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Having examined the top-down forces the SS leadership exerted on the 
extermination campaign, this chapter explores the bottom-up forces 
generated by those in the killing field. What becomes apparent is when 
managers and their functionaries work within an organizational process, 
they typically move toward “improving” an initially rudimentary system, 
much like Milgram and Williams did during the Obedience studies. With 
increasing experience over time—past history—some innovators add effi-
ciencies and eliminate inefficiencies, which helps advance the organiza-
tional system in the desired direction. As we shall see, during the Nazi 
regime’s pursuit of the Holocaust by bullets, many of these kinds of 
innovations focused on making the act of killing with guns both more 
efficient and sufficiently palatable for the German executioners. In this, 
I would argue, the Holocaust by bullets resembles Milgram’s pilot stud-
ies where participants invented their own strain resolving coping mech-
anisms from the bottom-up, for example, avoidance behaviors where 
they purposefully looked away from the learner. These kinds of bot-
tom-up innovations made what Milgram wanted psychologically easier 
(less stressful) for the participants to engage in. Likewise, on the Eastern 
front the easier the participation in harm doing became psychologically, 
the greater the proportion of ordinary Germans willing to partake in the 
infliction of harm. And the longer these Germans continued to partic-
ipate, the greater the devastation. As this and the remaining chapters 
demonstrate, the more attention one pays to the strain resolving power 

CHAPTER 5

Operation Barbarossa and the Holocaust  
by Bullets—Bottom-Up Forces

© The Author(s) 2019 
N. Russell, Understanding Willing Participants, Volume 2, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-97999-1_5

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-97999-1_5#DOI
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-97999-1_5&domain=pdf


130   N. RUSSELL

of the means of inflicting harm, the clearer the internal logic behind the 
Nazis’ machinery of destruction becomes.

As I showed in the previous chapter, although Himmler and his com-
manders did all they could to ensure their men did what they wanted, 
mere words and orders could not eliminate the intense perceptual expe-
rience of shooting unarmed civilians at close range. As this chapter will 
show, squad commanders and executioners alike soon realized that if 
they wanted to avoid mental breakdowns, they would have to find their 
own more effective ways of relieving themselves of the “burdening of the 
soul.” This is the kind of situation where, as Bauman argues, from the 
bottom-up, “bureaucracy picks up where visionaries stop.”1

Although “Every…squad had its preferred methods,”2 after “lessons 
learned,”3 certain innovators in the field discovered a series of less stress-
ful and more efficient ways to shoot civilians. And after regular meet-
ings “to debate the most efficient methods”4 and “frequent information 
exchanges,”5 the most effective of these ideas spread to other squads. What 
follows is a very general big-picture overview of the transition from the 
earliest (rudimentary) inefficient and strain inducing shooting techniques 
to the emergence of the most efficient and popular strain resolving “one 
best way” of shooting civilians en masse. To gain a basic overview of what 
took place, we must briefly return to the start of Operation Barbarossa and 
the first mass shooting undertaken by Einsatzkommando Tilsit.

The First Executions

Einsatzkommando Tilsit’s first execution in Gargždai on 24 June dif-
fered from the early Polish executions in important ways. First, before 
the mass shooting, Tilsit’s men searched for an existing burial site— 
perhaps a hill-shaped land formation, ravine, or in their case, a tank trap. 
Second, victims were instructed to stand on the grave’s edge and were 
then shot, so that most would fall into the pit. As a result, their bodies 
quickly and conveniently disappeared from the shooters’ sight.6 Because 
the shooters did not have to dig the grave and then drag all the bod-
ies into it, they avoided significant physical labor (efficiency) and did 
not have to touch the bodies or see the unsettling wounds they had just 
inflicted on defenseless civilians.7 Finally, this more efficient technique 
allowed the men to more effectively separate cause (pulling the trigger) 
from effect (killing). After the shootings, the executioners quickly filled 
in the graves and moved on. To save themselves the effort of having to 
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search for a burial site, an even more efficient approach was to force the 
victims or locals requisitioned from the community to dig graves.8 For a 
photograph showing Lithuanian Jews forced by Germans to dig a grave 
pit in 1941, see https://dachaujacket.omeka.net/exhibits/show/pho-
tos/item/4602. Clearly, these new innovations first emerged at some 
point between the first executions of civilians during the Polish invasion 
and the start of Operation Barbarossa.9

After the men from Einsatzkommando Tilsit had secured a burial site, 
the condemned were instructed to walk toward the tank trap. On arrival.

A group of ten men was forced to take up position at the edge of the pit 
with their faces turned toward the execution commando. The twenty-man 
strong firing party stood at a distance of twenty meters from the pit’s edge. 
Two marksmen aimed their rifles at one victim, an SS officer gave the 
order to shoot. After each round a new group was driven to the edge of 
the pit and forced to push into it any corpses that had not fallen in on their 
own. [italics added]10

Despite all these innovations, perhaps having to look at the facial expres-
sions of people in their last moments resulted in some executioners 
showing signs of “burdening of the soul” and succumbing “to feelings of 
nausea and nervous tension….”11

One of the earliest and more popular strain resolving techniques for 
dealing with this stress was to consume alcohol.

In Gargždai, Kretinga and Palanga, coveted schnapps rations were distrib-
uted [to the Tilsit executioners] following each Judenaktion, […] Killing 
orders issued in July 1941 instructed the SS and Police commanders to 
ensure that members of the execution commandos came to no harm. 
Within the framework of seelische Betreuung (pastoral care), social get-to-
gethers in the evenings as well as excursions…took place in order to wipe 
out the impressions of the day.12

As Hilberg observes, most of the shooting squad members “were 
drunk most of the time—only the ‘idealists’ refrained from the use of 
alcohol.”13 Alcohol was rationed by commanding officers and became 
a central part of the extermination process for some squads. For exam-
ple, because the mass shootings were associated with a decline in squad 
morale, Alfred Filbert of Einsatzkommando 9 thought it wise to issue his 
men with increasing rations of vodka.14

https://dachaujacket.omeka.net/exhibits/show/photos/item/4602
https://dachaujacket.omeka.net/exhibits/show/photos/item/4602
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Elsewhere, Einsatzgruppe C relied on a similar yet more proximate 
shooting technique to Tilsit during its first executions. As one shooter 
noted, “In Rovno I had to participate in the first shooting… Each mem-
ber of the firing-squad had to shoot one person. We were instructed 
to aim at the head from a distance of about ten metres.”15 After fir-
ing at about five people, this squad member stopped due to “nervous 
strain….”16 To alleviate this strain, the method of shooting was changed: 
Several shooters were tasked with firing at each victim. On 12 July 1941, 
Einsatzkommando member Felix Landau noted in his diary a problem 
with the multiple-shooter-per-victim technique. “Six of us had to shoot 
them. The job was assigned thus: three at the heart, three at the head. I 
took the heart. The shots were fired and the brains whizzed through the 
air. Two in the head is too much. They almost tear it off.”17 Although 
this shooting technique produced a disturbing visual spectacle, many 
commanders, like Ohlendorf from Einsatzgruppe D, initially preferred it 
because it helped to “avoid any individual having to take direct, personal 
responsibility.”18

The general passivity with which many, though certainly not all, 
Jews went to their deaths may also have aided in reducing the percep-
tual intensity of what would otherwise have been for their executioners 
a much more emotionally disturbing task. A Wehrmacht cadet officer 
based in Ukraine wrote in August 1941.

