whether it was always intended as a precursor is not conclusively known, but all of the 

Operation Reinhard personnel were “graduates” of the euthanasia program.  As Dr. August 

Becker, in charge of delivering bottled carbon monoxide to the various Euthanasia institutes, 

stated, “Himmler wanted to use the people released from euthanasia who were experts in gassing, 

such as myself, in the great gassing program getting underway in the east.”283  The aspects of the 

secrecy of the operation and the use of euphemism, as well as keeping the victims in ignorance of 

their fate, were characteristics shared by both aktionen.  As Wirth, the inspector of the dozen 

institutions, told his protégés, “people must not be allowed to realize that they are going to die.  

They have to feel at ease.  Nothing must be done to frighten them.”284 

 Following the ostensible conclusion of the euthanasia program, a new plan of mercy 

killing, dubbed 14 F 13, was posited, again emanating from the Führer Chancellery, this time, 

however, necessitating absolute secrecy.  Public outcry over euthanasia had taught the Nazi 

upper echelon that their policies required circumspection.  In October of 1941, Stangl was thus 

sent to another “institution,” i.e. site of killing, this time at Bernberg, near Hanover.  Incidentally, 

Dr. Irmfried Eberl, the man in charge, became the first Kommandant of Treblinka, whom Stangl 

would eventually replace.  Stangl claimed his duties were simply to “look after property rights, 

insurance, and that sort of thing.”  He argued that he had had no knowledge of the killing 

process, a claim of dubious veracity.  He may not have seen many victims, but his claim of 
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ignorance is quite as preposterous as the claim he made at his trial that he had no involvement 

with the exterminations of Jews.  In February of 1942, following the resolution of the “mess” in 

Bernberg, Stangl was ordered back to Tiergartenstrasse 4, the building in Berlin from where the 

Euthanasia program had been controlled and from where the code name for the action had been 

derived.  He was given orders to go to Lublin, in the General Government and report to the 

Higher SS and Police Leader there, Odilo Globocnik, a character who met if not surpassed 

Christian Wirth in his odious character and who was, like Wirth, to exert a tremendous and 

terrible pull upon the life of Franz Stangl.  The orders Stangl was given in Berlin were suitably 

vague, involving mention of “anti-partisan” activities and the “difficult situation” occurring in 

Russia.285  Again, the choice was not hard; return to his lowly and dislikable post in Linz, 

including his loathed superior, or embark on a new assignment with the other four hundred who 

had been involved in euthanasia and with whom Stangl appears to have had no qualms in 

working.  Indeed, the selection of a mere 96 out of the 400 sent to the East, as Sereny argues, 

must have been because of an evaluation of their performance in the Euthanasia program; this is 

the “only convincing explanation”286 when the mishmash of conflicting statements are sifted 

through.  For instance, Dr. August Becker’s work in euthanasia was deemed “especially 

deserving”287 and thus he was shuttled off to Operation Reinhard.  Further complicating matters, 

the files of the 96 men sent to Reinhard have disappeared, despite the survival of most SS files.   

 The discontinuation of the Euthanasia program was considered merely a temporary 

affair, to be resumed following the conclusion of the war.  Indeed, the prevailing concern was 

keeping personnel together to ease the eventual reimmersion into mercy killing.288  There are two 

extant orders regarding transfers to the East and in both cases these orders originated from Viktor 

Brack in the Führer Chancellery.  One was ostensibly concerned with sending medical personnel 

to the East; the other spoke of Globocnik’s “special mission,”289 for new personnel (including 

Stangl) were sent to Lublin upon the Higher SS and Police Leader’s request.  As Yitzhak Arad 
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comments, “His (Stangl’s) personality and years of experience as a police officer and with the 

euthanasia program provided him with the most suitable training for the assignment of 

commander of a death camp.”290 

 

 

 

Franz Stangl, Sobibor, Treblinka, and Operation Reinhard 

 
 

 

“He stood there like a Napoleon surveying his domain.” 

      

    -Survivor Samuel Rajzman 

 

“It was essential to create in oneself a capacity for dissociating oneself to some extent 

from Treblinka; it was important not to completely adapt to it.  Complete adaptation, you 

see, meant acceptance.  And the moment one accepted, one was morally and psychically 

lost.” 

      

    -Survivor of Treblinka Richard Glazer  

 

  

  

 Mass murders of Polish and Soviet Jews had been transpiring since the invasion of 

Russia on June 22, 1941.  The Wehrmacht and the SS were coparticipants in the slaughter.  But 

the mass shooting that had been used by the Einsatzgruppen was deemed too inefficient vis-à-vis 

resources, and, more importantly, too damaging to the psyches of the men who did the actually 

shooting.  Himmler, ever considerate of his men, brainstormed an alternative, originally 

developed by Christian Wirth for euthanasia: the use of carbon monoxide, on a far greater level 

than was used in the Euthanasia program.  Gas, it was decided, would be far more salubrious for 

the mentalities of SS personnel who had to take on this “most difficult of all tasks,” “entrusted” 

to Himmler by Hitler.  Unfortunately, using bottled carbon monoxide, the most common device 

in euthanasia, was impossible considering the large amounts that would be needed and the 
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transportation difficulties arising therefrom, as well as the necessarily complicated piping at the 

installations themselves.  Instead, the use of carbon monoxide, exuded by large tank and truck 

engines through the consumption of ordinary diesel fuel or gasoline, was proposed and the first 

successful test of this method transpired at Sachsenhausen in the autumn of 1941. 

The decision was made to physically eliminate the nearly three million Jews of the 

General Government, that is, the central area of Poland which had not been reincorporated into 

German provinces, where former expert on Jurisprudence to Hitler and now Protector of the 

General Government Hans Frank was a virtual monarch.  The implementation of Operation 

Reinhard was entrusted to the aforementioned Globocnik, while Wirth, since the beginning of the 

war “on a special mission by order of the Führer,”291 concerned himself with the construction of 

the gas chambers and the actual methodology of killing itself.  Operation Reinhard was top 

secret; personnel were administered an oath of secrecy and, to further reward them, were given 

financial rewards (18 DM bonus per diem), better rations, and extended leave.  Decorations were 

bestowed upon these men as though they had been soldiers on the Eastern Front rewarded for 

acts of valor, and “any refusal was considered a desertion.”292  Globocnik even asked that several 

men receive the Iron Cross, First Class, Germany’s highest honor.                              

Something incongruous loomed in this “military” mission however.  As Globocnik was 

heard to say, “This is one of the most secret affairs, in fact, the most secret.  Whoever talks about 

it will be shot immediately.”293  Indeed, the “circle of those who knew could not be increased.”294  

As Goebbels confided to his diary, “The former Gauleiter of Vienna (Globocnik), who is to carry 

out this measure, is doing it with considerable circumspection and in a way that does not attract 

too much attention.”295  The “stick” over Stangl’s head was thus poised, even more potently than 

the implicit threats he had felt during his euthanasia work.  As Christian Wirth once remarked in 

a speech to the guards of Treblinka, “the Jews have come here to die, the Ukranian guards will be 
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eliminated after the operations, and maybe we too will have to die.”296  Stangl would thus have to 

prove the indispensability of his work. 

 Globocnik, like Höss a political murderer early in his life, was born in Trieste, Austria, 

on 21 April, 1904.  A veteran of the Austrian Freikorps, a “half-educated builder’s foreman,”297 

Globocnik was instrumental in the Nazi Anschluss of Austria and was subsequently rewarded by 

his appointment as gauleiter of Vienna from April of 1938 until the invasion of Poland.  After 

participating in the invasion of Poland in September of 1939, “Globus” as his close friend 

Himmler fondly called him, was posted as Higher SS and Police Leader of Lublin.  Globocnik 

was unscrupulous and utterly corrupt; his speculations in illegal foreign exchange at one point 

caused him loss of all Party honors, as well as his post as gauleiter.  However, as was the case 

with many Nazi leaders, his contributions to the Party outweighed his obvious defects and he 

quickly recouped his squandered prestige.  Drunken and self-indulgent, Globocnik was a rabid 

Nazi and anti-Semite and was thus ideally suited for supervising Operation Reinhard.      

 Himmler had originally intended to colonize the General Government as a mass 

reservation for Jews, thereby isolating and containing their pernicious influence, but to Frank, 

such a procedure was anathema.  Himmler thus settled on the idea of a vast concentration camp 

in Lublin instead.  Himmler called upon Globocnik, along with his brutal compatriot, Wirth.  On 

16 December, 1941, Frank broadcast in a speech to his Cabinet, exactly what Himmler had in 

mind: 

We cannot shoot or poison 3,500,000 Jews, but we shall nevertheless be able to take 

measures which will lead somehow to their annihilation and this will be done in 

connection with the gigantic measures to be determined in discussions from the Reich.  

The General Government must become free of Jews, same as the Reich.  Where and how 

this is to be achieved is a matter for the offices which we must appoint and create here.  

These activities will be brought to your notice in due course.298   

 

Though Frank apparently intended to run the action himself, he was denied the dubious honor; 

instead Himmler tapped Globocnik and Wirth as the men for the job.  Wirth, already in Poland, 

chose an abandoned castle at Chelmno for the first site at which to “reduce” the Lodz ghetto, for 
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Jews were being clustered into the ghettos so as to facilitate deportment and subsequently, 

“Special Treatment.”  Thus was Operation Reinhard launched, with skeletal personnel, aided by 

the use of prisoners themselves, who were forced to help murder their fellows before being 

consigned to the chambers.  This use of prisoners, who were called the sonderkommando, was 

likely the creation of the head of the SS Security Service and primary progenitor of the Final 

Solution SS Gruppenführer Reinhard Heydrich, though Wirth not surprisingly seems to have put 

idea into practice.   

 The first method of mass killing tried was the use of gas vans, which had been employed 

by various execution squads on the Eastern Front and eventually at the death camp Chelmno.  

This was not optimally efficient for various reasons, and therefore permanent and, most 

importantly, hermetically sealed, installations were built or converted from appropriate extant 

structures.  Nonetheless, as Goebbels confided to his diary on 27 March, 1942,  “The procedure 

is pretty barbaric and is not to be described here more definitely.”299  However, the salient factor 

was that “Not much will remain of the Jews.”300  In this maelstrom of death and utter depravity of 

humankind was Franz Stangl immersed.     

 When Stangl traveled to Lublin, however, with about twenty of his fellow “graduates,” 

he was met by Globocnik on what Stangl remembered to be a beautiful day, in the early spring of 

1942.  Stangl found Globocnik friendly and interested in his background.  Stangl, as was his 

wont, thought of this questioning as a “test” to see if he was appropriate for the job he was being 

considered for.  It is likely that, as always, Stangl’s professional ambition and desires dictated his 

strategy, and thus his acceptance of Globocnik’s “task,” with its concomitant increase in both pay 

and prestige is more readily understood.  However, Globocnik did not disclose the true nature of 

the incipient action.  Stangl was to be the organizer of a place to be christened Sobibor, which 

would be one in a series of “supply camps” from which the Wehrmacht could be resupplied by 
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the stalwart SS.  As Sereny believes, it may have been decided that forthright disclosure was 

improvident, despite the men’s exposure to euthanasia previously.  As she states:  

 There must inevitably have been some doubt as to whether the men sent to Poland to 

 launch the project would, when it came to it, be capable of carrying it through.  And such 

 doubts may well have suggested that a policy of gradual initiation--or perhaps sudden 

 initiation, but at their actual place of work--would be wiser than giving them full 

 information at the start.301 

 

The day after his meeting with Globocnik, Stangl was driven to Chelm, where he was to meet 

surveyor Baurath Moser and discuss materials for Sobibor.   The following day, Stangl traveled 

to Sobibor, a small thinly populated village on the Chelm-Wlodowa railroad line.  The camp, 

construction of which had been started in March of 1942, was to be built in close propinquity to 

the railroad station, extending westward along the railroad tracks, veiled by its sylvan setting.  A 

siding led into the camp from the railroad station and it was here that deportations disembarked.   

To Stangl’s surprise, he found several of his erstwhile euthanasia counterparts already at 

the camp.  Stangl states that he found out the true purpose of the camp on the third day when a 

friend from one of the “institutes,” located in Hartheim, Michel (Stangl gives no last name, likely 

because Michel had escaped after the war), another veteran of euthanasia, found a building back 

in the woods, about a fifteen minute walk from the station.  From his former work, Stangl 

recognized a gas chamber.  It had been built by Poles who apparently remained ignorant of its 

true purpose.  However, when speaking of the gas chamber, Stangl’s voice trailed off; clearly 

Sereny had caught him in a lie.  When asked how he had missed the chamber on the plan 

Globocnik’s aide had given him that day in Lublin, Stangl prevaricated, blustering that “Yes--it 

was on the plans, but so were lots of other buildings...”302  A second blow to Stangl’s purported 

innocence came at the hands of a drunken sergeant, who told Stangl to simply kill the Jews who 

weren’t working hard enough.  Supposedly outraged, Stangl approached Globocnik about this 

sergeant’s comments, who sought to mollify him, saying that Stangl had “misunderstood” and 

that he was “overwrought’ and in need of leave time.  Globocnik encouraged Stangl to return to 
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Sobibor and concentrate only on the building process, that is, of the administration and reception 

areas, both near the railroad station.  However, Stangl never asked about the gas chamber, telling 

Sereny that there was insufficient time.  This admittance thereby casts aspersions on Stangl’s 

claims to outrage and outright innocence about what he was being indoctrinated into.  Further 

damning is the fact that Stangl returned to Sobibor forthwith, the following day, a factor he 

weakly tries to excuse by saying that he thought and talked of escape with Michel.  Clearly 

Stangl was not as ingenuous as he maintained. 

 “Christian the Terrible” Wirth appeared at Sobibor the next day, demanding that Stangl 

assemble his personnel and making a dramatic speech including express wishes that any Jews not 

working “properly” must be executed.  Further, he mentioned to the German staff that anyone 

who didn’t like these regulations could leave: “‘But under the earth--that was his way of being 

humorous--not over it’”303  Again Stangl returned to Globocnik, but the General’s aide told him 

Globocnik was unavailable, despite Stangl’s waiting for two days.  One again Stangl returned to 

Sobibor, where four days later he received a communiqué from Globocnik, written in “ice-cold” 

language, that Stangl was to report to Wirth, who had just been made inspector of camps, at 

Belsec.   

 Belsec had been the first camp using carbon monoxide gas obtained from engines for 

large-scale murders.  The bodies were then buried in mass graves.  Stangl presaged his Belsec 

experience to Sereny by warning her, “I can’t tell you what it was like.”304  Stangl traveled via 

automobile, passing the railroad station, and heading toward the Kommandant’s office, 

approximately two hundred meters up a hill on the other side of the road.  As Stangl 

remembered: 

The smell...Oh God, the smell.  It was everywhere.  Wirth wasn’t in his office.  I 

 remember, they took me to him...he was standing on a hill, next to the pits...the 

 pits...full...they were full.  I can’t tell you; not hundreds, thousands, thousands of 

 corpses...oh God.  That’s where Wirth told me--he said that was what Sobibor was for.  

 And that he was putting me officially in charge. 
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This horrified reaction certainly gives credence to Sereny’s theory that a sudden and blunt 

immersion into the true purpose of an installation would overwhelm the person in question.   

As Sereny posits, this was the moment of truth for Stangl; a final and incomparable test of his 

mettle, “the time when he might have braved what he certainly considered the deadly dangers of 

taking a stand...and didn’t because it wasn’t in him to do so.”305 

 Stangl averred to Wirth that he simply could not perform such an operation.  Wirth 

replied that his reply would be sent to headquarters.  Again Stangl sought out Globocnik; again 

the obdurate General refused to see him.  In despair, Stangl returned once more to Sobibor, 

where he and Michel discussed the nascent operation.  In contrast to Höss, for whom such a 

question was irrelevant, even a non-issue, Stangl and Michel agreed that “what they were doing 

was a crime.”306  Despite the persistent claim that elimination of the Jews was serving the 

Fatherland, doubts persisted in the minds of many an SS man.  As a member of the 

Einsatzgruppen wrote after a day of killing civilians, “the view that this day was no glorious 

chapter in Germany’s history and is not to be forgotten can already be heard.”307  Evidently 

Stangl and Michel shared these sentiments, yet Stangl saw no recourse which would not destroy 

both himself and his family.   

 The following day Wirth returned, staying a few days as an organizer, detailing the Poles 

to finish the gas chamber, and apparently utterly ignoring Stangl.  Stangl occupied himself “with 

other construction work.”  Wirth’s aide, SS Oberscharführer Josef Oberhauser approached 

Stangl one afternoon and bade him come to the gas chamber, where Wirth had decided to test its 

efficacy on the 25 work-Jews.  The procedure worked, albeit not smoothly.  Consequently, Wirth 

was  livid, hitting the Ukranians operating the diesel engine providing the requisite carbon 

monoxide with a whip, then storming off after peremptorily placing Stangl in charge of 

continuing construction and making Stangl’s friend Michel responsible for the gassings.  Stangl 
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confessed that he tried to keep the executions at arm’s length, for the chamber was not in close 

propinquity to the main camp buildings.   

 Stangl administered the camp for two months, from 16 or 18 May to July 1942, during 

which time 100,000 people were killed before the extermination apparatus broke in late summer 

and was not repaired until the following October.  During this time, Stangl adapted, often 

supervising the unloading of transports to be gassed.   

 Stangl had brought few items of clothing, which soon fell apart.  Finding a weaving mill 

nearby, he decided to visit, as obviously he still retained an interest in his former profession.  The 

factory was making an off-white linen and Stangl asked if he might purchase some.  He had a 

white jacket made, and a short while later white jodhpurs and a white coat.  When asked how he 

could attend the disembarking of the Jews in such clothes, Stangl replied that because of the 

roads, horseback was the easiest method of transport.  When pressed further, Stangl would only 

say, bleakly and laconically, “It was hot.”308  

 The episode of the riding clothes seems crucial in explicating Stangl’s thought process.  

