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Mass murder and moral code:
some thoughts on an easily
misunderstood subject

HARALD WELZER

ABSTRACT

Research on perpetrators of genocidal processes and especially of the
Holocaust is still puzzled by the fact that most of the atrocities and
killings have been executed by ‘ordinary men’, i.e. by persons with a
self-concept which would not have indicated that they could become
killers. The guiding question of research on genocidal perpetrators is
therefore how given moral inhibitions and moral values could have
been overcome, or, to put it simply, how good people could have been
turned into bad ones. The following article proposes the opposite
question: Is it possible that particular moral commitments and
principles gave the perpetrators a sense of continuing moral integrity
that enabled them to carry out the killings? This socio-psychological
proposal is first elaborated theoretically and then illustrated with a case
study on Franz Stangl, the commander of the exterminatjon camp of

Treblinka.
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At any rate, in my opjnion I always remained objective, for that was
our duty. {(Adolf Eichmann)

SELF-INTERPRETATIONS OF
SERIOUS ANTI-SEMITES

“The silent transition’, writes Primo Levi, ‘from the lie to self-deception is
advantageous: the person who lies “with his hand on his heart” lies better,
plays his role better, is more easily believed by a judge, by a reader, by his
wife and children.” This interpretation is always adopted, when the classic
question at issue is what kind of moral code those possessed who were
involved, whether as clerks, SS henchmen, Webhrmacht soldiers, concen-
tration camp guards or auxiliary police, in the mass murder of Jews, gypsies,
the handicapped and other ‘national pests’. It is implicitly assumed that these
perpetrators had to lie to themselves in some way, in order to be able to
incorporate their murdering into the framework of their other behaviour and
self-image.! This assumption, examined carefully, not only attributes a prior
moral capacity to the murderers, but one that is astonishingly similar to the
kind we like to credit ourselves with.

By posing the question ‘But how could you?’, the perpetrators of National
Socialist crimes are, in a curious duality, conceived of as people who violated
aprevious, better moral capacity. It is no coincidence that this duality, applied
collectively, corresponds to that adopted with regard to the ‘nation of poets
and thinkers’, which temporarily deviated from the path of virtue. But what
if the perpetrators did not violate their moral code, but rather, within the
framework of their Weltanschausung, acted according to the highest moral
standards? What if the awareness that one was a person who acted according
to a moral code even in the act of killing, had in the end actually provided the
psychological endowment 1o kill without repugnance and with a clean
conscience?

The question of the relationship between mass murder and moral code is
seldom explicitly posed. It is implicit, however, in most academic treatments
of perpetrator psychology involving a search for specific personal disposi-
tions and situative factors, which enabled the perpetrators to kill other
people. The implicit hypothesis, that prior morally motivated inhibitions had
to be overcome before murder could be not only conceived, but carried out,
is still often misleading research on Holocaust perpetrators.

I wish to show in what follows, against the background of some very
simple considerations and empirical examples, that the perpetrators not only
knew what they were doing, but that they only brought their scruples to bear
on what they did in exceptional cases - indeed, that they were able to kill
precisely because they were able to perceive themselves as persons possessing
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an intact moral code. The following extract from a letter from a euthanasia
doctor to his wife may serve initially to provide an intimation, on an impres-
sionistic level, of what I mean: ‘So, Mummy, now Dad has yet again knocked
together an appraisal, with which he himself is happy. The man will probably
be condemned to death’ (Friedrich Mennecke, quoted by Chroust, 1987: 79).

Let me start with a topical example. The reaction in Germany to Gold-
hagen’s book Hitler’s Willing Executioners (1996), has revealed that the
author, despite his thesis’s lack of refinement in dealing with moral questions,
has struck a nerve in the Germans’ view of their history. On closer examin-
ation it also becomes clear that the sensitive issue underlying the discussion
was prudently avoided. I am referring here to Goldhagen’s idea, that during
the National Socialist era the Germans were not endowed with the same basic
ethical and moral convictions, which we lay claim to for ourselves. ‘Above
all’, writes Goldhagen, ‘one may no longer assume that the Germans at that
time corresponded to our ideal conceptions of ourselves’ (1996: 66).

This idea sounds simple, yet it represents a provocation within the
context of the research done on perpetrators so far. This is because in pro-
ceeding from this assumption Goldhagen does not look at the social, social-
psychological and psychological circumstances which made the essentially
good Germans into cruel and pitiless or indifferent and unfeeling perpe-
trators and collaborators. Instead, he adopts the straightforward premise
that when they murdered they simply did not behave as good people. But
acknowledging a state of affairs like this, which is as simple as it is terrible,
brings a different problem into play than if one assumes that the readiness
to commit murder first had to be manufactured, that existing moral barriers
and ethical scruples first had to be overcome. The latter assumption is based
on the conviction (which has no empirical base whatsoever) that by the
20th century civilization had established a fundamental aversion to killing,
Goldhagen’s statement of the problem casts doubt on the validity of this
conviction by insisting that mass murder was prepared and carried out by
people, who apparently had no particular difficulty in reconciling their
actions with their self-image.