What struck me particularly was the calmness and discipline of these 
[Jewish] people. […] The marksmen were members of the SS. On the 
orders of a superior they fired shots at the heads of these people with their 
carbines. […] Sometimes the tops of their skulls flew up into the air. […] 
The people who were to be shot walked towards this grave as though they 
were taking part in a procession. […] They went composed and quietly to 
their deaths. I saw only two women weep the whole time I observed such 
executions. I found it simply inexplicable.19

Was this cadet trying to “blame the victims” for not resisting?20 Other 
witnesses, like Alfred Metzner, suggested that some Jews even went to 
the trouble of reducing the stressful nature of the executioners’ task by 
going to their deaths in an orderly—some might say considerate—man-
ner. “It was amazing…how the Jews stepped into the graves, with only 
mutual condolences in order to strengthen their spirits and in order to 
ease the work of the execution commandos.”21 Why did the victims 
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behave this way? Perhaps on realizing that escape was near impossible, 
facilitating a carefully aimed and immediately lethal (painless?) shot was 
surely preferable to a slower death associated with resisting.22 Complying 
with, and thereby accommodating, an irrational goal like mass extermi-
nation made some rational sense.

“Gypsies” (Roma), however, who as Untermenschen were also tar-
geted during the Soviet campaign, frequently caused greater difficulties 
for German shooting squads. As Lieutenant Colonel Walther stated,

Shooting the Jews is easier than shooting the gypsies [sic]. I have to admit 
that the Jews are very composed as they go to their death—they stand very 
calmly—while the gypsies [sic] wail and scream and move about constantly 
when they are already standing at the execution site.23

But it was the mentally ill who put up the greatest resistance. After 
Stahlecker’s destructive Einsatzgruppe A shot 748 mentally ill 
Lithuanians in October 1941 because they were apparently a “danger” 
to security, the Wehrmacht asked them to repeat the exercise at a similar 
institution. Stahlecker refused to repeat the exercise, arguing to Himmler 
that if the Wehrmacht deemed such dirty work so necessary then they 
should do it themselves.24 What Stahlecker and his men had discovered 
was that mentally institutionalized people typically refused to follow the 
instructions of those who intended to kill them and, as a result, they 
frequently became hysterical. The ensuing panic made the targets diffi-
cult to kill with one shot (thus greatly heightening and prolonging the 
perpetrators’ stress). Even Jäger’s prolific Einsatzkommando 3 had, by 
1 February 1942, only managed to shoot 653 mentally ill patients out 
of a total of 138,272 victims (100,000 of whom were women and chil-
dren).25 Other commanders, including Nebe, encountered similar diffi-
culties.26 After Germans encountered such experiences, the mentally ill 
were no longer categorized as a “danger” to security, and their execution 
by firing squad was no longer deemed a priority. The prospective victim 
pool contracted, and attention shifted to target categories such as Jews, 
who generated less “burdening of the soul.” The irony of the resist-
ance of the mentally ill and the passivity of the “normal” Jews are high-
lighted in the existing literature. For example, after Einsatzkommando 
5 had shot a group of mentally ill patients in Kiev, the men experienced 
what they termed an accompanying “heavy mental burden.”27 Headland 
has drawn attention to the apparently “twisted thinking of these men.”  
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It was “much easier to kill people who were sane.”28 Only the inherently 
irrational, it seems, were equipped with an effective strategy capable of 
subverting the increasingly rationalized goal of mass extermination. But 
it would not last. Despite Einsatzgruppe A’s unwillingness to kill the 
mentally ill, Himmler knew of some specialists who would.

At the request of the Wehrmacht, Himmler decided on 4 October…that 
Sonderkommando Lange [and his]…gassing vehicles, should be brought 
by plane to Novgorod in order to kill patients in three psychiatric hospitals 
there, because the accommodation was urgently needed for troops.29

Despite the strain resolving mechanisms they had developed, the exe-
cutioners and their squad leaders could still not avoid seeing their victims 
close-up just before and during the shootings. Bauman suggests that the 
shooters tried to distance themselves as far as possible from their civil-
ian targets.30 This strategy, however, created a problem of its own: Less 
accurate shooting resulted in wounded or in some cases, unwounded 
civilians falling into the graves with the dead. After the shootings, these 
victims were buried alive. Some would then try to claw their way out 
of the graves. But Nazi commanders soon demanded changes. One 
SS-Commissioner-General complained in a letter to the Reich Minister,

Peace and order cannot be maintained in White Ruthenia with methods of 
that sort. To bury seriously wounded people alive who worked their way 
out of their graves again, is such a base and filthy act that this incident as 
such should be reported to the Führer and Reichsmarschall.31

The firing squads’ accuracy had to be improved. But to do so the shoot-
ers had to move closer to the civilians, but the closer they got, the more 
they could see and hear them thus intensifying the psychological bur-
den. It was a dilemma. Many years later, a Vietnam Special Forces vet-
eran related his own similar experiences to Grossman. “‘When you get 
up close and personal,’ he drawled with a cud of chewing tobacco in his 
cheek, ‘where you can hear ’em scream and see ’em die,’ and here he 
spit[s] tobacco for emphasis, ‘it’s a bitch.’”32 Because Jews were defense-
less and often acquiescent civilians, the Germans had opportunities to 
manipulate their victims in ways that the Vietnam veteran could not. To 
maximize accuracy, the executioners had to see exactly where they were 
shooting. One new technique used to alleviate the psychological strain 
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associated with the shootings was to have victims turn their backs to the 
shooters, thus enabling the shooters to avoid any eye contact or see the 
fearful expressions on their faces. One photo illustrating the German’s 
reliance on this shooting technique taken sometime during the first three 
months of the Soviet invasion shows at least four men kneeling over the 
edge of a ditch with a larger number of executioners shooting at the back 
of their heads from a distance of less than five meters: See https://col-
lections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/pa19151. In Grossman’s words,

The eyes are the window of the soul, and if one does not have to look into 
the eyes when killing, it is much easier to deny the humanity of the victim. 
The eyes bulging out ‘like prawns’ and blood shooting out of the mouth 
are not seen. The victim remains faceless, and one never needs to know 
one’s victim as a person. And the price most killers have to pay for a close-
range kill—the memory of the ‘face terrible, twisted in pain and hate, yes 
such hate’—this price need never be paid if we can simply avoid looking at 
our victim’s face.33

Also, because with this shooting technique the victims faced away from 
their executioners, they were less directly forced to hear any crying or 
screaming. Having the victims kneel instead of stand lowered their center 
of gravity over the precipice. Thus, upon being shot, they were more 
likely to fall forward into the grave below. The risk of Germans later hav-
ing to push (and thus touch) any victims who failed to fall into the grave 
was reduced.34 A final slight strain resolving innovation was the intro-
duction of “rotating firing squads,” which dispersed the distasteful task 
across an entire squad.35 As Browning argues, this generated enormous 
pressure on all rank and file members to do their fair share of the dirty 
work.36 It should also be kept in mind that because these Germans stood 
in potentially hostile enemy territory where all Germans depended on 
one another for their safety, failing to shoot one’s fair share of the vic-
tims risked losing their comrade’s goodwill.37 When contemplating the 
potential consequences of losing this goodwill, many Germans perceived 
their decision to shoot over refusing to do so as the lesser of two evils.38 
Even if a shooter simply proved psychologically incapable of continuing 
to undertake the executions—thus failing to do their fair share—most 
important of all was that they demonstrated to their fellow comrades 
that they at least tried to help out. This intense pressure to participate in 
the executions, however, only ended up implicating the vast majority 
of Germans. With nearly all guilty of having killed at least some civilians, 

https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/pa19151
https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/pa19151
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none of course would ever be in a position to critique the massacres or 
their fellows’ decision to take part in them.39