Moreover, it makes one think of Stangl’s obsession with “tidiness,” as his wife remembers, as 

well as the early episode with his father, blood spattering his mother’s clean walls.  When 

analyzing Stangl’s respective tenures as Kommandant, he was nothing if not orderly and precise.  

Indeed, he was eventually praised by Globocnik as the finest Kommandant involved in Operation 

Reinhard.  Stangl, then, in the midst of death, strove to normalize things as best he could.  Armed 

with riding crop and riding clothes, the transports full of Jews bound for the gas, as he later 

confirmed, could have amounted to animals destined for the stockyards, Stangl as their patient 

“shepherd.”  As Treblinka survivor Rachel Auerbach commented bitterly on Stangl’s choice of 

wardrobe during that Indian summer of 1942, “Since the weather was so nice, it was a good idea 

to give his (Stangl’s) summer wardrobe one last airing.”  She also remarked on Stangl’s white 

gloves as he stood on the platform, supervising the unloading process.309  Stangl’s image in 
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pictures is thus tremendously incongruous to his surroundings, but this sartorial choice seems 

integral to his defense mechanisms.  Stangl could be immersed in this hellish atmosphere, but 

could to an extent edify himself through his wardrobe.  He stood apart, clean and hygienic in his 

“whites,” antiseptic like a surgeon, or as holy as a Catholic priest of his youth, or even as a 

gentleman out for a ride, inspecting his fiefdom.  The fact of Stangl’s lapsed Catholicism 

suggests that there were in fact religious undertones to his choice of wardrobe.  Stangl did not 

make selections, nor did he operate the gas chamber itself, nor did he ever personally abuse a 

prisoner.  With regard to the exterminations, as an Auschwitz guard would later remark, “One 

just closed both eyes.”310  Later, at Treblinka, Stangl constructed something of a Potemkin village 

for the prisoners, but also it seems, for himself.   

 Stangl simply sought to normalize his life in perhaps the most understandable ways given 

his character and relative experience.  Like Höss’ sign ARBEIT MACHT FREI, the false train 

station, the zoo, the abundant flowers, and the other accouterments of Stangl’s Treblinka do not 

seem cynical per se, but something that Stangl indeed wanted to believe, almost in service of his 

sanity, which Treblinka would, as later would become obvious, severely strain.  Even Polish 

citizens who worked in the mess hall were given days off from their job, as in any work sphere.  

As Stangl was to almost wistfully remember, “It is difficult to describe it now, but it became 

really beautiful.”311 Added to the mixture were an orchestra and a choir, again to Stangl a source 

of normalcy, although to many prisoners an indication of depraved cynicism on the part of the 

camp personnel.  Of course to men like Stangl’s adjutant SS Untersturmführer Kurt Franz, the 

architect of sadism in Treblinka, it was.     

 Although the false fronts of Treblinka certainly served the purpose of quelling any 

anxiety those who stood on the platform might feel, Stangl truly took the appearance of the camp 

to a level which seems superfluous if his efforts were arranged only for this purpose, particularly 

when Treblinka is compared with the prima facie appearance of the other camps.  The efforts 
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Stangl made were largely for himself, though they served the concomitant need to allay the fears 

and suspicions of the disembarking victims.  Stangl himself confirms this hypothesis, for, as he 

explained: “I repressed it all by trying to create a special place: gardens, new barracks, new 

kitchens, new everything; barbers, tailors, shoemakers, carpenters.  There were hundreds of ways 

to take one’s mind off it; I used them all.”312  Indeed, Stangl’s comment that “That was my 

profession; I enjoyed it.  It fulfilled me.  And yes, I was ambitious about that; I won’t deny that” 

can be fully appreciated when contextualized in this framework.  The answer was “work, work, 

and again work.”313  It was not the death, but the beauty: the tidiness.  Certainly the 

overwhelming topographical bleakness of the camps would have encouraged Stangl to beautify 

his domain all the more.  It was largely a matter of pride, not subterfuge, for Stangl: making 

aesthetic pleasure out of “Dante’s Inferno,” as one Auschwitz doctor termed his “office” in Höss’ 

kingdom. 

 During his tenure at Sobibor, Stangl met and befriended, if that is a term even close to 

appropriate in the context of Sobibor, a young Pole who was instrumental in fomenting the 

Sobibor revolt of 1943.  As Stanislaw Szmajzner, then in his early teens, recounts, Stangl 

impressed him as a “young university professor.”  Stangl’s looks, then, as were Himmler’s, 

seemed quite deceptive to those who saw him.  The parallel with Himmler, who was often 

described as such a pedagogue, is striking.  Szmajzner elaborates: “He dressed impeccably and 

appeared vain although his eyes seemed kind.  He had a soft voice, good manners, and was 

extremely polite.”  Indeed, Stangl seemed “so friendly,” it seemed as though the two were 

“normal people,” carrying on a prosaic dialogue.314  Stangl’s vainglory, as observed by 

Szmajzner, is crucial; named as one of his most prominent characteristics by others who knew 

Stangl, this excessive narcissism seems to provide a clue as to why Stangl never lobbied harder 

for a transfer.  Whatever he did, he would lose prestige; to him, this was simply unacceptable.  

To Szmajzner, it was obvious that Stangl enjoyed his work, for Stangl wore a “perpetual 



 79 

smile”315 on his face.  During his time at Sobibor, Stangl certainly changed, becoming somewhat 

inured to the mass killing, just as he had gradually formed defense mechanisms against the 

burden of the Euthanasia program.   

 Theresa Stangl soon learned of Sobibor’s true purpose from a drunken non-

commissioned officer.  When she questioned Stangl, he sought to placate her, saying “My work 

is purely administrative and I am there to build--to supervise construction, that’s all.”  When 

asked if he saw the deaths, Stangl replied “Oh yes, I see it.  But I don’t do anything to anybody.”  

To Stangl, as Sereny posits, this distinction was tremendously important and was central to his 

defense mechanism.  As survivor of Treblinka Joe Siedlecki said,  

I never saw him kill or hurt anyone.  But why should he have?  He was no sadist like 

some of the others, and he was the Kommandant.  Why should he dirty his own hands?  

Stangl never beat anybody either.  Why should he?  Anyone tells you differently, anyone 

tells you Stangl beat or killed anyone, or anyone tells you Stangl talked to them--they are 

lying.  He didn’t talk to any Jews.  Why should he?316   

 

Stangl certainly talked to prisoners at times, but Siedlecki’s point is well-taken.  Stangl could 

remain aloof; in the same way was he able to construe those marching to their deaths as “cargo.”  

Indeed, as SS Obersturmführer Karl Kretschmer would write to his family in October of 1942, 

“Only a person who has himself firmly under control can judge or rule over others.”317  This was 

an important part of the way Stangl conducted himself and it allowed him to operate psychically 

without succumbing to his obvious and frequent bursts of conscience and guilt.  He knew it was 

wrong; formidable structures needed to be erected to salvage his identity quite literally as a 

human being.   

 Given extended leave in the summer of 1942, Stangl left Sobibor, settling with his 

family, who were permitted to come visit him, on a nearby estate which was also a fish-hatchery.  

Frau Stangl never really questioned Stangl closely about his work; as he commented, by then she 

had become accustomed to his secrecy regarding these matters.  Nevertheless, Stangl felt the 

heavy hand of Globocnik over him all the while.  As he put it, “I was in danger, it was quite 
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obvious.  And they were making damn sure I knew it.”318  Stangl’s use of profanity is intriguing, 

given his excessive politeness and delicate use of language.  This choice of diction seems to 

indicate that Globocnik was indeed a threat Stangl firmly believed was always waiting to 

descend upon him if he did not assiduously carry out his duties.  Though this was obviously yet 

another component of his defense mechanism, Stangl seemed to remain unconscious of the near 

paranoia he harbored toward both his superiors and their power over him.     

 In August, 1942, Stangl was summoned to Warsaw by Globocnik, who, with his growing 

importance as a consequence of Reinhard, had acquired a second office to complement the one 

he occupied in Lublin.  In the meantime, Stangl had entrusted Michel with getting his family 

safely back home to Austria and when he saw Globocnik, he was unsure whether his family had 

arrived home safely.  As he remembered it, the visit to Warsaw filled him with foreboding.  

Globocnik was friendly, but the velvet glove on the iron fist soon asserted itself, for Stangl was 

ordered to report to Treblinka to in effect “straighten things out.”  Stangl refused to accept the 

possibility of retreating, for once more the likely consequence would be an ignominious return to 

his former post in Linz and his loathed superior.  At this juncture, he was also unsure if his 

family had reached home safely, or if their well-being was being tacitly held over his head by 

Globocnik.  As Rudolf Höss’ adjutant, Robert Mulka, would argue while on trial for his life in 

1964, “I had a responsibility toward my family and toward myself.”319  Stangl obviously felt the 

same way when accepting his duties.    

 Stangl was appointed Kommandant of Treblinka on 24 August, 1942, replacing SS 

Obersturmführer Dr. Irmfried Eberl, another “graduate” of the Euthanasia program.  The death 

camp Treblinka was located in the northeastern part of the General Government, like Sobibor, in 

a sparsely populated and wooded area.  The camp was close to the town of Malkinia and the 

Malkinia-Siedlce railroad line, as well as the main Warsaw-Bialystok line.  Physically, the camp 

was modeled on Sobibor and was about four kilometers from the railroad station.     
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Treblinka was apparently a disaster under Eberl’s command, and inasmuch as “the order 

and smooth operation of the camp (Sobibor) should be attributed to him,”320 Stangl seemed the 

ideal man for the job.  Interestingly, Eberl’s ambition had run rampant just as did Stangl’s.  As 

SS Unterscharführer August Hinst, who served at Treblinka, testified, “Dr. Eberl’s ambition was 

to reach the highest possible numbers (of murders) and exceed all the other camps.  So many 

transports arrived that the disembarkation and gassing of the people could no longer be 

handled.”321  Indeed, as Richard Breitman documents in Official Secrets, the murder of the Jews 

evolved into a competition, for much prestige and many rewards were at stake, along with the 

fantastically misguided perception that one was in essence “doing something for the Fatherland.”  

Just as the Einsatzgruppen competed, then, so apparently did the Kommandants.  Indeed, 

Christian Wirth, a bitter enemy of Rudolf Höss’ because they both were embroiled in an informal 

competition as to who could dispose of the most Reich enemies with his chosen method (carbon 

monoxide gas vs. Zyklon B), termed Höss his “untalented disciple.”322      

 Approaching Treblinka, the smell of death once more overwhelmed Stangl: “It was 

Dante come to life.”323  At Treblinka, as opposed to Sobibor, there was no place to seek refuge.  

Indeed, Stangl commented that in Sobibor, “most of us never saw anyone dying or dead.”324  

After surveying the camp with Eberl, Stangl tried Globocnik once more.  While in Warsaw, 

Stangl met with the Warsaw Police Chief, a man from his wife’s hometown.  The Police Chief 

promised to help Stangl transfer out of his predicament.  Nothing ever came of such a request 

and its concordant promise.  Globocnik recalled Eberl and summoned Wirth, proceeding to order 

the latter to accompany Stangl back to Treblinka.  Wirth once more set to work on “tidying up.”  

Wirth instilled his by now well-wrought principles of death, a Treblinka guard remembered, 

giving “detailed instructions” to the camp personnel in a series of lectures, instructions which 

“were carried out even after he left Treblinka.”325   
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 Meanwhile Stangl concerned himself with administrative issues, particularly the vast 

amount of Jewish property that had been allegedly rerouted to Berlin and the Führer Chancellery 

instead of to Globocnik in Warsaw, its intended destination.  Stangl went to Globocnik and 

disclosed his suspicions, thereby currying immense favor with the General.  Stangl defended 

himself by arguing to Sereny that he was merely a police officer on assignment, but it is clear 

that ambition had again reared its ugly head.  Stangl thus became “Globocnik’s man.”  Certainly 

the fact that both men were Austrian as well as rapaciously ambitious would have much to do 

with this kinship, though Stangl tries to downplay the admiration he evidently felt for the highly 

placed Globocnik.   

 Wirth had also mentioned to Stangl that Kurt Franz, who was to become Stangl’s 

adjutant and, after his departure, Kommandant for a brief time, would be arriving to “‘get this 

heap moving.’”326  It seems, then, that Stangl was above all afraid for his position in the 

hierarchy.  It must be remembered that Stangl’s fear of failure and/or anything he saw as a 

demotion or reduction hedged on the fanatical.  As Horst, the son of Gustav Münzberger, who 

was in charge of the gas chambers, testified to Sereny:   

 But I can remember when he got that black SS uniform: that’s when he began to be 

 ‘somebody’ I suppose, rather than just anybody.  And then, in Treblinka--it is 

 inconceivable, isn’t it, what he suddenly was: the scope, the power, the uniqueness, the 

 difference between himself and all those others--imagine....No, it is unimaginable.327 

 

The same sentiment could equally be applied to the apotheosis of Franz Stangl.     

 So close to death on a quotidian basis, it was necessary for Stangl to construct a far more 

stalwart series of defense mechanisms than he had previously formulated.  In doing so, he relied 

quite explicitly on his police background.  As he had been taught, the definition of a crime must 

meet four requirements: it must have a subject, and object, an action, and an intent.  Missing but 

one of these, the action is not a crime.  For Stangl, the fourth criterion, intent, was missing.  Just 

so did Stangl compartmentalize his thinking.  Indeed, the police force had taught him to objectify 

human beings in general, “flushing” out the bad and protecting the good.  Sorting the valuables 
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was legitimate because of the alleged illegal trafficking between Treblinka and Berlin.  Indeed, 

his “specific assignment” had been to see after these effects.  As mentioned above, moreover, 

Stangl built a Treblinka which operated on at least two levels, as did Stangl’s psyche itself.  This 

pastoral element of Treblinka, so diametrically opposed to the horror of the gas chambers and 

crematoria which underscored everything, no matter how many fakeries Stangl constructed, 

brings to mind both Frau Höss’ comment that she would want to stay at Auschwitz for the rest of 

her life and the idyllic lifestyle she enjoyed.  Strangely, beauty and depravity, luxurious life and 

undignified death, could exist side by side, or even become interwoven.  Indeed, by this point 

Stangl, like the policemen who were recruited to work at Chelmno,  

Had accustomed himself to his tasks. So did the other eighty policemen at Kulmhof 

(Chelmno) who had been drawn from the precincts of German cities...Each had his 

career,  most had families, and whether their anti-Jewish work was transitory or 

prolonged, peripheral or drastic, they did not flinch from the assignment.328         

 

 Stangl’s daily routine again illustrates his penchant for tidiness and his incessant need to 

feel that everything was running smoothly, and, just as importantly, under his control.  Stangl 

simply acclimated himself to his routine.  The protean, multi-faceted levels on which Stangl 

operated psychically are also manifest, for how else could he rise early, inspect the gas chambers, 

then head to breakfast, commenting on the “delicious cakes, very good bread”329 the Viennese 

baker made.  Further, in the midst of the death of so many Jews, Stangl attempted to obtain more 

rations for his work-Jews.  Then, when a prisoner accused a Lithuanian guard of theft, Stangl 

forced all the guards to empty their pockets.  Perhaps most striking is Stangl’s comment, uttered 

in the context of thousands of dead bodies, that “Beyond my specific assignment, that’s what I 

enjoyed; human relations.”330  Development of Stangl’s duality as the necessary tool of survival 

thus bloomed.  One surviving work-Jew remembered Stangl speaking to a “selection”: I have 

orders to do the same to you (shooting), but I don’t want to.  There is work here for years.  

Whoever works well will be treated humanely...”331  Indeed, the work-Jew concept was Stangl’s 
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own invention; a permanent covey of Jewish workers would maintain far more stability than the 

constant selections which had heretofore been the norm.  And, in an interesting display of 

partisanship, Stangl apparently gave Austrian Jews preference in assigning this work.  

 As another component of his defense mechanisms, Stangl, as did many both at the camps 

and in the Einsatzgruppen, relied on alcohol.  Indeed, “in the end the only way to deal with it was 

to drink,”332 just as Höss admitted: “I struggled to pull myself together and tried to get rid of the 

bad mood by drinking.”333  Stangl was also a chain-smoker, as was Höss.  Stangl never touched 

another woman, in contradistinction to many of his brethren at the camps, including Höss.  

Additionally, just as many of his fellow camp men, Stangl was known as a wonderful father and 

warm family man.  

