INTRODUCTION

==

In the spring of 2008, the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung published an article
on a dark chapter in German—Polish history, one supposedly over and done
with. Konrad Schuller, the newspaper’s Eastern Europe correspondent,
related the story of Winicjusz Natoniewski, a 72-year-old Polish pensioner
who had recently brought a lawsuit against the Federal Republic of Germany
at the Gdarnsk District Court.' Natoniewski demanded one million zlotys as
compensation for lifelong suffering, for the severe disfigurement and mutila-
tion of his body. “When I first saw Winicjusz Natoniewski,” Schuller noted,
‘my eyes lingered on his facial burns before taking in ... his ruined ear, his
remaining hair, carefully combed over the burned areas of his head, and
the swollen, flaming red balloons of his hands, terminating in the knobbly
remnants of his fingers’.?

These wounds were inflicted on Natoniewski as a five-year-old boy living
in the village of Szczecyn, southeast of Lublin. On 2 February 1944, German
troops led by Konrad Rheindorf, commander of the Ordnungspolizei
(Kommandeur der Ordnungspolizei or KdO), the Nazi police force in Lublin,
carried out a massacre of the villagers. This occurred in the context of the
Nazi ‘combating of bandits’. Rheindorf suspected that a ‘600-strong Bolshev.
band™ were hiding out in the densely wooded environs of Szczecyn, a group
he was eager to crush in a ‘major operation’ involving a ‘substantial force made
up of the Truppenpolizei [Order Police], Wehrmacht and Sicherbeitspolizei
[Security Police]’.” It was the spatial proximity between the village and the
presumed whereabouts of a supposed unit of Bolshevik partisans that, from
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Rheindorf’s perspective, aroused well-founded suspicions — namely, that the
residents of Szczecyn were cooperating with this group in various ways to the
detriment of the German occupiers. This accusation turned the village into
a ‘nest of resistance’® and thus a legitimate target for a ‘clean-up operation’.’

Against this background, German troops encircled Szczecyn in the early
hours of 2 February 1944 and shelled the village with mortars.® The thatched
roofs of the houses were quick to catch alight and the entire village soon went
up in flames.” Panic broke out. As the mortar fire continued, the residents
tried to flee the burning village, but were shot when they reached the security
cordon. When the shelling had stopped, units of the KdO Lublin entered the
village and killed men, women and children indiscriminately. A scenario of
excessive violence unfolded. The German troops whipped people with bull
pizzles; shot them at point-blank range with carbines and machine guns; and
forced old people, children and the injured into houses before burning them
alive.” The KdO Lublin stated in its situation report that ‘around 480 bandits
and suspects [were killed] in the firefight or while fleeing’"! in Szczecyn and
the surrounding villages that day. The German units had suffered no ‘losses
of our ownY, according to Rheindorf."?

This phase of unfettered violence was followed by a slower pace of action.
The survivors were rounded up and underwent selection in accordance with
their ability to work. The younger and stronger were obliged to carry out
forced labour," while all others — that is, women, the elderly and children —
were left behind in the village, which had burned to the ground. Winicjusz
Natoniewski, five years old, was one of them. When the first mortars hit, he
had tried to run out of his parents’ burning house and hide but, in his terror,
he had failed to notice that his entire body was already on fire. He wandered
ablaze through the village before his father discovered him and managed to
douse the flames in the cold mud of a puddle.' He survived the massacre as a
child with severe burns who would remain scarred for life. His claim for com-
pensation from the Federal Republic of Germany was dismissed in 2010 by
the last-instance Supreme Court in Warsaw on grounds of state immunity."

The story of Winicjusz Natoniewski, the destruction of the village of
Szczecyn and the murder of its inhabitants leads us into the complex history
of Nazi massacres of Polish civilians in the context of the drive to crush
partisans. It shines a light on the complexity of a violent event that contin-
ues to reverberate into the present day, underlining a number of aspects of
relevance to the analysis of massacres; brings out the diverse constellation of
actors involved and points up the wide spread of responsibility for the plan-
ning and carrying out of massacres; highlights the integration of massacres
into the objectives and practice of occupation policy, which constituted a
framework for action that determined the pace and extent of massacres,
provided opportunities to carry them out and created the prerequisites for
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their occurrence — thus providing the ‘good reasons’ through which massacres
were legitimized; and illustrates the cruelty, excess and unfettered violence
entailed in the practice of the massacre — thus indicating that there is more
to massacres than their apparent objectives. Finally, this story reveals both
the disastrous consequences of massacres for survivors and how post-Nazi
Germany has dealt with this specific legacy of violence.

I consider all these aspects and dimensions in the present study, which is
dedicated to German massacres of Polish civilians during the Second World
War. I work on the assumption that the use of violence in occupied Poland
was not fundamentally a deviant form of action.'® In the words of Norbert
Elias, the German occupation was based on a massive increase in the ‘level
of violence from person to person’.”” The zone of the permitted and required
use of violence was massively expanded in occupied Poland: what was for-
bidden in the ‘Old Reich’ was allowed there. To put it bluntly, new spaces
for the acting out of violence opened up in occupied Poland, which actors
in situ could exploit. Against this background, my core interest is in what
conditions, circumstances and configurations fostered massacres; how and
why certain actors in specific circumstances decided to carry them out; what
patterns of legitimation underpinned their decisions; to what extent mas-
sacres altered the various constellations and contexts; why the practice of
massacres always produced an excess of violence; what this says about the
various actors; and what factors shaped the social and political approach to
these massacres after 1945. I thus take up Richard ]. Evans’s proposal: “What
we need is to understand why the murder of Poles took place and how people
could carry it out.’®