In my opinion this was the truly contentious aspect of his book, which was
obscured by the crudity of his arguments. The deprecation of his central
propositions provides a clear indication of what one would rather not discuss
in the homeland of the perpetrators: that during the National Socialist eraa
large proportion of the Germans were committed to a moral code, wh.xch
instead of condemning, actually demanded the degradation and persecution
of other people, and which among other things prescribed that it was
necessary and good to kill. Goldhagen speaks in this regard of a ‘cognitive
model’, that is, of an interpretative scheme, that enjoyed general currency in
Germany. The essence of this model was the supposition th§t every mis-
fortune was linked to the Jews and consequently every step to improvement
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depended on their elimination. In historical terms this is doubtless
unsustainable, but Goldhagen’s picture of a ‘cognitive model’ can certainly
be used to examine what normative guidelines prevailed in the Germany of
the first half of the previous century and how these put their stamp on
education as well as the pictures held of people. If one is going 10 conduct an
academic investigation into the consciousness of ‘ordinary murderers’, it does
not of course suffice to say that they were all anti-Semites. In the first place,
in an annihilation process that possessed a high degree of specialization and
a partly industrial character, one could become a murderer without being in
any way ideologically committed. Secondly, prejudices do not lead directly
1o murder and finally, anti-Semitism was by no means more widespread in
Germany than elsewhere in Europe.

In other words, seeing Jews as the cause of all social ills cannot be the key
to a cognitive model that made people prepared to murder. Its components
were rather pre-conceptions regarding the absolute inequality of people, the
attribution of principles of superiority and inferiority, guidelines on ques-
tions of honour, blood, nation and race: in short, the ideals of the Wilhelmian
society, complemented by a scientific racism and dreams of the complete
malleability of the world. In his Studien iiber die Deutschen (1989), Norbert
Elias attempted to examine Germany’s social fabric prior to 1933 as far as its
ethical and moral guidelines were concerned, with the aim - unique in his
work - of answering the question ‘How was Hitler possible?’ In answering
this question ‘the insight did indeed seem compelling, that such a prolifera-
tion of socially-sanctioned models of violence and social inequality formed
part of the pre-conditions of his rise’ (1989: 27).

Elias assumes that from the second half of the 19th century onwards a
metamorphosis had occurred within the German bourgeoisie. As a result,
questions of honour and its defence, human inequality, the nation and race
acquired greater significance than the humanitarian ideals and questions of
morality, which had been of importance for large parts of the bourgeoisie
since the Enlightenment. According to Elias, this gradually forming ‘canon
of honour’ was based ‘on a strict hierarchical ranking of human relation-
ships, a clear arrangement of order and obedience, while the ... middle-
class canon explicitly seemed to lay claim to applying to all people and so
implicitly to proclaim the postulate of the equality of all people’ (1989:
130).

Elias attributes this metamorphosis to, among other things, the fact that
the unification of the German people did not result from a middle-class revol-
ution, but rather from the military victory of 1871, which was won under the
leadership of the traditional elites. In Elias’s view this led to a retreat from
the moral canon of the bourgeois Enlightenment and to an orientation
towards the honour canon of the elite. Particularly in its Prussian form this
honour canon evaluated
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cultural achievements and everything which the German bourgeoisie of
the latter half of the eighteenth century had held in high esteem, as of
lesser value. . .. The artistic interests of the courtly aristocratic society
were slight and the same was true of imperial Germany’s standard-
setting officer class. That it was the traditions of the warlike honour
canon and not those of the bourgeois cultural and moral canon which
were perpetuated in these circles is self-evident. It is equally self-evident
too, that they were tied to a tradition of the hierarchical inequality of
people, to unconditional exaltation and subordination. . . . Questions of
honour ranked high, those of morality low. Questions of humanity and
of identifying with others as people vanished from view and on the
whole such earlier ideals were evaluated negatively as weaknesses of
socially-inferior classes. (1989: 152)

Taking the duelling fraternities (‘schlagende Verbindungen’) as an example,
Elias demonstrates, at first with reference to a specific social group, that the
establishment of the military-aristocratic honour canon also regulated the
social practice of relationships between people and promoted particular
personality structures as well as the formation of particular norms:
‘Education led people to accept a society with pronounced hierarchical
inequalities, where whoever stood higher behaved ostentatiously as a
superior and better person and explicitly let all those below him realize that
they were lower, weaker and worse than he’ (1989: 136).