 Far more important to Stangl’s “success” as Kommandant, however, was the growing 

depersonalization he attributed to the Jews.  He grew to loath their seeming complicity in their 

own deaths, even though he claimed that “I wouldn’t let anyone dictate to me who to hate.”   He 

then elaborated:  

It has nothing to do with hate.  They were so weak; they allowed everything to happen--

to be done to them.  They were people with whom there was no common ground, no 

possibility of communication--that is how contempt is born.  I could never understand 

how they could just give in as they did.  Quite recently I read a book about lemmings, 

who every five or six years just wander into the sea and die; that made me think of 

Treblinka.334  

 

This quotation again reveals Stangl’s psyche working on bifurcated levels, for, as he mentions, 

he spoke to and sought to ameliorate if even only slightly the conditions of “his” work-Jews.  If 

Stangl had truly convinced himself that those who died at Treblinka were “cargo,” contempt 

would not have entered his mind, for such derision would simply have been unnecessary.  Ergo, 

his comparison of Treblinka with a slaughterhouse, the “cargo” looking “trustingly” toward their 

deaths, is a specious one.  Indeed, Eric Johnson demonstrates that “it is both morally dubious and 
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empirically false to claim, as some have, that German Jews simply went off to their deaths like 

‘lambs to the slaughter.’”335   

 As much as Stangl tried to distance himself, an underbelly of death and personal 

culpability permeated his tenure at Treblinka.  As he said, without a hint of irony or mockery, his 

chief pleasure was working with people.  Try as he might for the sake of his image and for the 

approbation of his superiors, Stangl (likely at least in part due to his lack of front-line war-time 

service) simply was not as “hard” as men like Christian Wirth, who advised Stangl to let the 

deportees “beshit themselves” and who, when viewing Treblinka with Stangl that first day, the 

camp a purview of carnage and “rotting flesh,” asked “‘What shall we do with this garbage?’”336  

Indeed, Stangl later suffered both a heart attack and a skin rash which is “not unknown as a 

symptom of intense emotional stress.”337  It would appear his conscience could not be fully 

quelled and subordinated to rapacious ambition.  Further expatiating on the idea of Jews as 

“cargo” was a Lieutenant of the Order Police, Alois Häfele, who received Jews at Chelmno and 

conducted them to the gas vans.  Speaking to a former superior in 1943, Häfele described his 

“hardening” process: “one got used to Kulmhof.  Little men or little women, it was all the same, 

just like stepping on a beetle.”  Indeed, as Häfele spoke, he made a “scraping motion” with his 

foot on the floor.338  

 The “contempt” Stangl felt for the Jews was, needless to say, unwarranted, but at the 

same time, it acted as a cogent and crucial facet of his rationalization process.  The 

sonderkommando were the Jews who, usually because of their physical prowess, were allowed to 

live longer than their doomed fellow Jews, but only in order to unload the crematoria and/or 

bury/burn the bodies themselves, as well as plundering the corpses and sorting the loot.  As 

survivor Glazar averred with respect to the sonderkommando’s duties, “Obviously, no ordinary 

standards of emotion or morality can apply.”339 Moreover, in February-March 1943 the transports 

slowed because most of Poland’s Jews had already perished and thus Himmler had decided to 
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gradually phase out Reinhard.  The work-Jews were frantic with worry; their life had been idyllic 

for Treblinka up to that point, as they had always been able to possess clothes and food from the 

transports.  As Glazar recalled, they had reached their “lowest ebb,” until Kurt Franz, the 

notoriously cruel guard, strolled into their barracks one day, “a wide grin on his face.”  “‘As of 

tomorrow,’ he said, ‘transports will be rolling in again.’  And do you know what we did?  We 

shouted ‘Hurrah, Hurrah.’”  Glazar concluded, “That is what we did; that is where we had got 

to.”340  In an equally perverse sense that was where Franz Stangl had “got to” as well.    

 The very real differences between the Jews of Western Europe and the Jews of Eastern 

Europe, also served to ease Stangl’s mind about his own guilt and shift it to the shoulders of the 

Jews who seemed to facilitate their own doom.  Age-old antipathies existed between these 

groups, with Western Jews often seeing themselves as repositories of cultural and material 

wealth, while Eastern Jews were typically viewed as backward, dirty, and poor.  Indeed, the lack 

of cohesion between the two groups was helpful to concentration and death camp personnel all 

over Europe, for it allowed the Jews to be played off against one another and likely helped to 

prevent any cohesive resistance movements in the death camps until July of 1943.  Stangl simply 

could see them as “killing each other.”      

 Many Ukrainians served as guards in the death camps, having volunteered as prisoners of 

war after being captured by German forces.  Indeed, the Ukrainian to German ration in the death 

camps was approximately 4:1 and there were a mere 4 SS officers in the Treblinka garrison, as 

opposed, for example, to the 161 SS officers at Auschwitz.  Again, German blame could be 

devolved, for the Ukrainians were known as particularly salacious, alcoholic, and brutal, 

certainly not like the “gentlemanly” SS with their proud ethos. Two Ukrainians manned the gas 

chamber with utterly unscrupulous ruthlessness.  Stangl could have looked at them and felt 

another small measure of relief, for he was just “not like them.”  Thus the Ukrainians, like the 

seemingly complicitous Jews, would have alleviated some of the blame from SS shoulders.   
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 Stangl was well aware of the complicity of the Polish population in the mass deaths, as 

was his wife.  Indeed, as Sobibor survivor Dov Freiberg remembered, “We were murdered not 

only by Germans, but by Poles, Ukrainians, and partisans, especially the men of the Armia 

Krajowa (“Home Army”), gangs and farmers.”341  When Theresa found out about Sobibor, 

during the time the Stangl stayed at the fish hatchery estate, she confided in the countess, who 

assured her, “Don’t you think we know?  We’ve known about it since the beginning.  But you 

must calm yourself; it is dreadful, but there is nothing to be done.  We are convinced that your 

husband is a decent man.”342  When Theresa approached a priest, this time during the summer of 

1943, when she had finally noticed Stangl’s metamorphosis while at Treblinka, the priest merely 

absolved Stangl, saying, “‘We are living through terrible times, my child.  Before God and my 

conscience, if I had been in Paul’s (Stangl’s) place, I would have done the same.  I absolve him 

from all guilt.”343      

 Further, though the death camps were intended to be top secret, one Polish girl 

remembered: “Oh yes, people in Chelm knew what was going on in Sobibor--how could they 

not?  They could smell it--the air was rancid even though it was twenty miles away.  And the sky 

lit up in the night with their terrible fires.”  She then disclaimed, “it was just...there was nothing 

one could do.”344  Some Poles, their ambitions getting the better of them, something Stangl could 

likely appreciate, came to the camp to try to buy the clothing and amenities stolen from the 

deportees.  Women were also brought into the camp for the use of both camp personnel and even 

the highest ranking prisoners, such as the kapos.     

 It is important to underscore how both Stangl and his wife’s utter indifference toward the 

Jews was a useful exculpatory tool.  Indeed, Stangl was inordinately proud of his meager efforts 

on behalf of the Treblinka work-Jews.  Frau Stangl, moreover, “emphasized...how friendly she 

and the girls felt about the Jews--and indeed, how friendly Jews had been to them, in Brazil.”345  

The propaganda and the sadism Stangl never absorbed nor practiced.  As he put it with regard to 
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the cruelty and humiliation vis-à-vis the Jews, the reason was “To condition those who actually 

had to carry out the policies...To make it possible for them to do what they did.”346  The 

momentum of the camps thus built upon itself in a horrid snowball effect.  Of course, Stangl 

himself was not immune from this “conditioning.”  As Treblinka survivor Yankel Wiernik 

writes, “When the new gas chambers were completed (October of 1942), the Hauptsturmführer 

(Stangl) came and remarked to the SS men who were with him:  Endlich is der Judenstadt fertig 

(Finally the Jewish city is ready).”347  Indeed, Stangl participated in this encouragement, for he 

“wanted all the SS men in the camp to be individually involved in the killing, making them all 

partners to the murder,”348 just as he himself necessarily was.  Furthermore, so-called “gas-

meister” Erich Bauer remembers a conversation between Stangl and two other Sobibor officers, 

who were lamenting that the number of victims killed in Sobibor was “last” among the three 

death camps.349  This conversation thereby combines Stangl’s ambitions with the brutalization 

which was indispensable as a defense mechanism in the camps.  Building on this concatenation 

of guilt and ambition which made the death camps “successfully” operate, Sobibor guard Werner 

Dubois averred, “The camp functioned in a chain of functions.  If only one element in that chain 

is missing, the entire enterprise comes to a stop.”350  There was the feeling, as one former guard 

argued in the Auschwitz trial of 1964, that “We were ciphers, just like the prisoners.”351  And, as 

Stangl said, “This was the system.  Wirth had invented it.  It worked.  And because it worked, it 

was irreversible.”352  Of course it wasn’t unstoppable, but the momentum and the “cog in the 

machine” theory made sleeping at night much easier.  The aktion was only “irreversible” because 

Franz Stangl needed it to be, by the very virtue of what he had become.   

 Stangl also maintained, throughout his trial and his dialogue with Sereny, that his job 

was solely the collection of property.  As a Polish investigator of Treblinka noted, “In addition to 

its political objective the systematic destruction of the Jewish population was simply meant to 

fulfill certain economic aims.  Their liquidation was a very good source of income.”353  In his 
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compartmentalized mind, Stangl explained to himself that the sole reason for Operation Reinhard 

was that “They wanted their money.  Have you any idea of the fantastic sums that were 

involved?”354  Granted, the Nazis profited by a sum of approximately 180 million Reichmarks, an 

enormous sum, of course, to Stangl, but in the grander scheme of men and material, and indeed, 

morality, such an amount is trivial, perhaps even laughable.  However, once again Stangl 

armored himself against the Nazi beast, though in abetting the Nazis ideology he became a 

hybrid monster himself.   

 As the war situation worsened for Germany and its hegemony over Eastern Europe 

shrank, Operation Reinhard was quickly dismantled.  Instead of Globocnik’s earlier boast that  

“We ought...to bury bronze tablets stating that it was we who had the courage to carry out this 

gigantic task,”355 he and Himmler revised their approach and sought to obliterate any trace of the 

crimes having occurred.  To that end, they called upon veteran Einsatzgruppen leaders, who 

employed the sonderkommando once again, exhuming and burning bodies both from the 

shootings in Russia and the early gassings in Operation Reinhard camps.  Nonetheless, pride in 

Operation Reinhard survived, albeit in a more clandestine manner.  Himmler wrote a letter to 

Globocnik, dated 30 November, 1943, commenting “I express to you my thanks and my 

recognition for your great and unique merits that you acquired for the whole German people in 

the execution of Operation Reinhard.”356   

 The Treblinka revolt of 2 August, 1943, followed by the Sobibor revolt on 14 October 

1943, hastened the closure of Reinhard.  The camp buildings which had not been destroyed in the 

revolts were leveled, trees were planted, and Ukrainian guards were paid to settle on the ruins.  It 

was as though Himmler sought to create an historical palimpsest through these efforts. 

 The Treblinka revolt seems to have hurt Stangl’s pride after all he felt he had done for 

his work-Jews.  He was described as drunk by a fellow SS the afternoon of the revolt.  The revolt 

likely shamed Stangl because it testified to his losing control, to allowing tidiness to slip through 
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his fingers, and to hold him up to superiors and subordinates alike as incompetent.  Nonetheless, 

one could detect a “measure of admiration for the insurgents”357 in Stangl’s voice as he 

remembered the day of 2 August.  Ironically, Stangl, in a new frenzy of diligence, had been 

planning to rebuild the camp, to in effect make it “better than ever” as fellow SS man Suchomel 

described it, including even brick work-houses for the work-Jews.  Construction was to 

commence on 3 August.  Subsequent to the revolt, however, Treblinka was quickly liquidated, its 

staff reassigned.   

 Shortly after the revolt, after being given three weeks to “stew,” Stangl was summoned 

by a surprisingly amiable Globocnik, who transferred him to anti-partisan activity near Trieste.  

Stangl had finally gotten out.  He was to put away his white linen suit and wear civilian dress 

once more.  As he put it, “I thought my bones would melt.”358  His gratitude at saving face and 

avoiding censure and/or demotion as well as being restationed near his family surged in his voice 

even twenty-five years later.  However, his wife describes him during the summer of 1943 as 

“somebody with a different, with a changed face; someone I didn’t know; that face that you 

(Sereny) too saw later, in the prison-red, suffused, swollen, protruding veins, coarse--he who was 

never coarse or vulgar, who was always loving and kind.”359   

 Franz Stangl had presided over the murder of between 700,000 and 1,200,000 persons.   

 Stangl was sent to Trieste along with Globocnik, Wirth, and 120 other Aktion Reinhard 

veterans.  There was speculation that Operation Reinhard personnel were given this dangerous 

anti-partisan activity in order to “incinerate” them and thus further inter the secret of Reinhard.  

Stangl’s time in anti-partisan activity, however, is unremarkable, aside from the fact that when 

asked to keep an eye out for Jews, his reaction was “What do they think I am?  A headhunter?  

They can leave me out of this now.”360  In reading this sentiment, it calls to mind Raul Hilberg’s 

assertion that “They were not wanton killers after all.  Whatever they did was, for most of them 

at least, a small part of their everyday activities.”361  Stangl had survived; his defenses had 
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resisted numerous breaches, and would lead to twenty “good years” in South America.  In March 

of 1944, Stangl was struck by a heart attack, as well as a skin condition likely the result of 

intense emotional strain.  Eventually denounced to the Americans as an SS officer, Stangl was 

interned from summer 1945 until summer 1947, after which he was imprisoned in his old town of 

Linz because information about the Euthanasia programs had been exhumed and Stangl’s name 

had come up. 

 On 30 May, 1948, Stangl escaped.  His escape was made possible by the Catholic 

Church.  Making his way to Italy, an Austrian bishop attached to the Vatican procured for Stangl 

a passport and an employment contract for work in Syria.  He and his wife never spoke of 

Treblinka again; she found Stangl the happy man she had once known.  In 1951, he moved to 

Brazil with his family, returning briefly to the textile industry before joining Volkswagen, 

eventually working his way to an executive post.  Stangl never changed his name or appearance 

in any way.  He was betrayed to the Israelis most likely by his brother-in-law, who was bribed to 

do so.  On 28 February, 1967, he was kidnapped and extradited to West Germany.  His trial was 

held in Düsseldorf, the site of the first Treblinka Trial in 1965, and commenced 13 May, 1970.  

On 22 December, 1970, Stangl was sentenced to life imprisonment.  As his wife learned from a 

juror, the verdict was not unanimous.    

While awaiting the results of his appeal, he was approached by Gitta Sereny, a well-

known British journalist.  Stangl agreed to do a series of interviews.  In the course of this 

interaction, he finally came to terms with his share of the death camp guilt.  In a sentence which 

Sereny relates took him a half-hour to enunciate, Stangl said, “My conscience is clear about what 

I did, myself...I have never intentionally hurt anyone, myself...But I was there...So yes...in reality 

I share the guilt...Because my guilt...my guilt...only now in these talks...now that I have talked 

about it all for the first time...My guilt...is that I am still here.  That is my guilt...I should have 
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died.  That was my guilt.” And finally, denuded of his psychic defenses, Stangl finished, “Let 

there be an end.”362  Nineteen hours later, on 28 June, 1971, Franz Stangl died of heart failure.         
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   Chapter III: Understanding Nazi Perpetrators:  

Motivations and Rationalizations 

 
  

 In analyzing the lives and careers of men such as Rudolf Höss and Franz Stangl, it is 

instructive and indeed necessary to situate their histories as individuals in relation to other 

important agents and agencies of the Final Solution.  We will consider six factors, proceeding 

from the most general phenomena to the most specific.  The factors to be analyzed are: 1) Anti-

Semitism; 2) “industrial killing”; 3) the “Nazi Youth cohort”; 4) progressive brutalization and 

habituation; 5) the role of the “primary group” and the perversion of the military ethic; 6) the 

ethos of the SS.  Each of these factors stands on its own, but each also builds on the previous 

factor(s) as well, and it is through this multi-faceted approach that men such as Höss and Stangl 

become truly comprehensible.  These six factors buttress the assertion that Höss and Stangl, like 

the Final Solution itself, matured in a process best described by Lucy Dawidowicz in The War 

Against the Jews 1933-1945 as “the deadliest path taken.”  In other words, each time these men 

reached a crucial juncture, the path they took was ultimately the most radical of those available.  

When faced with these junctures, it was the drastic blending of personal and circumstantial 

aspects that propelled these two men towards the most radical path and thus eventually towards 

significant roles in the Final Solution.  Discussion of these six factors clarifies the nature of this 

process.  
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*** 

 

 The first and most general factor to be considered is anti-Semitism and its crucial 

significance in the Final Solution, namely the manner in which it influenced and even molded the 

rationalization and repression processes of the perpetrators.  Of similar importance in explicating 

men such as Höss and Stangl is the ways the Jews themselves behaved in response to 

persecution.  Raul Hilberg, in The Destruction of the European Jews, diagrams not only the 

importance of anti-Semitism to the perpetrators, but also the ways in which Jews responded to 

the Nazi genocidal programs, for “in a destruction process, the perpetrators do not play the only 

role; the process is shaped by the victims as well”363  It was this synergistic interaction which 

made the Final Solution the conflagration of murder that it became.  Both perpetrators and 

victims “drew upon their age-old experience in dealing with each other.  The Germans did it with 

success.  The Jews did it with disaster.”364  In sum, then,  

What happened to the Jews cannot be understood without insight into the decisions made 

by German officials in Berlin and in the field.  Yet, every day German exertions and 

costs were being affected by the behavior of the victims.  To the extent that an agency 

could marshal only limited resources for a particular task, the very progress of the 

operation and its ultimate success depended on the mode of Jewish response.”365 

 

Moreover, the issue of anti-Semitism is inextricable from the role of the Nazi functionary 

because anti-Semitism and Jewish response heavily influenced these functionaries’ work as 

“individual trivial components”366 of the extermination process as a whole.  Indeed, “Besides 

fanatical racist anti-semites and anti-communists, the largest single group among those involved 

in the genocide programmes (sic) were obedient executives and technocrats.”367  Rudolf Höss 

and Franz Stangl were among these functionaries. 
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 With regard to the perpetrators, a system of repressions and rationalizations was forged 

that was heavily informed by anti-Semitism, for “An administrative problem could be solved and 

eliminated, but the psychological difficulties (of killing) had to be dealt with continuously.  They 

were held in check but never removed.”368  Two types of coterminous rationalizations pervaded 

Nazi lexicon and provided “psychological justification” for the crimes of the Nazis: those 

exculpating the extermination process as a whole, focusing on the role of the Jews as a threat to 

the German population’s welfare; and those exonerating individual participation in the whole 

process, such as those dealing with, for example, one’s signing or following an order leading to 

Jewish deaths.369  

 The first type of rationalization depended and focused almost wholly upon extant 

stereotypes of Jews and was constantly buttressed by the Nazi propaganda machine.  In general, 

this rationalization was quite easy to incorporate in one’s psyche, given the long history of anti-

Semitism in Europe.  The Nazis not only disseminated propaganda encouraging action against 

“the Jew,” such as boycotts of Jewish property, but also, and more importantly, concentrated on 

making the Jews as the source of all evil.  This sort of propaganda accented the purported Jewish 

“Otherness,” for dehumanizing and/or demonizing the “Other” enables the perpetrator to distance 

himself psychologically, not only for those fighting on the front lines, but also for strategists far 

removed from the scene of combat.370  Just such a process would ensnare the Nazi functionary.  