The shooting method of having the victims kneel and turn away, how-
ever, was also not without its problems. For example, sometimes victims’ 
skulls would shatter when struck by bullets from close range—a sight the 
shooters were unable to avoid.40 To eliminate problems like this, the neck 
shot emerged as the “recommended shooting technique….”41 The neck 
shot required that the victim turn away from the executioner or lie facedown 
on the ground. Then, from point-blank range, the shooter fired a single shot 
into the nape of the neck (just above the shoulders). The bullet would enter 
the back of the neck, producing a small entrance wound and, on severing 
the victim’s spinal cord, kill instantly. With the neck shot, executioners could 
avoid seeing the larger exit wound. Compared to earlier shooting tech-
niques, the neck shot was un-survivable and clean, and because it resulted in 
instant death, many Germans perceived it as a more humane way of killing.42 
For a photo showing a member of Ohlendorf’s Einsatzgruppe D relying 
on this shooting technique, see https://collections.ushmm.org/search/ 
catalog/pa5355. This photo also suggests that Ohlendorf’s early prefer-
ence for the multiple-shooter-per-victim technique was eventually eclipsed 
by the more popular neck shot. For another photograph, see https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Einsatzkommando#/media/File:Einsatzgruppen_
or_their_auxiliaries_-_Kovno_1942.jpg. The neck shot shooting technique 
likely made it easier for a larger proportion of ordinary Germans to do their 
fair share of the dirty work.

With fewer psychologically fragile perpetrators and, thus, a larger 
number of capable ordinary Germans involved in the killings, ambitious 
leaders in the field continued to seek out more efficient innovations. 
Probably the most significant development in this direction was Higher 
SS/Police Leader Friedrich Jeckeln’s “Sardinenpackung” method, which 
developed fairly early in the Soviet campaign near the end of July 1941. 
August Meier, a “minor bureaucrat,” describes the technique.

I still particularly recall an Aktion in Schepetovka which stands out in my 
mind as extraordinarily gruesome. It involved about a hundred people. 
Women and children were among those shot. Jeckeln said: ‘Today we’ll stack 
them like sardines.’ The Jews had to lie layer upon layer in an open grave and 
were then killed with neck shots from machine pistols, pistols and rifles. That 
meant they had to lie face down on those previously shot [whereas] in other 
executions they were shot standing up and fell into the grave or were dragged 
in. […] I don’t know if Jeckeln did any shooting, but I don’t believe so.43

https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/pa5355
https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/pa5355
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Einsatzkommando#/media/File:Einsatzgruppen_or_their_auxiliaries_-_Kovno_1942.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Einsatzkommando#/media/File:Einsatzgruppen_or_their_auxiliaries_-_Kovno_1942.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Einsatzkommando#/media/File:Einsatzgruppen_or_their_auxiliaries_-_Kovno_1942.jpg


5  OPERATION BARBAROSSA AND THE HOLOCAUST BY BULLETS …   137

As Helmut Langerbein observes, Jeckeln’s rationale behind this technique 
was, because the victims stacked themselves, the perpetrators not only max-
imized usage of the typically limited grave space, they also avoided “the 
added post-execution work of layering bodies….”44 As we shall see, with 
more time and greater experience, this stacking technique inadvertently 
generated other advantages that enormously increased killing efficiency.

About a month into the Soviet campaign, the Wehrmacht expressed 
concerns about a sudden influx of Jewish refugees from Hungary into 
the Ukrainian city of Kamianets-Podilskyi. A Wehrmacht official believed 
the refugees were too difficult to feed and also posed a “danger of 
[spreading an] epidemic….”45 In late August, Jeckeln announced his 
solution to this problem: By 1 September 1941 he would liquidate them. 
Jeckeln knew he could not undertake such a massive operation with just 
his own men, so he organized for other units to converge on the small 
township. He flew in especially to lead the action, and on the first day, 
he observed from a nearby hill the mass shooting of 4200 men, women, 
and children. On the second day, over 11,000 civilians were killed. A 
total of 23,600 victims had been shot by the massacre’s end.46 Jeckeln, 
who on 12 August had been ordered to report to Himmler about his 
brigade’s “lack of ‘activity’,”47 radioed Berlin with his body count statis-
tics. According to Dieter Pohl, this late August massacre was “the larg-
est of its kind and signaled a turning point in the Holocaust—a break 
from killing targeted groups of mostly Jewish males to the indiscrimi-
nate murder of entire Jewish communities.”48 Indeed, the massacre 
brought “Jeckeln the accolades that he had hoped for from his supe-
rior.”49 During the month of August 1941, Jeckeln’s Kommandostab SS 
Brigade One, which Breitman notes was not “part of a political-ideolog-
ical elite”50 (more moderately antisemitic?), had shot 44,125 civilians in 
Western Ukraine.51 This figure exceeded that of all other police units.52 
It was from this point on that the “curve of murder statistics” soared.

In terms of the broader military campaign in the East, September 
1941 was a particularly good month for the Wehrmacht.

…Leningrad was successfully cut off in early September. The Ukrainian 
campaign that Hitler imposed on his reluctant generals quickly followed. 
On September 12 Ewald von Kleist’s tanks broke through the Soviet 
lines behind Kiev. On the same day German forces cracked the defensive 
perimeter around Leningrad. In the words of Alan Clark, this day could 
be “reckoned the low point in the fortunes of the Red Army for the whole 
war.” By September 16 Kleist had joined up with Heinz Guderian at 
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Lokhvista to complete the vast Kiev encirclement. By September 26 Kiev 
had fallen and 665,000 Soviet prisoners had been taken.53

With the Soviet Union at such a low point, Hitler sensed that total 
control of Europe would soon be his. In the “euphoria of victory,”54 
Hitler, brimming with confidence, suddenly reversed his earlier decision 
not to expel the German Jews unable or unwilling to leave the Reich.55 
Hitler’s decision may also have been influenced by Karl Kaufmann, the 
Gauleiter of Hamburg, who in September apparently asked the Führer 
if he would deport Germany’s Jews so that their apartments could be 
used to house Germans whose homes had been destroyed by British 
bombing raids56—bombings Nazi propaganda blamed the Jews for.57 
Whatever the reason behind this change, Hitler’s decision (as we shall 
soon see) sparked Eichmann, the so-called Nazi’s people mover, into 
sudden activity. Because, as shown, most Germans benefited finan-
cially and materially from the Nazi military victories, perhaps the Nazi 
labor minister’s demand around September 1941 that the pension gap 
between white- and blue-collar (Aryan) Germans be narrowed is unsur-
prising.58 A month later and with more military successes, on 4 October 
1942 Göring was the bearer of more good news for Germany: “From 
this day on things will continue to get better since we now possess huge 
stretches of fertile land. There are stocks of eggs, butter, and flour there 
that you cannot even imagine.”59 Not publicly discussed, of course, 
was what diverting this food bonanza to Germany and its armed forces 
meant for those living in and around these fertile lands. A month before 
Göring’s good news, in August 1942 Erich Koch (Reich Commissioner 
for Ukraine) had already cemented his food policy guidelines, stating:

Ukraine is required to provide everything Germany lacks. This require-
ment is to be fulfilled without regard to casualties …. The increase in 
bread rations is a political necessity crucial to our ability to pursue the war 
to its victorious conclusion. The grain we lack must be extracted from 
Ukraine. In light of this task, feeding the civilian population there is utterly 
insignificant.60

As the Wehrmacht continued to push further into the Soviet interior, 
not far behind came Jeckeln efficiently executing unusually large num-
bers of Jews. In early September, Jeckeln’s HSSPF Russia South shot 
4144 Jews in the Ukrainian township of Berdychiv.61 A week or so later, 
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his men, accompanied by Police Battalion 45, killed another 12,000 
Jews. Most of the victims were women, children, and the elderly.62 
Wherever body counts were unusually high, Jeckeln could be found. 
The secret behind Jeckeln’s ability to rapidly wipe out entire com-
munities was the advancing organizational process he attached to his 
“Sardinenpackung” shooting technique.

The Bureaucratized Mass Shooting Process: Babi Yar

On 19 September 1941, an advanced party from Paul Blobel’s 
Sonderkommando 4a (Einsatzgruppe C) arrived in Kiev.63 The city was 
home to Ukraine’s largest Jewish population. At a meeting between 
Jeckeln, Blobel, and Kurt Eberhard, Jeckeln set his sights on eliminating 
Kiev’s entire Jewish population and arranged for other units, including 
some Ukrainian auxiliaries, to help with the task.64 Soon after, announce-
ments on the streets of Kiev instructed all members of the Jewish com-
munity to meet at 8 a.m. on 29 September at a particular downtown 
location. All Jews were to bring official documents, warm clothing, linen, 
and any valuables. Those who failed to show up would be hunted down 
and shot. On the appointed day, a large crowd gathered. German and 
Ukrainian forces arranged them into a purposefully staggered line. Then, 
according to eyewitness Sergei Ivanovich Lutzenko, “in tight columns 
of one hundred each” the Jews “were marched to the adjoining Babi 
Yar” ravine.65 Another account by Lev Ozerov notes that at Babi Yar “an 
entire office operation with desks had been set up….”66 A truck driver 
named Höfer describes what he saw:

The Ukrainians led them past a number of different places where one after 
the other they had to remove their luggage, then their coats, shoes and 
overgarments and also underwear. They also had to leave their valuables in 
a designated place. There was a special pile for each article of clothing. It 
all happened very quickly and anyone who hesitated was kicked or pushed 
by the Ukrainians to keep them moving.67

Removing the victims’ clothing before shooting them generated two 
main advantages: the clothes could later be sold on for profit and, in 
terms of control, earlier executions confirmed that naked victims were 
less likely to make a run for it.68 The Babi Yar ravine,
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was about 150 metres long, 30 metres wide and a good 15 metres deep. 
Two or three narrow entrances led to this ravine through which the Jews 
were channeled. When they reached the bottom of the ravine they were 
seized by members of the Schutzpolizei and made to lie down on top of 
the Jews who had already been shot. This all happened very quickly. The 
corpses were literally in layers. […] When the Jews reached the ravine they 
were so shocked by the horrifying scene that they completely lost their 
will. It may even have been that the Jews themselves lay down in rows to 
wait to be shot. […] there was a ‘packer’ at either entrance to the ravine. 
These ‘packers’ were Schutzpolizisten, whose job it was to lay the vic-
tim on top of the other corpses so that all the marksman had to do as he 
passed was fire a shot.69

The packers helped to ease the psychological burden on the shooters by 
ensuring victims were facedown and thus faceless, robbing them of their 
individuality.70 There were so many people to kill that the shootings con-
tinued until darkness, with the action resuming at first light the follow-
ing morning.71 Paul Blobel divided his men into groups of 30, with each 
group spending an hour each on shooting duties.72 With specialist con-
tributors who collected clothing and valuables, channeled victims into 
the ravine, and “packed” the victims to await the arrival of the marks-
men who shot them, Jeckeln had developed a bureaucratized, assem-
bly-line process of mass murder. With more civilians killed in less time, 
this massacre overshadows that in Kamianets-Podilskyi. Despite Jeckeln’s 
record-breaking feat, his report to Berlin tersely noted, “Special com-
mando 4a, together with Einsatzgruppe C Headquarters and two com-
mando groups of the South Police Regiments, executed 33,771 Jews in 
Kiev on 29 and 30 September 1941.”73

At the same time that Nebe and Fritzsch were undertaking their gas-
sing experiments, Jeckeln’s application of means-to-end formal rationality 
enabled him to destroy a greater number of civilians than any other unit 
yet. A secret official report noted at the time that the key to this stagger-
ing result was Jeckeln’s application of some “extremely clever organiza-
tion” to overcome the usual “difficulties resulting from such a large-scale 
action.”74 As Yaacov Lozowick observes, “It seems no accident that the 
orderly, well-planned murder of 33,000 Jews took place at Kiev at the 
end of this period, rather than at Lvov near the beginning.”75 Much like 
Milgram would later do at Yale during his pilot studies, project manager 
Jeckeln also gradually and systematically refined his procedure of harm 
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infliction. And with more time, Jeckeln’s “factory-orientated approach”76 
underwent further refinements; the division of labor increased with 
ever more specialist functionaries performing ever more refined special-
ist tasks, including a reliance on specialist shooters who were willing and 
capable of doing more than their fair share of the dirty work.77 At a mass 
shooting eight weeks after the Babi Yar massacre,

In the pits…there were to be only a few active marksmen, each of whom 
used a machine pistol set on single shot. Walking over his victims, a 
“shooter” could fire fifty shots and then receive a new magazine from a 
comrade whose sole responsibility was refilling cartridges […] After a 
number of magazines, the marksmen would take a break. Row after row, 
marching block after marching block was to be killed in this manner, in 
accordance with Jeckeln’s minutely worked out method….78

Thus, as Angrick and Klein put it, with time and increasing experience 
Jeckeln came to prefer deploying in the pits “a small circle of truly emo-
tionless SS men,” “primarily his ‘old’ men…who had ‘already done’ 
something like this” at earlier executions.79 Still, due to the highly 
stressful nature of such work, Jeckeln felt it was necessary to rotate with 
“additional men for the relief….”80

Because, during the campaign, Jeckeln received the aid of various mil-
itary units—Wehrmacht regiments, Einsatzkommando units, Police bat-
talions, and Ukrainian auxiliary forces—his “one best way” of massacring 
civilians soon spread elsewhere. If Germans in the armed forces decided 
in the future to deploy Jeckeln’s “controlled” shooting process—and 
as we shall see, they did—“calculable” and highly “efficient” results of 
around 15,000 people killed per day became “predictable.” Jeckeln’s 
inherently bureaucratic mass shooting process advanced all four compo-
nents of a formally rational system.81 It is Jeckeln’s process (along with 
the innovations by other contributors, like Einsatzkommando 3’s Karl 
Jäger) that best explains the rising curve of murder statistics in the Soviet 
interior after mid-August 1941. And Jeckeln’s increasingly bureaucra-
tized shooting process—with its division of labor, specialization of labor, 
clear responsibilities, written records, rules and procedures, impersonality 
of relations—could do so because as Weber argues,

The decisive reason for the advance of bureaucratic organization has always 
been its purely technical superiority over any other form of organization. 