Traces to one extent or another of such a ‘tradition of behaviour and
feeling’ can certainly be identified in Germany even today. In the first quarter
of the 20th century it must have been, at least in bourgeois and aristocratic
circles, the dominant factor in the formation of those normative and political
tendencies, which finally resulted in the genocidal process. When one reads
Ulrich Herbert’s study on Werner Best, the vélkische student leader and later
de_puty of Richard Heydrich, the perhaps overly abstract picture sketched by
Elias begins to come to life. Herbert does not just elaborate with great care
the socio-historical situation of the post-1918 period, with its development
of racist and national ideals. Rather, taking the young lawyer Best as an
example, he shows that an ethic of “‘objectivity’ crystallized within the rising
academic elite of the 1920s against the background of elitist, racial-biological
and volkische theories, which in a contemporary description was described

as follows: the outstanding characteristics of this so-called ‘political
generation’ were

- . the love of truth and plainness, ‘seriousness, laconic taciturnity and
reserve, indeed occasionally abrupt coldness’. What was most import-
ant however, was ‘objectivity’: putting the business in hand above
Personal inclinations, the rejection of the ‘public display of feelings’ . ..
for where we feel a genuine empathy we guard against expressing it in
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1942 commander of the concentration camp of Sobibor and then commander
of the extermination camp of Treblinka from September 1942 until August
1943. In 1971 he gave the journalist Gitta Sereny comprehensive interviews
about his past, which provides the material for the following discussion.
Sereny’s own central interest is in the question of the perpetrator’s recog-
nition and processing of guilt. She too implicitly assumes that her interviewee
secretly experienced a deep sense of guilt, which in turn presupposes that he
violated his own moral standards. According to Sereny Stangl speaks only
once of guilt - in connection with an interrogation in which a victim was
subjected to extreme humiliation (cf. Sereny, 1995: 41). Sereny interprets
Stangl’s confession of guilt in this relatively harmless case as a displacement
for the guilt, relating to around a million people whom he had on his con-
science, of which he could not speak. Here too Sereny assumes that Stangl
felt guilty that such an unimaginable number of people had been killed under
his command in Sobibor and Treblinka. She also has a psychological expla-
nation why confessions of guilt are almost impossible in such a situation.
‘Only a monster could himself have participated in such deeds, admitted his
guilt and then . . . been able to go on living’ (ibid.).

In making this assessment the author ignores that in relation to the above
interrogation Stangl only perceived his guilt in not realizing what ‘the
Germans had dragged [him] into’. Consequently in this connection she
disregards not only that he externalized any potential sense of guilt, but also
that her ‘monster” thesis is substantiated by nothing more than confusing her
own normative self-image with that of another person.

Stangl himself only showed moral distress regarding his victims when
they were already dead and something had not gone according to plan
with their disposal. “They had laid too many corpses [in a pit] and the
decomposition had proceeded so far that at the bottom everything had
turned liquid. The corpses had swollen over, out of the pit and had rolled
down the hill. I saw some - my God, it was horrible’ (Stangl, quoted by
Sereny, 1995: 129). Stangl solved the problem of these horrifying scenes -
in a quite similar way to the Auschwitz commander Rudolf Hof (cf.
Welzer, 1993) - through distancing himself from what took place. He either
looked the other way or avoided the places where the killing occurred in
general (‘In Sobibor one could almost completely avoid seeing it’ [Stangl,
quoted by Sereny, 1995: 131]) or plunged himself into manic activities
(ibid.: 235), which by means of overwork hindered him from perceiving
what results his work had.

What is more interesting than such strategies for avoiding a direct con-
frontation with the disgusting aspects of his duties, however, are the
assessments Stangl makes of the moral aspects of his actions - for example,
when he tries to assess, on the basis of what he had learnt at the police school,
whether he was involved in criminal actions:

——— . y—

MASS MURDER AND MORAL CODE

In 'the police school they taught us — I remember exactly, it was Captain
Leitner who always said it ~ that a crime must fulfil four criteria: the
m(?tive, the object, the criminal action, and free will. If one of these four
prlpciples was absent, then it was not a matter of a punishable
action. . .. You see if the ‘motive’ was the Nazi government, the ‘object’
the Jews, and the criminal action the exterminations, then 1 could say

to myself for me personally the fourth element, the ‘free will’, was
missing. (1995: 189)

Sereny considers this theory of Stangl to be an exculpatory device, which
serves to veil his own feeling of guilt. Various other interview extracts reveal
however, that in other connections, which were linked within the framework’
of his area of responsibilities to what he described as his “free will’, Stang] put
a great deal of value on an exact characterization of his actions. Moreover, in
so doing, repudiating any suspicion that he personally had had anyth;ng
against the Jews played a central role, as well as the shameful idea that as
commander he had allowed any improprieties to occur. For instance, he
describes the complaint of a newly arrived Jew in Treblinka (‘a decent lool:ing
fellow’), who complained about a Lithuanian supervisor who had promised
him water, if he gave him his watch in return.