Nazi propaganda, in weaving a web of Jewish “Otherness,” portrayed the Jew in three different 

ways: as the avatar of a “world conspiracy” bent on attacking Germany; as an inherently criminal 

force who practiced mass murder and torture; and as a lower form of life, taking on the 

characteristics of infectious and pestilential vermin.371   

 Supplementing these anti-Semitic portrayals as rationalizations for violence against the 

Jewish population in general were exculpations made on an individual level that were directed 

toward specific acts of the perpetrator.  On this subjective level, the “oldest, simplest, and 
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therefore the most effective rationalization was the doctrine of superior orders.”372  Inherent in 

orders were the dual pillars of discipline and duty, both of which were highly prized and 

rigorously instilled, particularly in the SS.  Indeed, “A clear order was like absolution.”373  

Moreover, the bureaucrat “clung to his orders not so much because he feared his superior...but 

because he feared his own conscience.”374  Second on this personal list of vindication was the 

insistence that anti-Jewish actions did not spring from any sense of personal vindictiveness.  

There was very little if any “hate” of Jews in the bureaucrat, and he often went out of his way to 

speak of the “good deeds” he performed for Jews.  “They separated ‘duty’ from personal 

feelings.  They preserved a sense of ‘decency.’  The destroyer of Jews was no ‘anti-Semite.’”375  

A third rationalization was the shifting of blame: it was quite easy to hold the “next fellow” 

responsible for criminal activity, while one’s own deeds paled in comparison.  This 

rationalization could easily be shifted when the need arose, for it resembled a “receding 

horizon.”376  In other words, as one descended into greater criminal acts, one could always find 

another who performed even more reprehensible deeds.  The fourth personal rationalization was 

the “link in the chain” theory, reflected so commonly in the quasi-mechanized nature of the death 

camp.  One could think of oneself as but an inconsequential part of the killing process, one small 

link in a great chain of culpability: “there was very little a drop of water could do in such a 

wave.”377  The final rationalization, a “last-ditch psychological defense,” was the “jungle” theory.  

This was very much akin to the diatribes of Himmler, who posited that the world operated on a 

“natural” basis according to a perverted Darwinist “survival of the fittest” mentality.  Therefore, 

those who were killed were chosen by nature for elimination.     

 Even armed with these two stalwart defenses, the perpetrator was still assailed by 

psychological difficulties.  In the fall of 1941, Higher SS and Police Leader Russia Central SS 

Gruppenführer Erich von dem Bach-Zelewski wrote to Himmler, “Look at the eyes of the men of 

this Kommando, how deeply shaken they are.  These men are finished (fertig) for the rest of their 
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lives.  What kind of followers are we training here?  Either neurotics or savages (Entweder 

Nervenkrante oder Rohlinge).”  Indeed, with this incisive observation, von dem Bach struck at 

the crux of the problem facing the German bureaucracy, namely that the German administration 

“had to make determined efforts to prevent the breakdown of its men into either ‘savages’ or 

‘neurotics.’  This was essential a dual task--one part disciplinary, the other moral.”378  Moreover, 

the task was exacerbated by the obvious immorality of the solution to the Jewish Question.  As 

Viktor Brack was to remark to Himmler, “You yourself, Reichsführer, said to me some time ago 

that for reasons of concealment alone we have to work as quickly as possible.”379  Ultimately, 

defense mechanisms and immorality uneasily coexisted. 

 Stemming from rationalizations, and also of crucial significance in the process of 

habituation, was repression.  The perpetrators could repress their guilt in five ways: shutting off 

the channels of information to anyone who didn’t already know about the Final Solution; ensure 

that whomever knew about the process would participate; prohibit any criticism of the processes 

which were transpiring; eliminate any “social conversation” about the processes between 

participants, as well as any loose talk to any outsiders such as family members; and finally, omit 

any mention of killing and instead cloak the processes in euphemism.380  Repressions also 

depended heavily on anti-Semitic theories and the putative behavior of the Jews.  Ultimately, the 

repressions and rationalizations of the perpetrators mutually reinforced each other in this fashion.  

Through this stalwart framework of exculpation, “Traditional concepts such as ‘doing one’s 

duty,’ ‘loyalty,’ ‘honour’ (sic), and ‘serving one’s country’ withered into execrable phrases, used 

repeatedly to justify the actions of the regime, as self-justifications by its representatives, and to 

compel loyalty.”381    

 As Hilberg expounds, the behavior of the Jews themselves was also crucial in the Final 

Solution. There are five ways a group can react to persecution: resistance, alleviating/nullifying 

the threat, evasion, paralysis, and compliance.382  First, the reaction pattern of the Jews was 
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characterized “by almost complete lack of resistance.”  On a European-wide scale, the Jews had 

no resistance organizations, no blueprint for armed action, and no plan even for psychological 

warfare.383  Moreover, “The Jewish tendency has been not to run from but to survive with anti-

Jewish regimes.”384  Thus overt resistance was relatively uncommon.   

 Secondly, appeals were made in an attempt to avoid the full force of German 

persecution, often taking the form of written or verbal protests.  This negotiation was designed to 

transmogrify the struggle between Jews and Germans from a physical level to a moral and 

intellectual one.  Jewish leaders even resorted to turning over community valuables or offering 

work details to the Germans as a form of negotiating for their survival.  The Jewish negotiators 

felt that the Nazis would respond to reason.  Unfortunately, “without regard to cost, the 

bureaucratic machine, operating with accelerating speed and ever-widening destructive effect, 

proceeded to annihilate the European Jews.”385   

 Evasion and flight were the third and fourth responses to the Nazi bureaucracy.  Fleeing 

or hiding from the perpetrator so as to remove oneself from the scope of persecution was difficult 

and rarely successful.  Fifth, paralysis, cresting in “moments of crisis,” came as a result if the 

first three options appeared overly daunting or frightening.  The final and most self-destructive 

response was automatic compliance.  These latter two factors were often unwittingly combined 

with devastating effect.  Packed in the “Road to Heaven” on the way to the gas chambers, the 

Jews even then had difficulty believing in their imminent destruction.  In this manner, “Cognition 

was thus converted to fatalism more readily than to escape or resistance.”386  One also remembers 

Stangl’s various methods of subterfuge, as well as Höss’ planting of pine trees to cloak the 

crematoria as factors which aided this process of disbelief.  Thus, paralysis, and as a result, 

automatic compliance, often sealed  the fate of myriad Jews.  Indeed, “A large component of the 

process depended on Jewish participation--the simple acts of individuals as well as organized 

activity in councils.”387  Registering property, obtaining identification papers, reporting for 
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“labor,” paying fines, and a host of other minor submissions to the Germans on both individual 

and communal levels are examples of the ways in which Jews, albeit unwittingly, complied with 

Nazi genocidal policies.388  

 Perhaps the most striking aspect of Rudolf Höss and Franz Stangl’s careers is, for the 

most part, a tremendous apathy towards the Jews and other “undesirables” they murdered, as 

well as a persistent lack of deep-seated anti-Semitic tendencies, be they vocalized or physically 

manifested, as in acts of sadism.  Rudolf Höss, for instance, mentions anti-Semitism in his 

memoirs only in conjunction with his Auschwitz extermination orders from Himmler.  Though 

Höss calls himself an anti-Semite and claims to share many of the prejudices held by other 

perpetrators with regard to the Jews, Höss’ anti-Semitism stems to a tremendous extent from his 

self-proclaimed status as a “fanatical” Nazi.  One gets the impression that Höss would have had 

no feelings on the issue at all if it had not been for his didactic absorption of anti-Semitic 

propaganda issued by the Party.  Indeed, Höss, like many other SS, availed himself of a Jewish 

prisoner-mistress from Vienna while as Auschwitz.389  Party Secretary Martin Bormann neatly 

framed the Party’s anti-Jewish policy: “National-Socialist doctrine is entirely anti-Jewish, which 

means anti-Communist and anti-Christian.  Everything is linked within National Socialism and 

everything aims at the fight against Judaism.”390   

In his anti-Semitism, Höss mirrored the thoughts of his superiors and of the majority, just 

as he did in nearly everything.  His strict Catholic background would only have facilitated Höss’ 

nascent and primarily Party-induced anti-Semitism.  Again, for Höss it was being in effect 

“taught” what he was supposed to believe in, followed by his own subsequent concretization of 

these beliefs.  Anti-Semitism was “our” idea; it was part and parcel of belonging to the Nazi 

Party and the Party instilled anti-Semitism in Höss.  As he put it, “I want to emphasize that I 

personally never hated the Jews.  I considered them to be the enemy of our nation.”391  Further, 

“The feeling of hate is not in me.”392    
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 Anti-Semitism and German nationalism were fused for Höss, just as they were fused in 

the minds of many Germans, although, of course, to varying degrees.  The Nazi Party melded 

these concepts; as Dawidowicz contends, “Modern German anti-semitism was the bastard child 

of the union of Christian anti-semitism with German nationalism.”393  In sum, it was quite 

common for people to become anti-Semitic because of the Nazi Party, not join the Nazi Party 

because it catered to their immanent anti-Semitism.394 

 On the other hand, Stangl never mentions the Jews qua Jews at all, but only as cattle or 

lemmings.  To Stangl, Sobibor and Treblinka were stockyards.  His professional duty required 

exterminations; there simply was no ideological significance in the destruction of the Jews.  The 

reasons for destruction were not within Stangl’s purview and were therefore not a matter of 

concern for him on a day-to-day basis.  It was all “rotting flesh” and reminded him merely of a 

slaughterhouse.  And a slaughterhouse never asks the race or ethnicity of those slaughtered, for 

such issues are ultimately and finally irrelevant.  In just such a fashion did Stangl’s psyche 

operate.  For Höss and Stangl, anti-Semitism played at best a nominal role in their participation 

in the Final Solution and neither ever engaged in the anti-Semitic invective of the Nazi upper 

echelon.  In this sense, 

The most frightening aspect (of the Final Solution) is not the fanatical anti-semitism of 

those who carried out the genocide, but rather the acceptance and toleration of it, indeed 

the approval and support for it, which came from the leading officials in all areas of the 

regime.395 

   

Persecution of the Jews was thus a dispassionate matter for many perpetrators.  Like the Gestapo 

officers whom Eric Johnson examined in Nazi Terror: The Gestapo, Jews, and Ordinary 

Germans, men like Höss and Stangl preferred to “persecute with calmness.”396  Both Höss and 

Stangl thereby personified Hilberg’s conception of the Nazi functionary; “In his daily work, the 

bureaucrat made use of tried techniques and tested formulas with which he was familiar and 

which he knew to be acceptable to his superiors, colleagues, and subordinates.”397  In this 

manner, a “precarious synchronization”398 was created by way of a “technocratic fetishism of 



 101 

detail,”399 and, consequently, “No obstruction stopped the German machine of destruction” and 

“No moral problem proved insurmountable.”  Indeed, “When all participating personnel were put 

to the test, there were very few lingerers and almost no deserters.”400  Finally, the experienced 

functionary was “coming into his own.”      

Careerism, a paramount concern for both Höss and Stangl, was implicit in the Nazi 

bureaucracy.  Indeed, a chief problem for the functionary was that “No Nazi potentate could ever 

be sure that the position he had secured for himself would not be usurped in a sudden change in 

the distribution of power.”401  In the morass of the Nazi bureaucracy, “authority for any particular 

task tended to be vested in several agencies and, in the consequent maze of overlapping 

competencies, competing offices constantly attempted to usurp each other’s function.”402  

 As Hans Mommsen concludes in From Weimar to Auschwitz, “many of the officials 

responsible for the Final Solution were not primarily anti-semitic.”  As simple bureaucratic 

functionaries, their work could be pigeonholed as a “skilled job like any other.”403  Thus, Daniel 

Goldhagen’s sweeping contention in Hitler’s Willing Executioners that Germans were motivated 

by an “eliminationist anti-semitism” cannot be sustained as the primary reason for the advent of 

the Final Solution, nor does it apply to the motivations of Höss or Stangl.  As Eric Johnson 

states, “More than from active anti-Semitism, the silence (about the Final Solution) resulted from 

a lack of moral concern about the fate of those who were perceived as outsiders and from a 

tradition of obsequious submission to authority that the Nazis cultivated but did not originate.”404  

Ultimately, anti-Semitism could be a primary factor in cultivating rationalizations and 

repressions which the perpetrators used as psychological defense mechanisms.  But, for both 

Höss and Stangl, the question of anti-Semitism was quite peripheral and had a nominal effect on 

their actions as Kommandants.  Perhaps the only way anti-Semitism touched these two men was 

when such propaganda helped dehumanize the people they murdered and thus make their 

psychological burden easier to bear.  What was far more important was that these functionaries, 
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like Höss and Stangl, were “attracted to violence but believed in law and order.  The problem 

was that they were willing to enforce and carry out whatever laws and orders they were given, no 

matter how criminal.”405       

 

*** 

 

A second factor to be considered is the advent of what Omer Bartov in Murder in our 

Midst terms “industrial killing.” The First World War signaled a new era in warfare and was 

particularly important in Höss’ maturation, and to a lesser extent for Stangl, who remained at 

home in Austria during the war.  “Industrial killing” differed from the traditional manner of 

killing in warfare by the “magnitude, intensity, and mechanized nature of the killing”406 and 

made mass death of soldiers and civilians alike a commonplace occurrence.  To a tremendous 

extent, Rudolf Höss, repeatedly and directly exposed to this carnage at an impressionable age, 

was desensitized to this sort of visceral violence.  From the war Höss also absorbed the 

prevailing ethos of warfare, a mixture of archaic valor and the new reality of industrial killing.  

Such an ethos became so powerful that it spread among non-combatants as well.  Indeed, Stangl 

experienced the war on the homefront, but increasing casualties and the brutality of trench 

warfare, as well as incessant propaganda and widespread media coverage, introduced Stangl to 

the realities of the “new” warfare.  This education would become concretized through his 

stringent police training and the dangerous “special” assignments he later performed. 

The twentieth century bestowed upon history a most “momentous idea” in its midwifery 

of “industrial killing.”  Because of the twentieth century,   

The mechanized, rational, impersonal, and sustained mass destruction of human beings, 

organized and administered by states, legitimized and set into motion by scientists and 

jurists, sanctioned and popularized by academics and intellectuals, has become a staple 

of our civilization, the last, perilous, and often repressed heritage of the millennium.”407   
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Ironically, the process of industrial killing matured under the auspices of edification, for 

industrial killing harnessed the “perpetual potential of precisely the same energies and 

technologies and ideologies that have brought about the “great transformation” of humanity” and 

put them to far different use.408  Indeed, “The machine had forced the individual back into the 

mass, and it was the machine that enabled him to rise again from the multitude.”409    

 During the First World War, the advent of technology rendered much of what had been 

accepted in warfare as irrelevant, and in some cases, suicidal.  Supplementing this revolution in 

military and industrial technology, the evolution of means of mass communication and their 

efficacy in both disseminating propaganda and molding public opinion aided and abetted the 

metamorphosis of warfare as a whole.  Indeed, as the historian John Dower contends,  

Techniques of mobilizing and sustaining such sentiments (race hate and war hate) at 

fever pitch had...advanced by quantum leaps in the twentieth century--now involving not 

only the sophisticated use of radio, film, and other mass media, but also a concerted 

mobilization and integration of the propaganda resources of the whole state 

apparatus.”410 

 

 With its overwhelming carnage, World War I also gave credence to the theory of 

scientific rationalism, as the war threatened to eliminate all those of good genes while preserving 

the maimed, injured, and non-combatants.  The Holocaust grew in part from this ideology, 

refining it until all those who were targeted for elimination were eliminated, while 

simultaneously the perpetrators remained safe, armed with “supreme moral qualities”.  As 

Himmler put it, “”We have carried out this heaviest of our tasks in a spirit of love for our people.  

And our inward being, our soul, our character has not suffered injury from it.”411 “Hence, by 

saving the individual (healthy specimens), the mass (unworthy members of society) was 

condemned to death, both figuratively and physically.” 412  Consequently, one could perceive the 

Final Solution as the massive cleansing operation needed to ensure the health of the body social, 

particularly after the trauma that World War I had caused such an “organism.”  As a Nazi-

sponsored magazine about German-occupied Poland proclaimed, “We had a moral obligation to 
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wipe out the breeding places of the most horrendous, the most inhuman, and the most beastly 

vice that, arising from Poland, infested the whole world (Jewry).  It was a task, which, in its 

fulfillment, was meant to bring salvation to the whole of humanity.”413  In this sense, too, the 

Holocaust was the apotheosis of industrial killing.  As Bartov argues,  

Ultimately, the traumatic effects of industrial killing were translated by some desire to 

wage it again, but this time in a more controlled, rational manner, which would ensure 

the destruction of the enemy while making certain of one’s own survival.  In this sense, 

then, the Holocaust was a perfection of industrial killing: the victims would all be on one 

side, the perpetrators all on the other; the victims would be totally destroyed, the 

perpetrators totally safe from destruction, both because of the carefully calculated and 

controlled manner in which they would undertake the enterprise of killing, and because 

by killing those seen as the cause of war they would remain as the only possible wielders 

of this instrument of control and domination.414     

 

The Great War shattered the entrenched chivalric ideal, for the old European officer 

corps was virtually wiped out within a few months of the war’s start.  Personal valor was thus 

vanquished by technology and trench warfare, yet from the ashes rose a new elite, one trained in 

the art of industrial killing.  The officers’ corps, with its titular and noble supremacy, could not 

longer hold against this onslaught.  Not only “bitter disillusionment” resulted from wartime 

experiences, however.  The paradox of archaic chivalry and modern industrialism persisted, for 

“This paradox of a ‘myth-ridden world...in the midst of a war representing a triumph of modern 

industrialism, materialism, and mechanism’ was at the very core of the Great War; without the 

former it would have been impossible to bear the latter.”415  Regrettably, the overriding goal 

produced by the Great War was a reawakened desire to find the heroic in battle, while 

simultaneously insulating the individual from “the mechanical slaughterhouse of the trenches.”416  

World War I, then, metamorphosed from “the war to end all wars” to merely a practice run that 

had in many ways gone awry.   