142   N. RUSSELL

The fully developed bureaucratic mechanism compares with other organ-
izations exactly as does the machine with the non-mechanical modes of 
production.82

I therefore challenge the so-called de-bureaucratization argument during 
the Holocaust by bullets.83 In fact, the rational evolution of the execu-
tion process and the record-breaking Babi Yar massacre in particular can, 
I believe, be described more precisely as a modern bureaucratic process.

Despite the increased bureaucratization, an earlier problem persisted. 
Even some of the “ordinary” executioners, who after several months of 
killing had risen to the top of Himmler’s shooter attrition process, were 
still in need of, as Jeckeln put it, “relief….” For example, Kurt Werner, 
a marksman at the Babi Yar massacre, admitted after that, “It’s almost 
impossible to imagine what nerves of steel it took to carry out that dirty 
work down there. It was horrible….”84 Like the Obedience study’s Mrs. 
Rosenblum, Werner only seems concerned about his pain. With a seem-
ingly endless supply of Soviet Jews to kill, the question was how much 
longer could the most calloused of German killers like Werner keep it 
up? Shooting squad reports such as the one Jeckeln submitted to Berlin 
after Babi Yar rarely mention any psychological problems among the per-
petrators. However, as Headland noted earlier, officials were constantly 
aware of the issue and gave it a great deal of attention.85 As Rudolf Höss 
said after the war,

Many gruesome scenes are said to have taken place, people running away 
after being shot, the finishing off of the wounded and particularly of the 
women and children. Many members of the Einsatzkommando [Nazi 
shooting squads], unable to endure wading through blood any longer, had 
committed suicide. Some had even gone mad.86

In confirmation of much of this, in November 1941, lawyer Helmuth 
von Moltke wrote in a letter to his wife that at least one hospital existed 
“where SS men are cared for who have broken down while executing 
women and children.”87 A Wehrmacht neuropsychiatrist who treated 
many of those affected believed that about 20% of men suffered from 
psychological disorders associated with the shootings.88 Even those 
German executioners who did not break down, as Annette Schücking, 
a female aid based in the East, reported, “all had an intense need to 
talk.”89
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Despite the ongoing psychological problems, Jeckeln still proved 
capable of obtaining high body counts. Perhaps this is why on 10 
October 1941, Heydrich mused about deporting Germany’s Jews to 
new camps in Einsatzgruppe C’s area of operations in Ukraine.90 It is 
no coincidence that Einsatzgruppe C happened to fall under Jeckeln’s 
umbrella of control.91 Indeed, a week later, on 18 October, after meet-
ing with the General Government’s SS and Police Leader Friedrich-
Wilhelm Krüger and the previously mentioned Odilo Globocnik, 
Himmler ordered the cessation of Jewish emigration.92 Himmler would 
now be in charge of when the Reich Jews would leave Germany and 
where they would be sent. In reaction to Hitler’s earlier decision dur-
ing the September “euphoria of victory,” around mid-October the 
RSHA (Eichmann) started organizing trains packed with German and 
Austrian Jews (from cities including Berlin, Munich, Frankfurt, Vienna, 
and Breslau) to start rolling east. However, somewhat mysteriously, the 
plan to send German Jews to Ukraine was soon dropped. Instead, these 
trains were redirected to Minsk (Belarus), Kaunas/Kovno (Lithuania), 
Riga (Latvia), and, most proximately, Lódź (Poland). In the German 
university town of Göttingen, locals—presumably victims of British air 
raids—reacted to this news by “flooding” the NSDAP district office with 
applications for the soon-to-be-vacated Jewish apartments.93 Because 
these German Jews were limited to leaving with no more than 50 kilo-
grams of luggage,94 the household effects they had to leave behind—fur-
nishings, appliances, textiles, and such—were passed on to “deserving” 
Germans.95

The deportation of trainloads of these Western Jews to various east-
ern cities signaled significant movement in the Nazi regime’s solution 
to the “Jewish question.” Eichmann, the SS’s people-moving expert, 
knew that if the SS was to succeed, it would need to draw on the exper-
tise, resources, and support of other German governmental agencies. 
But doing so would require that the usually secretive SS discloses its 
intentions to others. With such cooperation in mind, on 29 November 
Eichmann sent invitations on Heydrich’s behalf to almost a score of 
mostly high-ranking civil servants from certain government agencies, 
for example, the Transportation Ministry. The meeting, scheduled for 9 
December, has become known as the Wannsee Conference.96 Heydrich 
attached to the invitations a 31 July 1941 mandate from Göring97 that 
reinforced that he (Heydrich) had total control over resolving the Jewish 
question,98 and therefore, all invitees were to cede to his needs. Those 
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invited were the people whose acquiescence Heydrich would demand, 
and whose help and resources Eichmann would need, to resolve once 
and for all the persistent and expanding “Jewish question.” And it was at 
this meeting that a new plan would be revealed.

But soon after the invitations were sent out, Germany was struck by 
several significant blows on the military front lines. First, in the Soviet 
interior, the onset of winter from about November 1941 saw the Nazi 
war machine grind (freeze?) to a halt. Then, beginning on 5 December 
the Soviets managed to muster a forceful counteroffensive. Germany’s 
lightening victory over the Soviets would not come as easily as Hitler 
had so confidently anticipated. The resumption of the successful march 
to victory would have to await the spring thaw. The second and imme-
diately more disconcerting blow to the German military came just a 
few days later on 7 December 1941 when the Japanese attacked Pearl 
Harbor—an act which caused the USA to declare war on Japan. Due to 
the Axis Pact between Italy, Japan, and Germany, the USA’s declaration 
of war against Japan required Germany to declare war against the USA. 
If the USA could free itself from a predictably difficult campaign against 
the Japanese in the Pacific, the already stretched Nazi war machine 
would face, on multiple front lines, a new, highly industrialized, and no 
doubt awesome foe.

In response to these military setbacks, on 12 December 1941, Hitler, 
according to Goebbels’ diary, “decided to make a clean sweep [of the 
Jews].”99 An entry in Himmler’s diary, dated 18 December, confirms 
that around this point in time the policy toward all Jews changed. 
“Jewish question | exterminate as partisans.”100 For the previous six 
months, Soviet Jews had been the targets of genocidal actions, so this 
statement was obviously not specifically directed at them. Powerful Jews 
in the Reich, Europe, and America were, as far as Hitler was concerned, 
behind Germany’s recent military setbacks.101 All such groups, at least 
those within reach, would now pay the price.

