Seminar week 7: 

Daniel Jonah Goldhagen: 
Hitler’s willing executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust (1996)

1) Introduction

Group 1: The description of the perpetrators

Goldhagen desribes the perpetrators of the Holocaust as “These people were overwhelmingly and most importantly Germans.” (p. 6) This delineation of the group of people who were responsible for the Holocaust has been criticised, on the one hand, for being too narrow – how about other nationalities? – and, on the other hand, for being too broad – should one not talk instead about ‘the Nazis’, ‘the SS’ or similar? What reasons does G give to defend this choice of term (see in particular p. 6f.; it is useful to also read footnotes 5 and 6 on p. 476 for this)? What do you think of his position and that of his critics?

Group 2: ‘Blind spots’ in previous scholarship?

What is Gs main criticism of what he describes as older historical approaches to the Holocaust? If you think about the texts we have read so far, do you think he has got a point – if yes, where? What does he want to show with the example of Captain Hoffmann’s letter at the beginning of the book?

Group 3: Agency

What does he mean by ‘incentive structure’ and ‘cognitive and value structure’? If you think back to the texts we read before, can you think of examples of what he would call ‘incentive structure’? Why does he distinguish between that and what he calls and ‘cognitive and value structure’? Based on that, what do you imagine his criticism of, say, Broszat’s text would be?




2) Extracts from chapters 6 and 7:

Group 1: The perpetrators of Police Battalion 101

Why is the Battalion 101 a particularly suitable example for Goldhagen’s book in terms of its composition, the age, class, political and professional background of its members and the training they received? Does this example prove his claim (above) that “These people were overwhelmingly and most importantly Germans.” (p. 6)?

Group 2: Their deeds

How and to what degree do the events in Jozefow confirm Goldhagen’s hypotheses regarding the origins of the Holocaust? 

Group 3: Goldhagen’s historiography

Goldhagen’s mode of presentation and style of writing is markedly different from that of many other historians – note e.g. the amount of detail and the number of questions asked, rather than facts presented. What is the function of these features, and what do you think of them? Some critics have accused him of mixing fact with speculation and of engaging in a form of ‘pornography of violence’. What do you think of these criticisms?


[bookmark: _GoBack]3) ALL: Goldhagen and the German public debate

When Goldhagen’s book appeared in German translation, it was at first harshly criticised, in particular by the older generation of German Holocaust historians, such as Jäckel, Broszat or Hans Mommsen, but also by many journalists. Subsequently, however, the public mood changed and in particular many younger people welcomed the publication of the book, flocked to Goldhagen’s reading tour and watched a high-profile television debate on the book. Also some – mostly younger – historians started to point out that despite its weaknesses, the book at least raised some important questions. What, would you guess, might have motivated each of these different reactions?