 The survival of this paradox was particularly evident in the ethos of the SS.  A new 

“specialist” evolved from this hodgepodge of new and old.  This was the soldier/technician, 

“men of specialized knowledge filled with professional pride and a sense of their indispensability 
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as experts and individuals alike.”417  Rudolf Höss and Franz Stangl were such examples of the 

soldier/technician, assuming agency in a “heroic, self-sacrificing venture aimed at the salvation 

of humanity from an army of Satanic forces threatening it with extinction.”418   

 The ideal of valor persisted, albeit in radically mutated form.  Ultimately, the Great War 

engendered an ideal view of the front, “as remodeled in men’s memories and hopes, firmly 

founded on the cult of togetherness, of living the (imaginary) real, dangerous, fast, and deadly 

lives of heroes bound to each other by their shared experience and yet remaining individuals 

separated from the wretched mass.”419  Höss and Stangl absorbed this mentality, and thus did 

they stand aristocratically aloof from the distasteful untermensch on their platforms, neatly 

gloved and uniformed.  Indeed, frequent laudatory reports and decorations were parceled out to 

reaffirm this stalwart commitment to National Socialism and Germany as expressed through 

eugenic “weeding.”   

 The Great War also indoctrinated the world into a fascination with death, for this 

“obsession with annihilating both one’s enemies and oneself in a horrific, awesome festival of 

destruction, this mixture of archaic, mythological memories with the endless resources of modern 

industry and technology, had a profound effect on the European psyche and imagination.”420  

Essentially, young soldiers like Rudolf Höss underwent their “trial by fire” in this world.  While 

this fixation on death crested, the ability to distance oneself from death with new technology 

became more feasible.  Psychological burdens needed to be alleviated and, perversely, those who 

were the progenitors of this new warfare became the elite, the “inheritors of chivalry and the 

forgers of a new moral and ethical code of behavior.”421  Indeed, as John Dower argues, “Just as 

these new technologies permitted killing at greater and greater distances, so did there take place 

an increasing psychological distancing between one’s own side and the enemy.”  As a result, the 

enemy became “remote, monolithic, a different species.”422   
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Most importantly, the advent of the soldier/technician furnished not only the 

preconditions for civilian death, concentration camps, and nuclear weapons, but also forged an 

elitist ethos which “viewed the perpetration of industrial killing as a noble duty dictated by a new 

and more profound as well as more relevant interpretation of morality.”423  In sum, the Great War 

birthed a synthesis of new and old, adapting previous imagery to characterize and situate present 

experience.424  Finally, and crucially,  

In both cases the millions devoured by the event stubbornly perceived it for a long time 

as something quite different from what it actually was, which goes some way to explain 

not only their willingness to enter that universe from which so many did not return, but 

also our own difficulty in understanding their psychology, indeed our reluctance to 

“empathize” with them, since they had been deceived while we already “know” the 

“truth” about their fate.425 

 

The Great War and the Holocaust were thus insolubly linked together, and the mechanical, and, 

to an extent, mental roots of the latter tragedy can be apprehended from the former.  Even faced 

with the ultra-rationality of industrial killing, one still wonders: 

Were we witnessing the rational development of an inhuman plan or a manifestation 

(unique in history and still unsatisfactorily explained) of collective madness?  Logic 

intent on evil or the absence of logic?  As so often happens in human affairs, the two 

alternatives coexisted.426 

 

 

 

*** 

 

 

For Peter Loewenberg, who coined the term the “Nazi Youth Cohort,” the formative  

experience of the first World War did much to influence the susceptibility of the younger 

German populace to Nazism on a widespread scale.  According to him, the relationship between 

the years of 1914-1920 and 1929-1935 was “specifically generational,” that is to say: “The war 

and postwar experiences of the small children and youth of World War I explicitly conditioned 

the nature and success of National Socialism.”427  Consequently, those children “socialized” by 

World War I were the ones most staunchly allied with Nazism and its trappings. 
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The German population suffered egregiously during the First World War, not only in 

battle, but also on the homefront.  These privations included: extreme hunger; the loss of the 

father for a prolonged period of time, followed by his return in defeat; the frequent loss of the 

mother to the exigencies of wartime industry; the abdication of the Kaiser, whose symbolic 

paternal value was of tremendous importance; the Armistice, which removed the prevailing 

political authority without constructing a viable replacement; and, most importantly, the 

depression which swept through Germany in the late 1920’s and early 1930’s.  As Social 

Democrat Carl Mierendorff noted in 1929, a majority of the Nazi Party at that point was 

comprised of persons born between 1905 and 1912, persons for whom the First World War and 

all its privations, as well as the Armistice and its humiliating consequences, had tremendous 

formative importance. Both Höss and Stangl fall under the Nazi Youth Cohort’s aegis and both 

were tremendously affected by it. 

The Youth Cohort’s formative experiences during and after World War I and their 

collective maturation under the Nazi regime made them all too willing to accept Hitler’s word as 

gospel and to fall prey to the appealing demagoguery of Nazi propaganda and promises.  The 

growing popularity of the Nazis, not least a result of their ambitious promises to, in effect, “make 

Germany great again,” appealed to Höss and Stangl as well as millions of disassociated persons 

in their youth cohort who were also gaining the franchise.  This in turn helps to explain the 

evident ease with which each man was recruited into the Party, despite both of their claims to the 

contrary.   

  As Freud originally proposed, the greater the strength of early fixations, the more likely 

a person will be to later regress to such fixations.  Thus,  

When an individual who has passed through the maturational phases of development 

meets with persistent and intense frustration, one of the means of coping with the pain 

and lack of satisfaction is to revert from the more highly developed stages of mental 

organization to modes of function typical of an earlier period.428 
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This regression naturally targets areas of “weakness,” pockets of unresolved conflicts and 

anxieties, in the child’s development. 

 Karl Mannheim argued in his 1927 essay “The Sociological Problem of Generations” 

that the human mind is “stratified,” or “layered,” and the first formative experiences of childhood 

provide a foundation upon which subsequent experience rests, a foundation which subjectively 

embodies a “natural view” of the world.  At the same time, “Youth experiencing the same 

concrete historical problems may be said to be part of the same actual generation while those 

groups within the same actual generation which work up the material of their common 

experiences in different specific ways, constitute generational units.”429  Thus, different people of 

the same generation will experience the same event in a variety of different ways.  Some who 

experienced the First World War became pacifists, others Leninists, others Nazis.   

From this foundation comes Loewenberg’s conception of the “cohort, “ which he defines 

as “the aggregate of individuals within a population who have shared a significant common 

experience of a personal or historical event at the same time.”430  Each cohort is unique, differing 

from both those who preceded and those who will succeed it because they have endured certain 

“traumatic episodes in their collective life at a common time and a specific historical 

moment.”431  At the same time, no cohort is totally divorced from its antecedents, for the 

generations are necessarily bound through common continuities.  Indeed, World War I 

“weakened a whole cohort in Europe to the extent that normal succession of personnel in roles, 

including positions of power, was disturbed.”  Furthermore, “Traumatic episodes like war and 

revolution may become the foci of crystallization of the mentality of a cohort...by sharing 

anxieties concerning imminent and hazardous transitions, and by explicit associations that 

encourage the development of attitudes unsanctioned by family and community.”432  The ultimate 

result of such an experience was “the related and concomitant economic depression, the influx of 
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German youth to the ranks of National Socialism, the political decline of the Weimar Republic, 

and the Nazi seizure of power.”433 

 The most prominent “external disturbance” in this regard is the widespread economic 

and social dislocation which Germany experienced on the home front during the first World War.  

This economic and social chaos essentially never relinquished its hold on Germany until Hitler’s 

accession.  In this period, the peoples of Central Europe experienced privations on a heretofore 

unprecedented scale, including prolonged hunger, the loss of fathers, mothers, and loved ones, 

and the essential “bankruptcy” of existing political and cultural normative values.  This first 

privative political experience, fostering regressive tendencies on a large-scale basis, planted the 

seeds for the return of a “glorified and idealized but distant father who is all-knowing and all-

powerful, who preaches the military virtues and permits his sons and daughters to identify with 

him by wearing a uniform and joining combat in a national sense.”434 

The Great Depression also hit Germany harder than any other country and was doubly 

harsh because it hit Germany at the time when her employable population had reached its apex.  

By 1932, one-third of the German workforce was unemployed.  As young people were the most 

vulnerable sector of the workforce, their unemployment rate was noticeably higher.  A great 

many of this group had recently reached the voting age of twenty, and their newfound strength at 

the polls enabled the Nazi Party to capitalize on this disgruntled sector of the population, thereby 

boasting of itself as the “will of youth.”  Indeed, Nazism mobilized primarily around the defeat of 

Germany, and thereby cast aspersions on the older generations of Germans who had fought in the 

war.  Moreover, the political scene was portrayed by the Nazis as effete, an offshoot of these 

“defeated” Germans.  Leading Nazi Gregor Strasser put it succinctly:  

They are the same men we know from the time before the war, when they failed to 

recognize the essentials of life for the German people; we know them from the war years, 

when they failed in the will to leadership and victory; we know them from the years of 

revolution, when they failed in character as well as in ability, in the need of a heroic 

hour, which, if it had found great men, would have been a great hour for the German 
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people--who, however, became small and mean because its leading men were small and 

mean.435 

 

 Not content with excoriating the entrenched German political system, the Nazi leaders 

also appealed to the romantic sense of this youth cohort, with poetical waxing on a return to the 

earth in a mystical union of blood and soil.  Moreover, though its pretensions dictated otherwise, 

Nazism was profoundly unintellectual, which made its vague appeal all the easier to understand 

and identify with.  As the socialist leader Carl Mierendorff said of Nazism in 1930, “It makes no 

intellectual demands of its followers, instead it expects of them first of all enthusiasm and both 

personal and intellectual arrogance.  It flirts with pseudo-masculine manners and presents itself 

in a basically aggressive pseudo-heroic posture.”436  Nonetheless, Nazism gained momentum not 

least because a disproportionate number of Germans were in the age group of 20-45, constituting 

the largest relative percentage of the German population in history.  Nazism both directly 

appealed to them for support and promised changes which would benefit them.  

 Privations, specifically those resulting from hunger, were similarly crucial in the forming 

of the Nazi youth cohort.  In the half-century prior to World War I, Germany had industrialized, 

shedding her agrarian past while her population simultaneously skyrocketed, from 40 to 67 

million persons by 1913.  Becoming dependent on foreign trade for her foodstuffs, wartime 

blockades wreaked havoc on the German food supply.  Disease was rampant, and newborn 

infants were frequently underweight, undernourished, and infected with diseases from rickets to 

influenza.  Children were similarly affected by myriad shortages and they too suffered mightily 

from rickets, tuberculosis, and low weight, as well as increases in juvenile delinquency and such 

nonspecific ailments like “nervousness.” 

 On the heels of such suffering was the departure of women from the home, as their labor 

was needed in industry due to the manpower shortage.  Youthful workers, as young as 14 years 

of age, were also recruited into industry.  The combination of the father and mother’s absence 
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proved crucial in the general formation of the child’s mentality.  When added to the food 

shortage and political turmoil, Germany was, in effect, set on its head by the Great War.  As 

Loewenberg asserts,  

The absence of German and Austrian parents was coupled with extreme and persistent 

hunger bordering in the cities on starvation, and when the German or Austrian father 

returned he came in defeat and was unable to protect his family in the postwar period of 

unemployment and inflation. Not only was the nation defeated, but the whole political-

social world was overturned.   

 

Indeed, “Much more than an army collapsed--an entire orientation to the state and the conduct of 

civic life was under assault in 1918-1919.”437  Ultimately, because of the war and its ancillary 

privations,  

At the very age when education is beginning to deal with the impulses in the inner 

environment the same wishes receive sanction and validation from a society at war.  It is 

impossible to repress murderous and destructive wishes when fantasied and actual 

fighting, maiming, and killing are the preoccupation of all the people among whom the 

child lives.  Instead of turning away from the horrors and atrocities of war, he turns 

toward them with primitive excitement.  The very murderous and destructive impulses he 

has been trying to bury in himself are now nourished by the official ideology and the 

mass media of a country at war.438    

 

Furthermore, the process of “splitting” the world into “us” and “them” galvanized the cohort.  

Thus aggressive feelings could be gratified as long as they were “properly” directed, i.e. towards 

the enemy.   

 Finally, Hitler seemed to embody the resurgence of the defeated father who returned 

from the front in 1918.  As Loewenberg demonstrates, children tend to exaggerate both the 

power and charisma of leaders.  Kaiser Wilhelm embodied a potent paternal figure for Germans 

and Austrians; the loss of the war, which dethroned the Kaiser, was in this sense a traumatic 

psychological event.  Thus, Wilhelm could “no longer satisfy infantile fantasies of a father who 

is omnipotently powerful, wise, and strong, who offers absolute security and protection.”439  A 

vacuum was created, one which Hitler, with his considerable demagogic powers, was all too 

willing to fulfill.  Indeed, “Among those who have freed themselves of the social father-son 
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relationship, the tendency toward it still remains so strong, that they only wait for a suitable 

newly appearing personality who embodies their father ideal, in order to again relate as a son to 

him.”440  With their fathers’ early deaths, Höss and Stangl both felt such an absence and certainly 

looked for surrogate fathers to fill this gap, eventually found them in the SS.   

 Research done by Anna Freud and Dorothy Burlingham is particularly important when 

analyzing the phenomenon of the father’s return in defeat.  Freud and Burlingham postulate that 

“When a child had never known his father he would invent an idealized fantasy father who 

sanctioned his forbidden greedy and destructive wishes, who loved him and gave him 

security.”441  Even when the father did return home, he was defeated, and thus a conflict 

“between the child’s perception of the father during the war as a highly idealized fantasy object 

bearing his ideas of omnipotence and the way in which the father was perceived on his return in 

defeat” quickly mushroomed.442  As opposed his conduct before the war, the father was now “a 

demanding rival who left most wishes unfulfilled, who disappointed many hopes, and who set 

limits where formerly there had been none.”443  Indeed, Höss and Stangl experienced little else 

from their exceptionally rigid fathers, both of whom had been military men although neither, of 

course, served in World War I.   

 Because of the aforementioned factors, the Nazi youth cohort was all too willing to look 

for easy solutions, often based on violence, when they encountered new and unexpected 

frustrations.  Moreover, they were open to the rise of and their total submission to, a charismatic 

new leader who would fulfill their wishes, hopes, and desires.   

 

*** 

 

A fourth factor, brutalization, is crucial to understanding men such as Höss and Stangl. 

Brutalization refers to the process by which perpetrators became both desensitized and receptive 
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to the nature of their duties.  In his seminal work Ordinary Men, Christopher Browning 

documents the wartime activities of the men of Reserve Police Battalion 101, a unit of the 

German Order Police, during their stint as mass murderers in Poland from March of 1942 until 

February of 1943.  During this time “the grassroots perpetrators became ‘professional killers.’”444  

The men of Police Battalion 101 were  largely middle-aged Hamburg residents of working class 

(63%), lower middle-class (35%), or professional middle-class (2%), and represented the “dregs” 

of the German manpower reserve.  Their average age was thirty-nine and only twenty-five 

percent were Party members.  Indeed, when the battalion was first dispatched to Poland in June 

of 1942, most of the men present (approximately 80%) had no experience with German 

occupation practices in the East, and except for the oldest members of the group who had fought 

in World War I, the majority of the men had not served in the military at all.  Ultimately, 

Browning’s work demonstrates perceptively how a group of “normal middle-aged German men” 

became mass murderers. 

 A fifty-three year old Major, Wilhelm Trapp, like Stangl a career policeman and like 

Höss a World War I veteran and recipient of the Iron Cross, First Class, commanded the 

battalion.  Though Trapp was to some extent a Nazi Ältkampfer (old fighter), having joined the 

Party in 1932, he had never been recruited into the SS or even given honorary rank.  Indeed, his 

two immediate subordinates, both young SS men, thought of their captain as “weak, unmilitary, 

and unduly interfering in the duties of his officers.”445  Conversely, these two officers 

“represented precisely the combination of well-educated police officer, early enthusiast for 

National Socialism, and young SS member that was the Himmler-Heydrich ideal for the SS and 

police.”446  Nonetheless, very few officers were SS members, although a majority of them were 

members of the Nazi Party itself. 

 The battalion received orders for its first “special action” in Poland on 20 June, 1942.  