But how exactly were all the Western Jews transported to the East 
to be killed? As shown, over the previous few months, a variety of 
trial-and-error experiments had taken place—some of which indicated 
strong signs of probable success. Still, as Hilberg argues,

As of November 1941, there was some thinking about deporting Jews to 
the Einsatzgruppen so they could be killed by these experienced shooters. 
That is why German Jews were transported to Minsk, Riga, and Kovno.102
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If so, why were most of these cities located in Einsatzgruppe A’s north-
western sphere and none in Jeckeln’s southwestern territories? Put dif-
ferently, why was the Nazi’s most effective executioner being excluded 
from this tentative plan? The answer to this question is that he was not 
excluded—in mid-October 1941 Himmler decided to replace Hans-
Adolf Prützmann (Higher SS and Police Leader of Northern Russia) 
with the far more “efficient” Jeckeln.103 By November, Jeckeln, with 
his team intact, had relocated to the north (based in the Latvian capi-
tal of Riga).104 According to his own testimony after the war, nearing 
mid-November Jeckeln received orders from Himmler for his first assign-
ment: liquidate the 25,000–28,000 Latvian Jews in the Riga ghetto inca-
pable of productive labor.105 For this assignment, Jeckeln intended to 
apply his trusted “Kiev model….”106 He settled on a site in a clearing in 
the Rumbuli forest about 10 kilometers south of Riga.107

On 25 November 1941, about 250 kilometers south of Riga, the first 
of the Reich Jews arrived on Eichmann’s trains at the Lithuanian city of 
Kaunas. The nearly 3000 German Jews on board—mainly women and 
men and a small number of children—were met by Karl Jäger’s efficient 
Einsatzkommando 3 and were soon after shot.108 Back in Riga, on 30 
November Jeckeln implemented his plan to liquidate the Latvian Jews 
in the Rumbuli forest. But the previous evening a train with 1000 Jews 
from Berlin arrived.109 On his own initiative, Jeckeln decided to also 
kill the new arrivals first thing in the morning, instead of housing them 
in the recently vacated Riga ghetto as planned.110 Einsatzgruppe A’s  
Dr. Rudolf R. Lange (not to be confused with T4’s Herbert Lange) tried 
to defy Jeckeln’s decision. Lange not only stood up to Jeckeln but also 
informed both Heydrich and an immediately furious Himmler what was 
taking place. Himmler’s order to Jeckeln that this particular trainload of 
Jews was not to be shot arrived too late—all were killed earlier in the day. 
It is not clear why Himmler wanted to save, for the meantime, this par-
ticular transport.111 What is clear is that although many more trainloads 
of Western Jews soon followed, most were not shot. Instead, these Reich 
Jews were housed in the Lódź, Minsk, and Riga ghettos.112 Indecision in 
the Eastern territories seems to have set in. As Browning notes, “In the 
last months of 1941, the total mass murder of the deported Reich Jews 
was clearly not yet being implemented.”113

One explanation for the hesitancy is that the onset of winter made 
grave digging in the permafrost impossible.114 This may be part of 
the answer, although such conditions did not seem to stop Jäger and 
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Jeckeln’s winter massacres.115 Much of this mystery must then be 
explained by the fact that the shooting squads were struggling with the 
increased psychological burden associated with having to shoot Western 
Jews. Wilhelm Kube, the Generalkommissar for White Ruthenia based in 
Minsk, highlighted the problem when he noticed that two young Jewish 
women from Germany appeared to have fully Aryan features. Although 
in the 1930s, he was rightfully described by one scholar as “an invet-
erate antisemite”116—and described Minsk Jews as “indigenous, ani-
malistic hordes”117—it appears Kube developed strong second thoughts 
about the “Final Solution” when it came to shooting Jews from “our 
cultural milieu.”118 And until “a more discrete and ‘humane’ way” could 
be found, Kube refused to shoot Reich Jews.119 Soon after, however, 
Heydrich overruled Kube’s reluctance and these Western Jews were 
eventually shot. But of course, for those implementing these orders, 
if the most seasoned of German executioners struggled to kill every 
Eastern Jew placed before them, it is not difficult to imagine they faced 
heightened psychological difficulties when ordered to shoot civilians 
from the west who dressed, sounded, and sometimes looked much like 
themselves. Most of these Jews did not resemble the images promoted 
in Nazi propaganda: poor Eastern Jews whose impoverished appearances 
were a side effect of the wartime condition imposed on the ghettos by 
the Nazis themselves. Perhaps Jeckeln could find a solution. However, 
it appears the SS-Reichsführer was quickly losing faith in his chief execu-
tioner. At a meeting on 4 December, Himmler told Jeckeln:

shooting is too complicated an operation…For shooting, he [Himmler] 
said, one needs people who can shoot, and…this affects people poorly, 
therefore Himmler said further, it would be best to liquidate the people by 
using gassing vehicles, which had been prepared in Germany according to 
his instructions, and that by using these gassing vehicles the troubles con-
nected with shooting would fall to the wayside.120

For Jeckeln, more bad news followed. The day before this meeting 
Rudolf Lange was promoted to Chief of the KdS Latvia.121

Of course, it was from September 1941 Höss’s Zyklon-B gassing 
technique and Nebe’s gas van innovations held the potential to pro-
vide an apparently more “humane” means of killing civilians. By the 
time of the above meeting between Himmler and Jeckeln, the SS in 
Berlin had already placed an order with Prüfer from Topf & Sons for a 



5  OPERATION BARBAROSSA AND THE HOLOCAUST BY BULLETS …   147

crematorium to be built in Mogilev (near Minsk),122 which, according 
to Gerlach, they intended to combine with a gas chamber “not to kill 
the remaining local Jews but those of Western and Central Europe.”123 
An extermination camp for Jews was being planned for Mogilev,124 and 
since the German military had priority use over the Soviet railway, the 
emerging plan was to transport the Jews to the camp by boat along the 
Bug, Pripet, and Dnieper rivers.125 In fact, in Mogilev, “Not only was 
a large crematorium ordered, but HSSPF Hamburg Rudolf Querner 
apparently also ordered large quantities of Zyklon-B gas from Tesch & 
Stabenow, and HSSPF Ostland in Riga [Jeckeln] expected this gas to be 
delivered.”126 If, indeed, Jeckeln supported this delivery of Zyklon-B to 
Mogilev, it would suggest that even he conceded that gassing was prob-
ably the more preferable means of killing Western Jews. The decision 
to use gassing technology in Minsk (stationary chamber) and gas vans 
in Riga on “Old Reich” Jews “not fit for work” can be traced to a let-
ter written by Erhard Wetzel (racial advisor in the Eastern Ministry) to 
Hinrich Lohse (Reichskommissar for the Ostland) on 25 October 1941:

…[T4’s Victor] Brack of the Führer’s Chancellery has already declared 
himself willing to work on the production of the required accommodation 
as well as the gassing apparatus.127

Gas vans were indeed sent to Riga and parts for Prüfer’s cremato-
rium were delivered to Mogilev where they sat awaiting construction. 
Infrastructure along the waterways had been too badly damaged for boat 
transport, and as a result, in 1942 the plan was abandoned.128