But the Lithuanian had then taken his watch, but not given him any
water. Well, that wasn’t right, was it? At any rate, there was no pinching
under my command. I immediately asked the Lithuanians who had
taken the watch. But nobody responded. Franz ... whispered to me
that it could involve one of the Lithuanian officers - the Lithuanians
had so-called officers — and that I could hardly humiliate an officer in
public. T told him: ‘I couldn’t care less what kind of uniform a man
wears. I'm only interested in what's inside him.” This was also passed
on to Warsaw straightaway. But that didn’t bother me at all. What’s
right, has to go on being right, hasn’t it? (1995: 197)

~ What is striking here are the ethics of super-personal correctitude, which
includes the Jew as a bearer of complaints just as much as the possibility of
tncorrect behaviour on the part of allied officers. Stangl’s working maxim,
‘what's right, has to go on being right’, is completely unrelated to the context
in which the whole situation takes place, as well as being quite independent
of the circumstance that the plaintiff had probably been murdered in the
gas-chamber before the conclusion of Stangl’s investigations. At any rate,
Stang] replied laconically to Sereny’s question as to what had happened to the
man, ‘I don’t know.” For Stang|, the context of mass extermination remains
completely external. For him what is important - as for Rudolf Hsf within
the framework of analogous stories - is highlighting his correct code of
conduct, which rigorously avoided personal favours or discriminations.
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ROLE DISTANCE AND MORAL CODE

code needs to be discussed in a manner which reverses that normally adopted.
. § The question is not how. the,erosion or overcoming of moral inhibitions can,,
mmitments

© explain. perpetrator behaviour; ther how particular moral
§ ¢ cxplanpespeirator behavour s s ratherTiow parcicular moral commitmens
. and principles gave the perpetyators a sense of moral integrity which nabled

i them to carry out the deeds they performed. I have described this horrifying

EXACR L g ran

7 finding elsewheré within the framework of the concept of role-distance,

(Welzer, 1993),a central condition of professional action, which - according
fﬁ to Erving Goffman - characterizes the distance between the individual and
} the role, ‘berween doing and being’. ‘In fact’, says Goffman, ‘the individual

% does not deny the role, but rather the possible self, which the role implies for
all role-holders, who do not defend themselves against this’ (Goffman, 1973:
265).

Seen against the background of such a concept, which describes a mechan-
ism for mastering professional demands, the behaviour of perpetrators
shrinks to normal dimensions. But these still contain more horrors than any
- idea that they were sadistic, schizoid, brutalized, corrupt or whatever. One
% must now add, that within the framework of this concept the moral capacity
: merely assumes the function of securing the distance from the particular role

in the process of mass murder. Seen in this light the relationship between mass
murder and moral code is not contradictory, but rather one of reciprocal
conditionality. Mass murder could not have been carried out with amoral
perpetrators.

g Seen from this perspective, the relationship between mass murder and moral

R ‘M«: o=

NOTES

1 For a critical overview see Paul, 2002, especially the chapter by Gerhard Paul and
the chapter by Klaus-Michael Mallmann, who develops a different perspective.

2 1 am disregarding here that from a philosophical point of view moral behaviour
presupposes frecdom and can be defined only categorially and not in social
scientific terms. My concern here is with something in the way of a practical
conception of morality, whose subject in accord with current interpretation, is
commitied to super-individual and where possible, super-temporal behaviour.

3 According to Kohlberg the conventionally moral individual defines ‘what is right’
in the following manner: ‘Fulfilling the duties one had assumed. Laws are to be
obeyed, except in those extreme cases where they are in conflict with other socially-
established commitments. The law also serves society, groups, institutions’ (Colby
and Kohlberg, 1984: 357).
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ELEONORE STUMP

ABSTRACT

To what extent can one be saddled with responsibility or guilt as a res
of actions committed not by oneself but by others with whom one
a familial or national connection or some other communal associatic
The issue of communal guilt has been extensively discussed, and th
has been no shortage of writers willing to apply the notion
communal responsibility and guilt to Germany after the Holocaust. .
the whole notion of communal guilt is deeply puzzling. How can .
actions cast a shadow over the future in this way to generate obligati
or guilt on the part of those who did not in any way participate in th
actions? In this article, 1 will focus on a question that is a smaller-s:
analogue of the question of communal guilt, one which raises sim
perplexities but in a more tractable way. 1 will concentrate on
restoration of relations with perpetrators of great evil in cases in w}
their whole-hearted repentance is not in doubt. Most of us feel a str.
antipathy to the restoration of relations with such a perpetrator. ¥
explains and supports that emotive reaction is the subject of this arti
and its conclusions are suggestive of promising approaches to
question of communal guilt.

Keywords Aquinas, communal guilt, forgiveness, Holocaus
repentance