Despite the widespread use of euphemisms to denote murder, there is no indication that the men 
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or the officers knew the sort of work which awaited them.  Indeed, they had been led to believe 

that their task would merely be a guard duty of sorts.  Unbeknownst to them, Higher SS and 

Police Leader Globocnik, faced with a transportation shortage which precluded use of the death 

camps, had decided to renew the practice of mass execution, so effectively used in Russia by the 

Einsatzgruppen, to dispose of the 1,800 Jews of a small village called Józefów.  The male Jews 

of the village were to be sent to “work camps”; the women, children, and elderly were to be shot. 

 On that early morning, as daylight approached, a deeply shaken Trapp assembled his 

men and told them of their grisly task.  He then made the offer that any man who did not feel up 

to the task at hand would be excused without repercussions.  A mere ten or twelve men stepped 

forward.  These men, and several others who excused themselves after shooting for a time, used 

such excuses as describing the task as “repugnant,” or stating that their nerves could not hold up 

under the pressure of mass murder.  One excused himself by saying that he had a “weak nature.”  

In the chaos of the shooting, one policeman simply busied himself at the arrival point.  As he 

remembered, 

It was in no way the case that those who did not want or could not carry out the shooting 

of human beings with their own hands could not keep themselves out of this task.  No 

strict control was being carried out here.  I therefore remained by the arriving trucks and 

kept myself busy at the arrival point.  In any case I gave my activity such an appearance.  

It could not be avoided that one or another of my comrades noticed that I was not going 

to the executions to fire away at the victims.  They showered me with remarks such as 

“shithead” and “weakling” to express their disgust.  But I suffered no consequences for 

my actions.447  

 

The rest of the men, however, accepted their duty, though many retrospectively prevaricated, 

claiming not to have heard Trapp’s offer.  Though Trapp wept frequently that day and did not 

visit the killing site, the work went as planned, albeit in a frenetic and bloody manner.  Even the 

battalion doctor became involved in mass murder, giving a brief demonstration as to how the 

men needed to employ their carbines to cause a swift and clean death.  In the killing procedure 
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the victim and executioner were paired off, face to face, as they marched through the forest to the 

sites of execution.  

 Except for a brief break at midday, the executions continued until nightfall.  Nearly 

eighty percent of the battalion participated until all the Jews were dead.  Following the 

conclusion of the shootings, the men returned to their barracks in nearby Bilgoraj, where most 

consumed great quantities of alcohol, in addition to the alcohol which had been made available to 

them during the day.  In sum, the men were “depressed, angered, embittered, and shaken.”448  

Trapp asked the men not to speak of the day’s task, but they, in turn, needed no encouragement.  

He nonetheless reminded them that the responsibility for the shootings rested on higher 

authorities.  Even so, “The entire matter was a taboo.”449  One man awoke that night firing his 

rifle into the ceiling of the barracks. 

 Several factors account for the nearly total participation of Police Battalion 101 in 

shooting women, children, and the elderly.  Partially responsible was the abruptness of the order: 

there simply was no time to think.  Even after the men realized what they were doing, they were 

implicitly pressured to conform.  This was “the basic identification of men in uniform with their 

comrades and the strong urge not to separate themselves from the group by stepping out.”450  

Indeed, the battalion had been recently formed: the men did not know each other particularly 

well and thus the act of refusing one’s duty summarily identified one as “too weak” or 

“cowardly.”  As psychologist Leo Alexander argues, “fear and cowardice, especially fear of 

ostracism by the group, are in a number of cases more important motives than simple ferocity or 

aggressiveness.”451  Similarly, evading one’s duty suggested that one was “too good” to do his 

assigned duty, a position which also impugned upon his comrades for their willingness to do 

what he refused.   

 Furthermore, one of the easiest rationalizations for these policemen was that the Jews 

were fated to die anyway, simply because they were Jews, and therefore one’s participation was 
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almost wholly irrelevant.  This line of rationalizing bears a striking resemblance to the defense of 

many concentration camp Kommandants.  Oddly, there was only nominal mention of anti-

Semitism in the policemen’s trial statements, for it seemed as though “The Jews stood outside 

their (the men’s) circle of human obligation and responsibility.”452  Indeed, the polarization 

between “Jews” and “Germans” was not only founded on anti-Semitism, but also assumed a 

“friend versus foe” dichotomy.  Nonetheless, some men, in differentiating between Jews and 

Poles, often employed a vocabulary still entrenched in the parlance of National Socialism, in 

which the Jews were “dirty,” “unkempt,” and “less clean.”  Some of the men were perspicacious 

enough to remember that the Jews were in fact victims: dressed in little more than rags and 

frequently undernourished, but most ignored this factor.  The men also stressed the docility of the 

Jews in accepting their fate, for the Jews would often lay down quietly and in an orderly fashion 

in the very trenches in which they were to be shot.  Furthermore, the Jews became an anonymous 

mass to the men of the Battalion, which further facilitated the killing process.   

Following this first immersion into mass murder, Police Battalion 101 continued 

operations in Poland, yet was assured that their future work would be ghetto clearing and 

deportations, not outright murder.  Moreover, they were assured that subsequent “dirty work” 

would be carried out by the notorious Ukrainian auxiliaries, Hiwis, which further served to 

alleviate the Battalion’s guilt over the killing process.  As Browning notes, this intermediate 

period would be sufficient to acclimate the men to mass murder.  When the time arose to once 

again become personally involved, they became “increasingly efficient and calloused killers.”453  

 In subsequent massacres, the Hiwis were indeed instrumental in allaying Police Battalion 

101’s psychological burden vis-à-vis the killings.  The men of Battalion 101 were “overjoyed” 

that they would not have to shoot.  They merely rounded up Jews and turned them over to the 

Hiwis.  Even those policemen who were called upon to replace the Ukrainians in these massacres 

did so largely without any protest, and did not remember the same sense of horror as in their first 
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massacre.  Furthermore, the men and the Jews were not paired off face-to-face as they had been 

in Józefów, and as a consequence, the most viscerally personal element of the process was 

removed.  In sum, 

In addition to the depersonalization of the killing process, through rapid rotation the men 

were spared the sense of unremitting, endless killing that had been so salient at Józefów.  

Their direct participation in the killing was not only less personal but more finite.  

Habituation played a role as well.  Having killed once already, the men did not 

experience such a traumatic shock the second time.  Like much else, killing was 

something one could get used to.454 

 

Perhaps most importantly, in contrast to Józefów, the men were given no choice to either 

excuse themselves prior to the shootings or to step out once they had become too “shaken” to 

continue.  Evading one’s duty thus required considerable effort.  Few exerted this necessary 

effort.  Also crucial in this “hardening” process was that instead of full battalion strength, the 

killings were carried out in companies and in platoons, in which the individual commanders, for 

the most part more sadistic and Nazified than Trapp, held sway over their men.  Contempt for 

weakness and for shirking one’s duty thus became all the more prevalent and pronounced. 

 Through the late summer and early fall, Police Battalion 101 engaged in several other 

mass shootings, after a period in which, for the most part, they were in charge of rounding up 

Jews for deportation and thereby continuing to, in effect, “keep their hands clean.”  In these 

shootings, the men were ordered to “proceed as usual.”455   

By the spring, the few remaining Jews were escapees who were to be hunted down.  This 

newfound element of “partisan warfare” must also have eased the consciences of the men.  By 

this time, moreover, the men were inordinately calloused to the work they were to perform, even 

mass executions of innocent and defenseless victims.  As one policeman said to his lieutenant 

one morning, “Herr Leutnant, I have not yet had breakfast.”  When the lieutenant responded with 

a quizzical look, the policeman responded, “I have not yet killed any Jews.”456  Truly killing was 

something that could be gotten used to. 
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 The men of Police Battalion 101 acted “not out of frenzy, bitterness, and frustration, but 

with calculation.”457  Few had been exposed to warfare; the action of killing itself was what 

brutalized these men.  Indeed, “brutalization was not the cause but the effect of these mens’ 

behavior.”458  Warfare, however, cannot be totally dismissed as an exculpatory tool, for the world 

for these men did in fact become polarized in an “us versus them” schematic.  Further crucial 

was the division of labor.  Though these men were not “desk murderers,” they could take a 

modicum of solace in the behavior of the Hiwis, as well as the behavior of the largely silent if not 

complicit Polish population.  Browning closes by asking, “If the men of Reserve Police Battalion 

101 could become killers under such circumstances, what group of men cannot?”459 

Applying Browning’s framework to men like Höss and Stangl yields compelling results.  

In terms of brutalization, Höss was a front-line, highly-decorated German soldier in the 

heretofore most catastrophic war of human destruction, World War I.  Following the war, he 

entered the Freikorps, where he fought simply to fight.  Immersed in Dachau, his training for 

death became even more intense.  His experiences at Sachsenhausen followed suit.  By the time 

he reached Auschwitz, Höss was primed for mass murder.  In light of Battalion 101’s 

acclimation, it becomes far easier to see the course of Höss’ own brutalization.  If men such as 

those of Reserve Police Battalion 101 could become coldly calculating murderers in such a short 

time bereft of the sort of stringent ideological training the SS underwent, one can easily 

understand Höss’ maturation, with nearly a quarter-century of habituation to extreme violence 

and bloodshed.  While Stangl’s corresponding brutalization is not as spectacular, he too became 

accustomed to violence, first through his work as a policeman and subsequently, his work in 

“special duties,” followed by the Euthanasia program, 14f13, and Operation Reinhard.  

Ultimately, comparing Höss and Stangl to the men of Battalion 101 makes clearer the former 

pair’s seeming callousness about mass murder.  Höss and Stangl’s indoctrination was longer and 

more intense, leading to a growing ease in performing their duties.  In this light, it is actually a 
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bit striking that Stangl retained as much guilt and angst over his duties as he did, culminating in 

physical symptoms.   

 Both brutalization and habituation worked its potent efficacy on both men, but it must be 

emphasized that neither of these factors in and of itself make either Höss or Stangl victims.  

Rather, their brutalization and habituation to their duties was a conflation of personal and 

situational factors.  For example, Höss chose to go to war; he did not choose the circumstances 

under which it would be fought and the massive scale it would assume.  Stangl chose to join the 

police; however, he did not choose to be gobbled up by the Gestapo following the Anschluss.  

Most importantly, if the two men had not joined the SS, they would not have found themselves at 

Auschwitz and Treblinka.  Thus each man exerted agency, yet it was only the merger of their 

agency and the circumstances around them that made them the killers they were to become. 

 

*** 

 

 The fifth factor to keep in mind is the importance of the “primary group” and the 

perversion of the military ethos which pervaded the Wehrmacht on the Eastern Front, discussed 

by Omer Bartov in Hitler’s Army.  The “primary group” was an established military tradition, 

one in which soldiers felt a “special kind of bond and loyalty to their unit.”  Soldiers who had 

been conscripted together were kept together, an administratively cumbersome arrangement, but 

one “highly conducive to morale.”460  Even wounded men rejoined their unit after they had 

recuperated.  German soldiers could thus regard their unit “as a kind of home to which they could 

always return, a social group made of men they knew and trusted.”461  Indeed, the “idea of 

attachment to an ideal “primary group,” composed of a certain category of human beings, clearly 

does have a powerful integrating potential.”462  The army ultimately became something of a 

family, albeit one in which hierarchical and disciplinary issues were paramount. 
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The primary group is bound together not only through social ties, but also through 

intense ideological motivation and internalization.  Correspondingly, other groups are divided 

into those which are part of “us” or those that are one of “them.”  Needless to say, this polarizing 

process is “dependent on an abstraction.”463  Most importantly, because of this abstract aspect of 

the primary group, it does not necessarily require a deep understanding of and devotion to any 

weltanschauung one believes oneself to be fighting/working for.  Conversely, this categorization 

“calls for internalizing only those aspects of the regime’s ideology based on previously prevalent 

prejudices, and most needed to legitimize one’s suffering, elevate one’s own status, and denigrate 

one’s enemies, whether they be real or imaginary.”464  This ideological aspect of the primary 

group became increasingly important, and, as Bartov argues, was crucial in preserving the 

fighting abilities of the Wehrmacht following the actual physical destruction of the “primary 

group.”       

As the sheer size of the army on the Eastern Front increased, to three million men at its 

peak, these group ties became progressively difficult to preserve, and thus an extreme 

nationalism was stressed in addition to primary group ties.  Contributing to the decline of the 

“primary group,” which had been the “traditional backbone” of the German army and had 

“hitherto assured its cohesion,” was the war itself, which decimated primary groups in the first 

few months of fighting. Unfortunately, replacements proved too heterogeneous to preserve the 

“primary group.”465  The “primary group” could no longer be sustained as such and thus 

nationalism and ideological training became the lynchpin of the German army’s fighting 

efficacy.  Indeed, as one soldier wrote in the fall of 1941, “the secret behind our incredible 

successes and victories’ was to be found in the ‘great comradeship (that) binds us together’ and 

in our ‘devotion to the cause’.”466  Crucially, ideology and comradeship became conflated. 

 Following the near destruction of the “primary group,” the army turned to strict 

disciplinary and ideological imperatives to preserve its cohesion, which in turn incited a nearly 
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total perversion of the military ethic.  Indeed, discipline and obedience had long been hallmarks 

of the German army and, on the Eastern front of 1941-1945, the “strict obedience demanded 

from the troops, and the draconian punishments meted out to offenders, doubtlessly played a 

major role in maintaining unit cohesion under the most adverse combat conditions.”467   

 As Bartov contends, the Wehrmacht’s ethos was in some ways paradoxical, as they 

demanded obedience and loyalty while simultaneously striving to remove the barriers between 

the officers and men, thereby creating the traditionally prized “familial” atmosphere.  As the 

Russian campaign became progressively demodernized, more stringent punishments were 

codified and although this effectively enforced discipline, it also brutalized the men.  Therefore, 

“Fearful of their commanders, and unable to defeat the enemy, the troops turned against the 

occupied civilians and soldiers.”468  Essentially, the perversion of discipline developed on three 

levels:     

Within the ranks of the army, breaches of combat discipline were punished with 

unprecedented harshness and contempt for life; conversely, soldiers were ordered to 

commit ‘official’ and ‘organized’ acts of murder against enemy civilians, POW’s, and 

property; and, as a consequence of the legalization of criminality, the troops soon 

resorted to ‘wild’ requisitions and indiscriminate shootings explicitly forbidden by their 

commanders.469 

 

At the same time, however, troops were rarely punished for their unauthorized crimes against the 

enemy and thus a common safety valve was to “vent their anger and frustration on the enemy’s 

soldiers and civilians.”470  In sum, a “vicious circle” was effected: “the perversion of discipline 

bred increasing barbarism, which in turn further brutalized discipline”471 and the only concretized 

and ultimately binding laws were those which preserved the cohesion and effectiveness of the 

army on its “crusade” against the untermensch.  Moreover, “By legalizing murder, robbery, 

torture, and destruction, these instructions put the moral basis of martial law, and thereby of 

military discipline, on its head.”472  Indeed, the army “positively ordered” its troops to transgress 

the law while becoming progressively concerned with breaches of discipline.  This redounded 
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upon the German army’s conception of its own honor and image, one which “their own orders 

had done so much to besmirch.”473     

 Because the need for coercive discipline became so pronounced, the issue of discipline 

itself became highly politicized: “even the officer’s wife was expected to set an example of 

ideological conformity.”474  Indeed, the “practical implementation of its (the Nazi Party’s) 

ideology was nothing but the raison d’être of the war,”475 as this campaign was a struggle 

between two mutually incompatible ideologies.  Thus the commanders faced a conundrum: 

preserve the old values, which precluded taking up the ideological stance Hitler demanded; or 

adopting a new, conformist set of norms and values.  Consequently, “martial law increasingly 

remolded itself to fit the Nazi concept of ‘racial’ and political justice.”476  Indeed, one simply had 

to view the world through “Nazi ideological filters.”477  Eventually, “by perverting the moral 

basis of discipline the army had undermined its own ability to enforce such orders which of 

necessity had to apply moral arguments.”478  Indeed, the orders of the Wehrmacht included the 

summary execution of all “partisans,” which was understood to include all Communists and all 

Jews, including women, children, and the elderly.  Entire villages were burned, their population 

murdered or, for all intents and purposes, enslaved, in the service of this “partisan” combat.  The 

false nature of these “partisan” actions was borne out by casualty reports; often thousands of 

partisans were reported killed, whereas the army’s losses amounted to a mere handful, and the 

“recovered” weapons of the partisans were often nothing but a few old and virtually unusable 

guns.  

Ultimately, the adoption of the Nazi creed of warfare prevailed, but it yielded only a 

Pyrrhic victory, for the brutal way that the army behaved only increased the number of partisans 

and their commitment to repelling the Germans, while the Wehrmacht itself became more and 

more determined to subjugate the civilian population.  The outcomes of breaches in discipline 

were often largely a product of “the brutalizing effects of war, occupation, and an ideology 
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which allowed one to severely maltreat the enemy and yet retain one’s moral superiority.”479  

Indeed, it was one’s duty to repel the untermensch’s “diabolical invasion” of civilization.  These 

atrocities also further tied the soldiers together in a “powerful unifying effect.”480   

A parallel can be drawn between this melding of the “primary group” ethos with 

ideology and the perversion of the military ethos in the Wehrmacht and the feeling of unity, the 

esprit de corps, which prevailed in the Death’s Head.  Because many highly-placed Death Head’s 

personnel had been “educated” together in Dachau or other camps, to some extent they were able 

to form the same sort of groups that the Wehrmacht had previously constructed.  But, as the 

casualty rate in the camps was minimal, the SS men were able to retain this sort of insular and 

powerful loyalty.   