Also important, by early December 1941, as Himmler spoke to 
Jeckeln, Nebe’s gas vans had already started rolling off the production 
line and were being sent to the East. Therefore, as Himmler implied at 
this meeting, he no longer needed Jeckeln’s specialist skill-set at the last 
link in the machinery of destruction. With other options on the hori-
zon, the problematic shootings were no longer needed and Jeckeln’s star 
role in Nazi Jewish policy was over. Pending the arrival of the vans, lead-
ers like Kube passed on the usual shooting duties to their Latvian and 
Lithuanian collaborators.129 Kube’s solution actually highlights what, in 
the absence of the new killing technology, became the German execu-
tioners’ most popular self-invented strain resolving coping mechanisms 
that reduced (eliminated?) their “burdening of the soul.”
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The Insertion of “[E]nd [S]pecial [U]nits”
From the start of the Soviet campaign, Himmler noticed that even with-
out guns antisemitic Eastern Europeans still seemed far more eager than 
his own men to attack Jews. What more could he gain from arming 
them? It seems Himmler raised this possibility in Berlin during Hitler’s 
16 July 1941 “Garden of Eden” meeting; however, the Führer was ada-
mant that Eastern Europeans should never be armed.130 But, toward 
the end of that month, as his Kommandostab SS Cavalry Brigade des-
perately herded Jewish women and children into the shallow Pripet 
quicksands, Himmler disobeyed Hitler’s order by copying the German 
security police’s early July initiative to set up a battalion of Lithuanians 
and placing them under the control of Jäger’s Einsatzkommando 3. On 
July 25, Himmler officially “authorized the creation of auxiliary police 
forces from the reliable non-Communist elements among Ukrainians, 
Estonians, Latvians, Lithuanians, and Byelorussians.”131 He did so 
because, in his words, “the task of the police in the occupied eastern 
territories cannot be accomplished with the manpower of the police 
and SS now deployed or yet to be deployed.”132 However, as Breitman 
observes, the Eastern collaborators,

and their future use as executioners reflected more than just a shortage of 
German policemen. Whereas Himmler, Daluege, Bach-Zelewski, and some 
other high officials had some concerns for the morale of German police, 
they did not much care what happened psychologically to the non-Ger-
mans as long as there were enough of them to carry out their appointed 
tasks. [italics added]133

Simply increasing German manpower was unlikely to work, but Himmler 
suspected that augmenting Eastern European manpower might. 
Himmler’s disobedience may, therefore, be explained by his suspicion 
that Eastern Europeans might make better executioners than ordinary 
Germans. By the end of 1941, 33,000 Eastern European collabora-
tors had joined German extermination squads.134 Six months later, the 
number had risen to 165,000, and by January 1943, it had almost dou-
bled to 300,000.135 However, simply arming large numbers of Eastern 
Europeans was, by itself, inadequate. In the spirit of Weberian formal 
rationality and means-to-end logic, the task at hand demanded meticu-
lous organizational preparation.136 Under the careful management of 
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German authorities, Eastern European collaborators were slotted in as 
the last link in the Nazis’ shooting assembly line where they could effi-
ciently perform their specialist labor.

A mass shooting undertaken in August 1941 in the Ukrainian vil-
lage of Belaya Tserkov illustrates the kind of roles given to collabora-
tors. After German soldiers shot all the men and women, and two of the 
boys, the rest of the children were held in a house without food or water 
until Ukrainian auxiliaries were brought in to shoot them. However, the 
Ukrainians left behind the 90 or so children under the age of seven—
mainly toddlers and babies. According to Blobel’s subordinate, August 
Häfner,

…Blobel ordered me to have the children executed. I asked him, ‘By 
whom should the shooting be carried out?’ He answered, ‘By the Waffen–
SS.’ I raised an objection and said, ‘They are all young men. How are 
we going to answer to them if we make them shoot small children?’ To 
this he said, ‘Then use your men.’ I then said, ‘How can they do that? 
They have small children as well.’ This tug-of-war lasted about ten min-
utes. […] I suggested that the Ukrainian militia of the Feldkommandant 
should shoot the children. There were no objections from either side to 
this suggestion….137

Regarding the proposed execution site, Häfner continued,

The Wehrmacht had already dug a grave. The children were brought along 
in a tractor. […] The Ukrainians were standing round trembling. The chil-
dren were taken down from the tractor. They were lined up along the top 
of the grave and shot so that they fell into it. The Ukrainians did not aim 
at any particular part of the body. They fell into the grave. The wailing 
was indescribable. I shall never forget the scene throughout my life. I find 
it very hard to bear. […] Many children were hit four or five times before 
they died.138

Blobel, presumably having recovered from his mental breakdown a 
month earlier, clearly had no qualms about ordering the Ukrainians to 
undertake this mass execution. Perhaps unsurprisingly, however, he chose 
not to attend.

Eastern Europeans were increasingly given the tasks of shooting 
women and children, which Germans often shied away from.139 As one 
member of Einsatzgruppe A stated,
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The orders for the third or fourth Einsatz were particularly important 
because they gave instructions for members of the local population to be 
used to carry out the actual dirty work, to which end special units should 
be set up. The purpose of this measure was to preserve the psychological 
equilibrium of our own people…. [italics added]140

Although German supervisors and executioners may not have liked to 
admit it, the locals in these “end special units” (i.e., the last and most 
stressful link in the Nazi’s destructive bureaucratic chain) were responsi-
ble for producing some of the bleakest statistics. For example, the Jäger 
report (which lists the deaths of over 130,000 civilians killed in under 
five months) states the massacres were undertaken by only eight to ten 
“reliable” Germans in “cooperation with Lithuanian partisans….”141 As 
Matthäus said of the Lithuanians under Jäger’s control, “these men con-
tributed massively towards the staggering figure….”142 MacQueen con-
cludes that,

Jager’s “achievement” has to be considered largely as a triumph of man-
aging the Lithuanian Schutzmannschaft forces (some 8000 men by the 
end of 1941) and the Lithuanian Police, without whom this deadly work 
would not have been remotely possible.143

In fact, during the liquidation of the Riga ghetto even Jeckeln tri-
aled Jäger’s most prized innovation when he supplemented his special-
ist German marksmen with a rapid rotation of Latvians. The rotation, 
however, did not last very long because most of the Latvians became too 
drunk to adequately perform their specialist role.144

It seems, then, that the most common strategy German authorities 
adopted to prevent members of their execution squads from becoming, 
in Bach-Zelewski words, “neurotics or savages,” was one that shielded 
German perpetrators from all perceptual engagement. As a security 
police interpreter in Liepaja stated, “It was only in the early days that 
members of our section had to man the firing-squad. Later we had a 
Kommando of Latvians who made up the firing-squad.”145 The reason 
this strategy proved so popular among German troops is not hard to 
guess. Just as in Milgram’s Peer Administers Shock condition, where an 
actor fulfilled the role of shock-inflictor, it enabled all Germans across 
the division of labor to make essential contributions to the overall pro-
cess (victim capture, roundup, cordon duty, and so on) without feeling 
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(or appearing) personally responsible for the deadly outcome. This strat-
egy powerfully promoted responsibility ambiguity among all Germans 
involved. As Wendy Lower put it, with the help of non-German shoot-
ers, “Even at the lowest level of the Nazi hierarchy, one could play one’s 
part in the ‘final solution’ without dirtying one’s hands….”146

The use of Ukrainians, Latvians, Lithuanians, and other collaborators 
at the killing-end of the assembly line (the most destructive of whom 
were, for obvious reasons, eagerly sought by the Germans outside their 
homelands as “end special units”147) raises another question. If the psy-
chological strain generated by shooting civilians was as debilitating as 
many Germans attested after the war, why did these collaborators not 
experience comparable levels of strain and trauma? One possible reason 
may be, as Bauer noted earlier, that German perpetrators came from a 
mildly antisemitic society, while these collaborators were much more vio-
lently antisemitic. To ensure that the orders of those in Berlin were met, 
the Germans frequently required the help of those from certain Eastern 
European nations who had indisputable reputations for hating Jews and 
may have been more willing to act on such feelings. Another possible 
reason might be, as Jeckeln noted during his trial after the war, “Latvians 
were excellent for the job of murdering Jews, since they had strong 
nerves for executions of that sort.”148

However, there is evidence that Eastern European collaborators strug-
gled with the psychological burden of killing as much as anyone else, as 
their proclivity for drunkenness during executions suggests. But perhaps 
the strongest explanation is that in the wake of Operation Barbarossa, 
many Eastern European soldiers became prisoners of war and could only 
win release if they agreed to do the Germans’ dirty work. And release 
meant they were less likely to die from starvation.149 Again relying on 
the colonial management technique of favored natives obtaining priv-
ileges in exchange for controlling the others, as Göring himself said, 
the only non-Germans to be fed during the Soviet invasion were those 
“performing important tasks for Germany.”150 Many Eastern European 
“end special units,” therefore, likely also struggled psychologically with 
the shootings, but continued to participate in a desperate effort to secure 
their own survival.