As was the case in the army, strict discipline prevailed in the Death’s Head, epitomized 

by the words and conduct of men such as Theodor Eicke and Christian Wirth.  At the same time, 

however, the Nazi state specifically sanctioned the robbery and subsequent murder of the 

untermensch, a vast proportion of which were Jews, but also Russian prisoners, gypsies, and 

other so-called undesirables, including men, women, children, and the elderly.  Thus the Death’s 

Head was ensnared in the same sort of conundrum as the Wehrmacht.  Because the “primary 

group” mentality remained intact, and because the ideological training in the SS was the most 

thorough of any of the Nazi armed forces, the Death’s Head must have suffered from the 

perversion of the military ethic even more egregiously than did the army and with their killing of 

the utterly defenseless, including women and children, they would need all the support from 

these structures that they could derive.  The rampant brutality of the camps stems largely from 

this perversion.  Just as for the Wehrmacht, brutality was often the product of anger and 

frustration.  Though Höss and Stangl rarely if ever behaved in a brutal fashion, the underpinnings 

of the primary group and perversion of the military ethic affected them in much the same way it 

did the most sadistic guards.   
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Through extensive ideological indoctrination, the Death’s Head came to believe that 

their “battle” was just as crucial and dangerous as that fought, for example, at Stalingrad.  

Ultimately, for both the army and the Death’s Head, “Under the pressure of combat and ideology, 

harsh discipline and official barbarism, the men were progressively brutalized.”481  Finally, the 

men of both the army and the Death’s Head can only be understood framed in the context of the 

two organizations’ “far-reaching legalization of actions previously considered criminal, the 

organized manner of their execution, and the widespread agreement with the ideology which 

motivated them.”482  At base, both derived their legitimacy from the Nazi ethos and it was this 

adoption which enabled them to eschew all moral and martial law in the performance of their 

duties.      

 

*** 

 

Informing Höss and Stangl as professional men, and progressively infiltrating their 

personalities, of course, was the SS.  Ideologically, through rigorous repetition and drilling, the 

SS shaped its members in ways which made them not only ideal for serving as a wholly offensive 

and purely political police force dedicated, as their oath reflected, to serve the specific wishes of 

Adolf Hitler, but also for implementing with a modicum of friction and dissent an operation such 

as the Final Solution.  Brutalization was stressed within the training and practice of the SS; when 

the SS and this “hardening” mixed, a synergistic and deadly outcome resulted.   

Branded a “criminal organization” during the Nuremberg Trials, the SS, or Schutzstaffeln 

(protective squads), was intended to be the new Nazi elite.  “Heirs of the old, independent, para-

military Free Corps bravos,”483 the SS originated in 1923 as a nominal bodyguard for Hitler, led 

by his sometime-chauffeur, Julius Schreck.  However, the SS as it became known in the Second 

World War was the almost single-handed creation of Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler, whom 
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Hitler appointed as its head in 1930.  The SS did not join the vanguard of the Nazi Party until the 

summer of 1934, when it proved its use by eliminating Adolf Hitler’s political enemies in the 

Nazi blood purge, aptly christened the “Night of the Long Knives.”  It was not mere coincidence 

that “Many trends which existed much before 1933 were then potentialized, concretized, 

instrumentalized for political purposes and for the transformation of society.”484  The SS proved 

quite influential in molding the Nazi epoch and putting Hitler’s agenda into practice.   

 Ultimately responsible for the well-being of the German Reich, the SS embodied the 

“Party aristocracy.”  As an instruction manual stated, “The SS man is the most exemplary Party 

member conceivable.”485  And as Hitler commented in 1942, “I told myself then that I needed a 

bodyguard, even a very restricted one, but made up of men who would be enlisted 

unconditionally, ready even to march against their own brothers.”486  Its pretensions to be a 

military and social elite formed much of the SS’s allure, for the term Schutzstaffeln was “entirely 

new, subject to no old prohibitions, not identified with sports or free corps traditions, connoting, 

if anything, a garde mobile, since Staffeln were widely identified with cavalry, motor and air 

squadrons.”487  They were to be united insolubly by bluttkit, or “blood cement,” a phrase which 

prima facie refers to the SS cadre’s “pure” blood, but takes on far more sinister connotations in 

light of the crimes the SS perpetrated. 

 The criteria for membership were simple: racially pure, physically superb, mentally 

obedient, the SS man personified his motto, “my honor is my loyalty.”  The focus of the SS man 

was to be on “special tasks of security,” as well as for general intelligence purposes.488  Utterly 

obedient to his superiors, and indoctrinated with a specific code of conduct, the SS man never 

asked for explanations.  He swore an oath to obey his Führer until his own death.  As Theodor 

Eicke averred in 1937, emphasizing this ideal, “It is not the business of subordinates to question 

whether an order is reasonable or as some are apt to say ‘of a military nature’.”489  With 

ominous portent, an SS man noted: “We carry the death’s head on our black cap as a warning to 
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our enemies and an indication to our Führer that we will sacrifice our lives for his concept.”490  

This “concept” was borne out in Himmler’s speech at Posen, on 4 October 1943: 

“Most of you must know what it means when 100 corpses are lying side by side, or 500 

or 1000.  To have stuck it out and at the same time--apart from exceptions caused by 

human weakness--to have remained decent fellows, that is what has made us hard.  This 

is a page of glory in our history which has never been written and is never to be written.”  

       

 The SS demonstrated great skill in molding the mentalities of its soldiers.  Fed a steady 

diet of propaganda, the SS man in some sense did become the dumb, brutish superhuman for 

which Himmler thirsted, although tremendous corruption and internecine squabbling often 

marred his ideal.  The SS was not only offensively and brutally oriented, but specifically 

political.  In line with its “offensive” purpose in the National Socialist state, the SS  

Were under an authority standing outside the normal machinery of government and 

laying claim to unlimited power; they were, therefore, freed from legal restraint and from 

the established disciplines of governmental administration.  As a result, the principle of 

security was turned into an absolute concept and the principle of preventive measures 

abused.  The defensive task of the police was expanded until the police became 

responsible for exerting a positive influence upon the structure of public life.  

Ideologically the generic abstract picture of the regime’s political opponents led to the 

extension of police responsibility into the realm of thought.491     

 

As Hans Buchheim notes, this perversion of the police ethos funneled into a corresponding 

perversion of the military ethos.  The demand of unconditional obedience as embodied by the SS 

contravened the legitimate purpose of unconditional obedience, which was justifiable when “the 

order is one limited to the fulfillment of some military purpose and the authority to issue orders 

is built into the discipline of some wider state structure.”492   

Despite its obvious departure from a premise based on a traditional military ethos, 

however, the SS was organized along military lines and its background in general was 

“soldierly.”  Therefore, the SS “sprang from a gray zone in society, one in which military 

operations were privatized and the difference between war and peace was blurred.”493  A certain 

camouflage thus crowned the true SS purpose with a patina of legitimacy.  Ultimately, this 
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specious framework was “the matrix for the idea of the “political soldier,” for whom permanent 

terroristic struggle against the “internal enemy” had become a way of life.”494   

 SS education focused on “moulding (sic) the mentality of a man--by the customs of his 

service, his communal way of life, the current jargon, the standard expected of him in his daily 

life and so forth.”495  Indoctrination was crucial: 

Indoctrination has several functions: it seals off patterns of thinking and belief from 

alternative interpretations, creating a closed conceptual universe.  Images of the enemy 

instill distance and justify violence, protect one’s self-image, and reduce conflicts of 

conscience.  Stereotypes block the perception of the other as an individual, engendering 

an abstract hatred of anyone different.  They provide the cognitive prerequisites for a 

fantasized “crusader mentality” that negates the humanity of the enemy.  The aim of 

violence now is no longer the subjugation of human beings, but the annihilation of alien 

creatures who cannot be considered human.  The greater the threat appears, the stronger 

is the need to ward it off, or to find a bolstering confirmation of one’s views.  Images of 

the enemy create the fear that is then given vent in violence.  Indoctrination liberates the 

terroristic potential with which the personnel tries to break free from its own anxiety.  

One source of terror lay in this anxiety among the personnel--their fear of the prisoners, 

and of transgressing against the loyalty and conformity of the group.496 

 

Ultimately, then, “The perfect SS man’s ambition was to carry out his task to perfection; he did 

not bother overmuch about its purpose or its justification nor did he worry about the methods 

used.”497  Indeed, the SS man’s creed could be encapsulated such: 

 His basic attitude must be that of a fighter fighting for fight’s sake; 

 he must obey unquestioningly; 

 he must be ‘hard’--not only inured to but impervious to all human emotions; 

he should be contemptuous of ‘inferior beings’ and arrogant towards all those who did 

not belong to the Order; 

 he must show comradeship and ‘camaraderie’; 

 the word ‘impossible’ did not exist.498 

 

At the same time, the SS man was part of a consanguineous brotherhood.  Regardless of 

the indoctrination he underwent and the ethos he absorbed, he had to have been born racially 

“pure” to be an SS man.  As Himmler put it, “we are obligated to be mindful of our guiding 

principle: blood, selection, severity.”499  Underscoring this pseudoscientific framework was a 

reliance on “nature” and the “natural way of things” to justify any measures the SS chose to take.  
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Himmler and his administrators couched even the killings themselves in a language of 

disinfection and fumigation, categorizing those who died as less than human, often as animals or 

even pestilential insects.  Such language reinforced “the impression of a truly Manichaean 

struggle between completely incompatible antagonists.”500   

An impassioned farmer and agronomist, as well as an Artaman, Himmler diligently tried 

to inculcate agrarian values in his SS, who to him represented a return to the natural, better way 

of life.  The linguistic traits of the SS thus went hand-in-hand with Himmler’s passions for the 

völkisch way of life.  Indeed, “The law of nature, after all, is this: What is hard is good; what is 

vigorous is good; whatever wins through in the struggle of life, physically or in terms of the will 

or the spirit, that is what is good--always taking the long view.”501   In this sense, Tadeusz 

Borowski’s remembrance of a certain Rottenführer who “looked at us in the way one looks at a 

pair of horses drawing a cart, or cattle grazing in the field”502 seems quite revealing in terms of 

the efficacy of the SS weltanschauung.   This linguistic tendency was terrifically potent: the 

language with which even prisoner Borowski crafts his memoirs was described as that befitting 

an “entomologist.”   Ultimately, via blood, nature, and language, the SS developed a meta-

narrative that justified its position in and service to the National Socialist state as expressed 

through Adolf Hitler’s personal will.   

 Nonetheless, National Socialism as a whole and the SS as its ultimate embodiment was 

not intended to serve the German state per se, but was anchored in the czarist concept of ukase, 

viz. the will of the ruler as translated into an order or edict, which then became formal law.  

Indeed, “He (Hitler) wanted them for secret tasks and these were not the tasks of revolution but 

the tasks of frenzied racial intolerance.”503  Considering the rambling hodgepodge of half-baked 

theories and prejudices composing Hitler’s weltanschauung, in which the destiny of the Reich 

was the only thing that mattered and Hitler was its prophet, “all legal, moral, or material rules 

were of relative validity only.”504  In this framework, the SS “ceased to be a defensive 
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governmental instrument for the protection of the State and had become an offensive instrument 

under the authority of the Führer”505  Orders given in such a vacuum of just and integrated 

political purpose are primarily of such an ideological bent and thus “one immediately suspects 

that the purpose of its official top-dressing is solely camouflage and deception.”506  This certainly 

helps to explain why National Socialism was so intolerant of religion, and encouraged its 

members to resign their faith, for the prophet Hitler did not intend to allow the established 

churches to contest Party ideology.  

 In any case, the “whole terminology was sloppy and the thinking disorderly,”507 which in 

turn would likely have made SS men turn to their superiors for guidance and interpretation of the 

Nazi creed all the more.  Following this logic, as Hans Frank so deftly put it, “every SS and 

police commander on whom is laid the cruel duty of executing these sentences (i.e. murder of the 

“undesirables”) must be one hundred per cent clear in his mind that he is acting in fulfillment of a 

judicial sentence passed by the German nation.”508  Consequently, Nazi perpetrators were, in the 

most basic sense, acting in fulfillment of “law” as it was constructed in Germany, based sheerly 

on Hitler’s will.  Thus, one can more fully appreciate the frequent, and, of course, grossly 

tendentious defense of “we acted on orders” or “we acted according to the laws of Germany as a 

sovereign nation,” for these defenses were in fact valid when viewed through the prism of 

National Socialism.  Needless to say, this explanation does not alleviate the guilt of these 

perpetrators who subordinated their humanity to the formula of the Hitler State, but it does make 

their defense more than a mere non-sequitur.  Indeed, such claims assume a rationality, which, 

while perverse, is nonetheless cogent.  Ultimately, the individual lost an individual sense of 

responsibility for his actions while simultaneously operating in “direct violation of the military 

code of all civilized nations.”509         
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 As the Nazi regime matured, it became, mainly at Hitler’s behest, obsessed with an 

“abstract generic ideological enemy,” concretized in the form of “the” Jew as “the source of all 

evil.”510  Indeed, as Yehuda Bauer underscores:  

The image of the Jew as the symbol of the Devil in some of the premodern traditions 

made it easy to transform the Jew into the Devil himself, the content of the symbol, and 

thus to lead to the obvious conclusion that he had to be destroyed.  When the Führer 

became the substitute for the Saviour, the former symbol for the anti-Christ became the 

target of an absolute hatred.  The modern imagery fitted old concepts.  The Jews were 

depicted as always being enemies of order and revolutionaries, while at the same time 

being capitalists.  The Jews were not really nomads, but parasites, ‘battening on the 

substance of others.’511 

 

 

The SS thereby found its enemy, the one which it would so diligently try to exterminate.   

The SS’s purposeful anti-Semitic ethos was first formally institutionalized in the 

invasion of Russia in June of 1941.  An order from the High Command of the German Army 

reads: “In the area of Army operations, the Reichsführer SS will be entrusted, on behalf of the 

Führer, with special tasks for the preparation of the political administration--tasks entailed by 

the final struggle that will have to be carried out between two opposing political systems.”512  

This order thereby established the Einsatzgruppen, soon to be followed by Auschwitz, Treblinka, 

and a host of other death camps. 

Anti-Semitic criminal activity such as that perpetrated by the Einsatzgruppen and the 

Death’s Head largely precluded its members’ direct reincorporation into society.  As commander 

of Einsatzgruppe D, Otto Ohlendorf, personally responsible for 90,000 deaths, testified, the 

prevailing methodology for discouraging disobedience or ideological incompatibility with SS 

standards was to “corrupt us morally.”513  As another Nazi fellow in genocide, SS Gruppenführer 

Erich von dem Bach-Zelewski, remarked with regard to Hitler’s policy regarding the SS, “Hitler 

let them all become guilty.  I am firmly convinced that his great crimes had only that one motive: 

‘I will let them all become guilty.  They must never be allowed to jump off the running train.’”514  

Furthermore, “It was in the nature of the regime that it prevented people from reflecting soberly 
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on their situation.”515  Striking in von dem Bach’s account is his use of the phrase “let them.”  

These men, it is clear, had many choices in their SS careers.  They chose not to exercise the 

evasive methods that were, in fact, available, even in the midst of the SS.   

 This aspect of group culpability remained crucial to the SS mentality, for each man was 

part of a larger web of guilt.  As Himmler said, “One basic principle must be absolute for the SS 

man: we must be honest, decent, loyal, and comradely to members of our own blood and to 

nobody else.”516  This feeling of guilt, however, was also steeped in a sense of martyrdom.  In SS 

circles, there existed the feeling that no common citizen could understand the sacrifice the SS 

man made for his country.  He was thus part of an exclusive and exceptional band.  As Himmler 

proclaimed, “We are called to lay the foundations upon which the next generation will make 

history.”517  Moreover, Himmler frankly admitted in 1934 that “We know that some Germans 

feel ill at the sight of the black uniform and we don’t expect to be loved.”518  Regardless of either 

the consequences or seeming abnormality of his orders, then, the SS man always had a fall-back 

position, an iron-clad “alibi” in the extraordinary event that he even needed justification for his 

duties, given the power structure and formal legality which supported him. 

 As a “cultivated personality type,”519 the SS man was progressively deprived of his sense 

of personal morality.  Drilled into him was the code of physicality, and, as G.M. Gilbert argues, 

“moral decisions often require moral courage--a far greater courage than the showy heroics of 

physical combat, as well as a means of testing the sincerity of such heroics.”520  Stangl and, for 

an even more prolonged period, Höss, were each plunged into the SS environment and each 

became quickly habituated to its perverse nuances.  Flexible ideologically as they were to begin 

with and tempered by progressive brutalization, Höss and Stangl each lacked the courage and 

perhaps eventually even the desire to question the morality of their decisions, though Stangl to 

some extent came to terms with his deeds, albeit 25 years after he served in the camps.  At the 

same time, as lords of their respective death camps, neither did they have to engage in true 
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“battle” which tested a purely brutish physicality.  To them, their job was one of tremendous 

importance and danger; they exemplified Gilbert’s “showy heroics” while standing on the 

platform with their riding crops, or striding boldly through their fiefdoms.  In this context, 

conscience was at least subordinated if not wholly vanquished.   

In analyzing both Höss and Stangl’s behavior in their commands, Gilbert’s 

categorization seems appropriate, for each behaved “with the understanding of a sane person” yet 

did not seem to “understand human feelings.”521  One thinks of Höss’ utter disinterest and 

Stangl’s categorization of his victims as “lemmings” devoid of human identity and agency.  

Furthermore, within the framework that Buchheim constructs,  

A man is blameworthy if he has not the courage either to refuse to obey or if this is not 

possible, to sever his links with his environment.  A man of weak character, however, 

will tend to succumb to the pressure exerted by his environment, even when, as a result, 

he oversteps all reasonable limits.  It must be remembered that quite apart from any 

threat of punishment, considerable courage is required to make oneself ‘unacceptable’ 

to one’s social environment and sever one’s links to it.  In a normal existence there are as 

a rule no major implications if a man finds that, against his better judgment, he lacks the 

strength to overcome the pressure of his social environment; in a society such as the SS, 

however, such weakness sooner or later inevitably led to involvement in crime....A more 

potent factor than any distress, however, was lack of courage to admit inability to meet 

the demand made upon them by the community to which they had chosen to belong.522 

 

Stangl lacked this necessary courage and its dearth was exacerbated by a surfeit of ambition.  

Höss too lacked this courage, and was similarly a man haunted by careerism.  Neither could 

accept their limitations as moral human beings, just as very few of their fellow SS could, for they 

all marched grimly along, never breaking rank, often epitomizing the very SS ideals many of 

them both contemporaneously and retrospectively eschewed.  Though Stangl was a relative 

latecomer to the SS, only a member from at the earliest 1936 onward, the SS ethos clearly 

insinuated itself into him, amalgamating with his vaingloriousness and tidiness, as well as his 

careerism.  Höss, as an Altkämper, enjoyed a prolonged gestation period in which to become the 

“ideal” SS man, as he was later to be described.  The SS certainly affected different men to 

differing degrees, but it did mark every man who donned its black tunic.  Its ethos provided at the 
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very least a base, and in many cases much more, in terms of indoctrinating its members into an 

ideological framework which enabled mass murder to emerge as an end result.      
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Conclusion: Not Ordinary Men 

 

Labels such as “ordinary,” “normal,” “average,” and “banal,” that have, in recent 

scholarship, been applied to various Nazi perpetrators are also crucial in explaining the behavior 

of Höss and Stangl, as well as others like them.  Within the framework afforded by the factors 

discussed in the previous chapter, it seems possible that in fact many rather nondescript persons 

can mature into mass murderers.  Christopher Browning, for instance, asserts that any man can 

become a killer, even a mass-murderer, when put in the “proper” circumstances.  To him, the 

policemen who engaged in genocide in Poland could have been any group of men anywhere, and 

their Germanness, as well as their rather inchoate and desultory experience with Nazi ideological 

indoctrination, was virtually irrelevant in the hardening process which allowed them to murder 

women, children, and the elderly.  Eric A. Johnson, on the other hand, rightly points out that a 

man is not made ordinary just because his motivations are cogent and he lacks any clinical 

psychological disease.  Similarly problematic for these reasons is Primo Levi’s use of the word 

“average” to describe camp personnel.  It is therefore necessary to carefully circumscribe one’s 

definition of “ordinary” and “normal.” Perhaps Hannah Arendt put it best by using the term 

“banal” when describing Adolf Eichmann.  In this context, what is remarkable is the utter 

nondescriptness of many of the men who were killers.  Roger Manvell fleshes out this definition, 

framing Eichmann as an “insignificant man who had made such significant history.”523     

 As for Höss and Stangl, neither was ordinary, normal, or average, but the processes by 

which the two became killers were quite banal and many Germans of similar backgrounds 

experienced such circumstances during this period in German history.  Their choices as persons 



 135 

mixed with these situational factors made them into Kommandants.  Categorizing Höss and 

Stangl as banal makes them neither ordinary nor average, but it does illuminate these two men as 

far from monstrous in their personal behavior and prosaic conduct in the Final Solution.  In this 

sense, these men simply did their duties in the ways they had become accustomed to, in both 

their early lives and careers, with the same skill and diligence they had always exemplified.   

 Browning’s hypothesis regarding the “ordinary man” is an important step towards 

understanding the Nazi perpetrators, but, as Eric A. Johnson rightly iterates in Nazi Terror: The 

Gestapo, Jews, and Ordinary Germans, simply classifying Nazi perpetrators as ordinary is 

misleading--indeed, it begs the question of what the perpetrators were actually like as people.  As 

Johnson asks, “What does “normal” mean?  If normal means being not psychotic and being 

capable of holding a job and interacting with other human beings, then they were indeed very 

normal.”  Johnson continues: “But these men were not “normal” if normal refers to typical men 

in the German population.  In some ways they were not even normal Gestapo officers.  They 

were particular types of people...whom the Nazi authorities cynically selected for their most 

important project.”524  Höss and Stangl were such men.  Following his study of the Gestapo in the 

three Rhineland communities of Cologne, Krefeld, and Bergheim, Johnson persuasively 

concludes: 

Just as we can typologize an “authoritarian personality,” we can typologize a schizoid 

personality or an asocial personality.  But this does not make a person who falls into one 

of these personality types “normal.”  The fact that psychological theory can help us 

understand why a person committed a murder does not make that person normal.  Such 

reasoning would be music to the ears of the Cologne and Krefeld Gestapo officers who 

argued almost to a man after the war that they had only been ordinary policemen who 

were “commanded against their will” to join the Gestapo and forced to remain in the 

Gestapo for fear of being sent to a concentration camp.  Furthermore, they argued, they 

were in their souls “private enemies” (innere Gegner) of National Socialism who did 

everything they could, in a nearly impossible situation, to help the victims of the regime.  

These men may have seemed banal after the war when they were sitting humbly in the 

dock trying to wriggle out of being sent to prison for their crimes.  Social psychology can 

perhaps be used to explain why they had acted as they did and perhaps why so many of 

them may not have even understood the gravity of their misdeeds.  But this does not 

make them ordinary men.525    
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Höss and Stangl both emphasized that persuasion--even coercion--was necessary to make 

them join both the SS and, subsequently, the Death’s Head postings at the camps.  Whereas 

Stangl certainly comprehended the moral aspect of his duties, Höss claimed that he did not, nor 

in his opinion were such moral issues relevant to his duties.  This incomprehension allowed his 

work to proceed seemingly bereft of the sort of conscience problems which befell Stangl.  That 

many perpetrators were in fact thrust into their assignment and became subsequently habituated, 

and thus to some extent inured to the gravity of their task, cannot necessarily make them either 

ordinary or normal.  Stangl and Höss were certainly hardened by their various duties, and they 

were capable of thinking, reasoning, and feeling in ways resembling what is conceived of as 

“normal.”  At the same time, one cannot necessarily label every human being a potential mass 

murderer.  However, as Browning argues in The Path To Genocide,  

For the most part, the Final Solution would be implemented not by such zealots, the 

“anticipators,” but rather by the “normal” bureaucrats, the “accommodators” who waited 

for the signal from above.  It was their receptivity to such signals, and the speed with 

which they aligned themselves to the new policy, that allowed the Final Solution to 

emerge with so little internal friction and so little formal coordination.526     

 

Indeed, Höss and Stangl, in the grand scheme of the Nazi power structure, were both relatively 

lower-level functionaries who were immensely receptive to any sort of increase in personal 

prestige regardless of what such an adjustment required.  The threat of punishment was also 

clearly stated.  Moreover, the  

Personal adjustment that each had to make flowed so naturally out of the logic of his past 

conception of the Jewish question, and dovetailed so completely with his career interest, 

that there was no sudden crisis of confidence, no traumatic agonizing, no consciousness 

of crossing an abyss, virtually no foot-dragging, and only occasional attempts to escape 

personal involvement, provided of course that it could be done without damage to 

career.527 

  

This statement could specifically be applied to the lives and careers of Höss and Stangl.   

As Hannah Arendt noted of “desk-murderer” par excellence Adolf Eichmann, what was 

perhaps most frightening about him was that there were so many like him, and these persons 
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were neither sadistic nor perverted, but this lack of visible psychological disorder did not prevent 

them from doing what they did.  In this sense, perhaps, men like Höss and Stangl are “terribly 

and terrifyingly normal.”528  Of course, in the end, both were beyond the pale and seemed other 

than human.  Nonetheless, this process was gradual and in many ways, coherent.  It is instructive 

to look at Stangl in this respect, for he lived for twenty years in Brazil under the most banal 

circumstances imaginable.  As a lower-level bureaucrat employed by Volkswagen who lived in 

the most modest of settings, Stangl thrived during his second lease on life.  Wolfgang Sofsky’s 

argument in Order of Terror: The Concentration Camp seems appropriate: “The Germans and 

their accomplices were not unusual individuals.  The overwhelming majority of perpetrators 

were so ordinary and average that, if they were not specifically called to account, they were later 

accepted without difficulty by civil society.”529  Höss, of course, was summarily executed, so 

there is no way of making a comparison with Stangl in this regard.   

 Just as Browning argues with regard to the men of Police Battalion 101, division of labor 

and the hierarchy of the killing process were also instrumental in the Gestapo.  As Johnson 

quotes Essen historian Michael Zimmerman:   

 Hierarchy and division of labor led to a parceling out of the responsibilities and 

 competencies that at the same time both unburdened the participants psychologically and 

 unleashed them.  They persuaded themselves that other, especially higher authorities, not 

 they themselves, were responsible for the “evacuation” of the Jews.  In fact, however, 

 those who participated in the deportation undoubtedly had room for making decisions or 

 even judgments that extended all the way from organizational and financial details to the 

 selection of the victims.”530 

 

Johnson and Browning therefore share certain common ground in their discussion of the 

motivations and rationalizations of the Nazi perpetrators.  As Browning discusses in Fateful 

Months, division of labor and specialization were not only important for organizing bureaucrats, 

but also “routinized and compartmentalized the participation of the lower-echelon perpetrators, 

greatly enhancing their capacity to continue acting on a “business as usual” basis.”531  Not only 

these factors, but also a gradual immersion into the death apparatus itself eased the transition for 
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many killers.  As Johnson put it, an “ascent in rank often demanded a descent into greater acts of 

inhumanity.”532  Höss and Stangl introduced specialization into their camps by parceling out the 

“dirty work,” which made the continuation of everyday life far easier.  As the two men climbed 

the Nazi power ladder, they did in fact become more inhumane. Auschwitz survivor Primo Levi, 

in The Drowned and the Saved, uses the term “average” to describe the perpetrators, a term 

which encounters similar definitional problems as “ordinary” and “normal.”  Levi argues that  

The term torturors (sic) alludes to our ex-guardians, the SS, and is in my opinion 

inappropriate: it brings to mind twisted individuals, ill-born, sadists, afflicted by an 

original flaw.  Instead, they were made from the same cloth as we, they were average 

human beings, averagely intelligent, averagely wicked: save the exceptions, they were 

not monsters, they had our faces, but they had been reared badly.  They were, for the 

most part, diligent followers and functionaries, some fanatically convinced of the Nazi 

doctrine, many indifferent, or fearful of punishment, or desirous of a good career, or too 

obedient.533     

 

Again, the term “banal” seems a better choice in demonstrating the utter nondescript nature of 

the perpetrators, for neither Höss, Stangl, nor most of their brethren were, in fact, average.   

Levi goes on to illumine perceptively the most difficult aspects of judging agents of the 

Final Solution in his chapter entitled “The Gray Zone.” He argues that no clearly marked line of 

moral demarcation can separate Holocaust perpetrators and their victims, despite the natural 

tendency to do so.  “Anyone who today reads (or writes) the history of the Lager reveals the 

tendency, indeed the need, to separate evil from good, to be able to take sides, to emulate 

Christ’s gesture on Judgment Day: here the righteous, over there the reprobates.”534  This simple 

dichotomy, however, is misleading in its constant and consistent preservation.   

 Levi applies this framework of the “gray zone” not only to his fellow prisoners, but most 

importantly, to some of the most egregious perpetrators.  In their behavior, one astonishingly sees 

that “compassion and brutality can coexist in the same individual and in the same moment, 

despite all logic.”535  Levi illustrates this phenomenon most strikingly with the example of 

Muhsfield, a notorious SS man, who was confronted with nothing less than the miraculous: a 
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sixteen year-old girl had survived one of the gas chambers of Auschwitz, likely due to a hidden 

air pocket.  When faced with this miraculous survival, Muhsfield deliberated before finally 

deciding that the girl was too young to be trusted with the horrible secret of the chambers and 

thus she had to be killed.  However, Muhsfield, a man whose “daily ration of slaughter was 

studded with arbitrary and capricious acts, marked by inventions of refined cruelty” did not carry 

out the execution himself, but delegated the dirty work to a subordinate.  Muhsfield was tried in 

1947 and executed for his crimes, but “even he was not a monolith.”  In sum, “Had he lived in a 

different environment and epoch, he probably would have behaved like any other common 

man.”536  Thus even the most sadistic of Nazi perpetrators inhabit the fringes of Levi’s “gray 

zone,” that “zone of ambiguity which radiates out from regimes based on terror and 

obsequiousness.”537  Even the barest shreds of humanity are still, after all, shreds of just that, 

humanity.  Ultimately, as Polish survivor Tadeusz Borowski comments, “Everyone was assigned 

a double part: executioner and victim.”538     

 When approaching all Nazi perpetrators, an understanding comparable to Levi’s is 

necessary, and though such an approach does not make these men any less culpable, it makes 

them, at least to an extent, comprehensible as human beings.  In their little acts of humanity, as 

desultory and half-baked as they were, Höss and Stangl entered this “gray zone,” and thus 

judging them is a far more difficult and nuanced process.       

 Finally, in contrast to scholars such as Browning, who, with others, have focused on 

“ordinary” perpetrators, Johnson reminds the reader that this recent trend in scholarship 

“threatens to undermine and obscure the enormous culpability and capability of the leading 

organs of Nazi terror, such as the Gestapo, and to overestimate the culpability of ordinary 

German citizens.  It needs to be remembered that some Germans were far more guilty than 

others.”539  Indeed, in contrast to Höss and Stangl’s active and vigilant participation in the Final 

Solution, “The majority of the population evinced an attitude of indifference which, in the 
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circumstances, meant abandonment of the hunted Jews and noncooperation in their rescue.”540  

Rudolf Höss and Franz Stangl were two of those who were “more guilty,” regardless of the 

behavior of both their superiors and subordinates, as well as ordinary German and Polish 

citizens.  That they were among the “more guilty,” however, does not change the fact that both 

Höss and Stangl were remarkably nondescript.  What caused them to in effect rise above the 

masses was the melding of the aforementioned six factors with these two men’s personal 

idiosyncrasies, backgrounds, and desires as human beings.  Ultimately, this synergy caused the 

“deadliest path” to be taken. 
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Appendix A: Table of SS Ranks1 
 

SS    British Army    U.S. Army 

 

Reichsfüher SS   Field Marshal    General of the Army  

 

SS-Oberstgruppenführer  General     General 

 

SS-Obergruppenführer  Lieutenant-General   Lieutenant-General 

 

SS-Gruppenführer  Major-General    Major-General 

 

SS-Brigadeführer  Brigadier    Brigadier-General 

 

SS-Oberführer   Senior Colonel    Senior Colonel 

 

SS-Standartenführer  Colonel     Colonel 

 

SS-Obersturmbannführer  Lieutenant-Colonel   Lieutenant-Colonel 

 

SS-Sturmbannführer  Major     Major 

 

SS-Hauptsturmbannführer Captain     Captain 

 

SS-Oberstrurmführer  Lieutenant    1st Lieutenant 

 

SS-Untersturmführer  2nd Lieutenant    2nd Lieutenant 

 

SS-Sturmscharführer  Regimental Sergeant-Major  Sergeant-Major 

 

SS-Hauptscharführer  Sergeant-Major    Master-Sergeant 

 

SS-Oberscharführer  Quartermaster-Sergeant   Technical Sergeant 

 

SS-Scharführer   Staff Sergeant    Staff Sergeant 

 

SS-Unterscharführer  Sergeant    Sergeant 

 

SS-Rottenführer   Corporal    Corporal 

 

SS-Sturmmann   Lance-Corporal    Corporal 

 

SS-Oberschütze   Senior Private    Private 1st Class 

 

SS-Schüttze   Private     Private 

                                                           
1 From Höhne, Heinze.  The Order of the Death’s Head, p. 652. 
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Appendix B: Organization of the Concentration Camp2 
 

 

 I) Kommandant’s Office 

   

  Camp Kommandant 

 

  Adjutant--Master Sergeant 

 

  Mail Censorship Office 

 

 II) Political Division 

 

  Director of Political Division 

 

  Records Department 

 

 III) Protective Custody Camps 

 

  Protective Custody Camp Commander 

 

  Officer of the Day (Rapportführer) 

   

  Block Leader 

 

  Labor Service Leader 

 

  Kommando Leader 

 

 IV) Administration 

 

  Administrative Director 

 

  Prisoner Property Administration 

 

  Camp Engineer 

 

 V) Camp Doctor 

 

 VI) Guard Troops 

        Duty Officer 

                                                           
2  From Höss, p. 209-210. 
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Appendix C:  Death Factories in Auschwitz  

and the Immediate Vicinity: 

Capacity and Period of Operation3
 

 

 

Main Camp, Auschwitz 

 

Crematorium I   Gas chamber, three ovens for 340 bodies; early 1942 to the 

spring     of 1943 

 

 

Birkenau 
 

Bunker I   Two gas chambers for 800 persons, disrobing rooms, mass  

    graves; 1942 

 

Bunker II   Four gas chambers for 1,200 persons, disrobing rooms, burning  

    pits; 1942, remodeled in the spring of 1944, and used during the  

    day as a reserve 

 

Crematorium II Subterranean installation with five ovens, daily capacity of 

1,440 bodies, gas chambers for up to 3,000 persons; March 1943 

to November 1944 

 

Crematorium III Subterranean installation with five ovens, daily capacity of 

1,440 bodies, gas chamber for up to 3,000 persons; June 1943 to 

November 1944 

 

Crematorium IV  Aboveground installation with two ovens, daily capacity of 768  

    bodies, four gas chambers for approximately 3,000 persons;  

    March 1943 to October 7, 1944 (destroyed by prisoners) 

 

Crematorium V Aboveground installation with two ovens, daily capacity of 768 

bodies, four gas chambers for approximately 3,000 persons; 

April 1943 to November 1944 
 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 Sofsky, Wolfgang.  The Order of Terror: The Nazi Concentration Camp, p. 263. 
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