Whatever the numerous and no doubt overlapping reason(s) the 
Eastern collaborators had for participating, this kind of analysis only 
serves to draw attention away from the key instigators—the Germans. 
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Here Breitman draws attention back to the Nazi regime and its rational 
and creative bureaucrats,

After the war Erich von dem Bach-Zelewski explained that the extermina-
tion camps arose because Germans and Central Europeans were not suited 
to be mass executioners. Stalin, he said, always had people to employ for 
this purpose—for example, the Latvians. Although the Nazis found some 
individuals to serve as killers, there was no collective eagerness to do so. 
The extermination camp…was something that the Russians could not 
accomplish: it reflected the German gift for organization. Bureaucrats cre-
ated it, he concluded.151

Conclusion

In an attempt to ease the psychological burden of shooting civilians, 
the field leadership and their men introduced a variety of strain resolv-
ing coping mechanisms aimed at reducing the perceptual intensity of the 
mass shootings. These bottom-up techniques, including the consump-
tion of alcohol, a focus on shooting the most compliant victims, evolv-
ing shooting techniques, and, after the bureaucratization of the shooting 
process, a dependence on Eastern European “end special units,” pow-
erfully aided the advance toward what Milgram would later term (per-
ceptual) avoidance. This, in a nutshell, is how the German perpetrators 
coped with what Hilberg described as “weighty psychological obstacles 
and impediments,” and over time helped them avoid becoming “neurot-
ics” or “savages….”152

As the shooting squads’ most effective strain resolving mechanisms 
spread, the body count grew, and the closer these men came to achiev-
ing the desires of their leaders far away in Berlin. As Lower points out, 
from the top-down Hitler, Himmler, and Heydrich defined and pushed 
in favor of the “final solution.” Implementation, however, came through 
the bottom-up initiatives of those in the field in the lower and middling 
ranks.153

This process reminds us of Milgram’s pilot studies where he decided 
to replace the translucent screen with a solid wall and, as a consequence, 
enhanced the psychological ability of a greater proportion of his par-
ticipants to implement his top-down desires. Indeed, as mentioned, 
Milgram’s idea to introduce a wall in the official experiments was insti-
gated by his participants (thus from the bottom-up), who looked away 
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from the learner in order to make it psychologically easier for them to 
inflict more shocks.

“The primary question concerning the Holocaust as a crime based on 
the division of labor is…” according to Michael Allen, “[w]hat interrela-
tionship existed between centralized authority and spontaneous initiative 
at the local level?”154 A convincing answer to this question would seem 
to go a little further than the “rule of anticipated reactions,” or what 
regional functionaries in the East themselves referred to as “anticipa-
tory obedience.”155 The leadership set policy goals and upper-level field 
management (Jeckeln, Jäger, Ohlendorf, and their problem-solving ilk) 
discovered strain resolving and efficient techniques, the introduction of 
which was probably motivated by a mix of coercive pressure from the 
SS leadership, their own personal ambitions, and a desire to ensure their 
subordinates did not become “neurotics or savages.”156 Also, motivated 
by a desire to ease their own stress, sometimes the executioners contrib-
uted to the banalization of the shooting techniques. As the most directly 
involved perpetrators found their tasks psychologically more bearable, 
they were able to perform them longer and, as a result, came ever closer 
to achieving the desires of the leadership in Berlin.

Using the terminology of organizational theorists, the emergence 
of the sufficiently banal shooting techniques was of crucial importance 
because the less stressful the executions became, the more likely the 
German shooters could remain within their Zone of Indifference. And 
once able to remain within the Zone of Indifference and thereby having 
accepted their new destructive roles, then their creative internal rational-
ization machine—much as outlined by Albert Bandura’s theory of moral 
disengagement—was able to exert “self-influence.” The shooters would, 
for example, tell themselves and other Germans that they were, for 
example, fighting for the Reich’s survival, and because Jews kept break-
ing the rules of occupation, all were—as Hitler and Himmler said from 
the start—“partisans” and “criminals” worthy only of death. The logi-
cal conclusion of all such rationales was the same: “what we are doing is 
necessary.”157 Of course, the German shooters had so much power over 
life and death decisions that nobody in the occupied territories could 
or would dare inform them that following the rules of occupation (like 
never leaving a barren ghetto) was in itself a death sentence that forced 
Jews to become “partisans” and “criminals.”158
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Crucial in making all this possible was the process of rationalization 
that saw the mass shootings become an increasingly bureaucratic process. 
As Bauman states,

Once the objective had been set, everything went on exactly as Weber, 
with his usual clarity, spelled out: ‘The “political master” finds himself in 
the position of the “dilettante” who stands opposite the “expert”, facing 
the trained official who stands within the management of administration.’ 
The objective had to be implemented; how this was to be done depended 
on the circumstances, always judged by the ‘experts’ from the point of 
view of feasibility and the cost of alternative opportunities of action.159

As subsequent chapters will show, advancing formal rationality where 
certain experts made the killing of civilians both more efficient and less 
offensive only continued, thus enabling the Holocaust to reach ever 
greater and more devastating heights.

Although the use of guns was labor intensive, involved complex logis-
tics, and was hard to keep hidden from public view, with time and expe-
rience, it nonetheless proved capable of killing civilians on a horrendous 
scale. Despite an initially slow start to the shooting campaign, by the end 
of the war this method of extermination had killed about 25% of all Jewish 
Holocaust victims. The number of Roma (Gypsies) shot is not clear but 
likely numbered in the tens of thousands.160 But as far as the leading Nazis 
were concerned, the major limitation of firearms was that their men were 
forced to witness an undeniable connection between their contributions 
and their lethal effects. The main shortcoming of guns was that they made 
many of the German executioners feel and appear too responsible for their 
actions—there was insufficient responsibility ambiguity at the last link in 
the organizational chain. The resulting responsibility clarity stimulated 
among some executioners intense feelings of guilt and, most commonly, 
repugnance (feelings that varied in intensity, depending on the type of vic-
tim). While throughout the war the Nazi regime never completely aban-
doned this highly mobile method of killing, as 1941 came to an end it 
was clear that firearms alone could not provide any long-term “solution” 
to the Nazi’s now European-wide “Jewish problem,”161 especially when 
many of the victims dressed, sounded, and often looked like the perpetra-
tors. What was needed instead was a more impersonal, less public, less labor 
intensive, and even more industrial and organized method of mass exter-
mination. When Himmler dumped Jeckeln in early December 1941, the 
SS-Reichsführer clearly sensed that a new method was on the horizon.
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