Concept and Approach

My analysis is centrally informed by the concept of the massacre. This con-
ceptual decision delimits the present study in two respects. First, it rejects
the category of terror, which foregrounds the indiscriminate use of violence
for the purpose of intimidation."” Through this implicit presupposition, the
category of terror determines in advance the motives that in fact require
investigation and analysis, forcing all acts of violence into a single motiva-
tional structure. Second, this study breaks away from the category of geno-
cide, which implies that cases of collective violence are always planned and
intentionally executed sequences of action.? This premise, as Birthe Kundrus
has stated, makes the term ‘an obstacle ... to research’,? since it demands a
teleological perspective that can only lead us astray if our goal is to analyse.
Such a premise causes us to lose sight of ‘inconsistencies, improvisations and
contingencies’* — that is, fundamental elements of collective violence, which
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must surely be understood as a process characterized by happenstance as well
as by actors’ enduring improvisations.”

Against this background, the category of the massacre undoubtedly has
advantages. Conceptually, it does not reduce collective acts of violence to
a single motive, and it does not understand excesses of violence exclusively
as centrally organized acts based on long-term, anticipatory planning.* In
order to distinguish the massacre as a specific form of collective violence from
other forms of violence, it is vital to clarify and operationalize the term. The
following observations aim to develop an ideal type of massacre that provides
us with a concept specific enough to be used in the subsequent analysis.

In the first instance, as Peter Burschel has emphasized, the semantic field
of the term ‘massacre’ relates to the ‘world of abattoirs’.?> In French, the
word ‘massacre’ originally referred to a slaughtering block.?* Hans Medick
has shown that the term’s semantic link with the slaughtering of animals
persisted until the sixteenth century.”” It was the experience of violence in
the French wars of religion that led to a conceptual shift. Subsequently the
term massacre referred primarily, though not exclusively, to the mass killing
of people, the ‘collective extermination of non-combatants’.”® Since then, the
massacre has denoted a ‘one-sided, extreme form of violence in which a rela-
tively defenceless group of people is killed or slaughtered by other people’.?
This deadly violence is carried out ‘by perpetrators with the resources to use
deadly force without endangering themselves’.”” From this definition of the
term — commonly used by researchers® — we can develop core aspects of an
ideal-typical model of the massacre.

In contrast to genocide, the massacre has the character of an event; is by
no means aimed at the destruction of entire societies; and remains tied to
certain situations, to specific spaces and times.*> Massacres usually feature
specific spatial structures: they are carried out in a particular location that has
been surrounded and cordoned off. The massacre requires ‘enclosed places™
that make it impossible for the victims to escape. In this demarcated space,
the violence of the massacre unfolds without adhering to a characteristic tem-
poral rhythm. The massacre may occur at a fast pace and result in the rapid
killing of all victims.** But it may integrate frequent moments of deceleration
if the perpetrators take their time and drag the killing out.”> However, by no
means are all residents necessarily killed. Sometimes survivors are desired as a
source of forced labour or are simply left behind so they can relate the horrors
of the massacre to others.*®

In sharp contrast to the situation of an execution, killing in the context of
a massacre is not shaped by specific rituals, although a massacre may certainly
entail elements of ritualization — for example, in the form of firing squads
that kill their victims at graves dug in advance. Nevertheless, a massacre
differs from an execution with its precise regulations. It is more savage and
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more unbridled, an event in which ‘the passions can be given free rein’
and ‘the creativity of human bestiality ... takes on untrammelled form’.*
The massacre forces its victims into a world of violence in which everything
is allowed. Excess and cruelty are its defining elements, which demolishes
the boundaries of the permissible in a given situation. The violence of the
massacre is characterized by the close proximity between perpetrators and
victims. What we find here is not murder at a distance but rather ‘face-to-face
killings’, a physical form of killing and the bloody infliction of injuries at
close quarters.*

The excessive nature of the violence is not deviant behaviour in the context
of the massacre. As a form of collective violence, the violence of the massacre
takes place ‘in accordance with the behavioural norms of a superordinate
collective’.* The massacre opens floodgates and offers spaces for action in
which excess violence is congruent with collective behavioural expectations.*!
At the same time — and closely bound up with this — the massacre is public
violence. It does not take place covertly, like torture; the killing is done
in plain sight. In contrast to the pogrom, however, the massacre does not
depend on the approval of spectators. The concentration camp, meanwhile,
is linked with the massacre by a comparable ‘spatial order of violence’.** Just
as the scene of the massacre is surrounded by troops, barbed-wire fences mark
off the concentration camp from the outside world. In the concentration
camp, however, the excess is enduring. This is ongoing rather than situational
violence: permanent excess. The massacre, conversely, is a situational form of
excess that does not take place ceaselessly.

Against this background, sociologists have debated how best to classify
and evaluate the massacre. Trutz von Trotha assigns it a specific role in the
enforcing and securing of occupation.* The massacre appears here as a
purposeful instrument of the conquest of foreign territories. It is intended
to bloodily demonstrate the conquerors” superiority and lay the ground for
the establishment of a new order. As von Trotha sees it, after the comple-
tion of this process the massacre serves to maintain this order within the
framework of foreign rule, which always essentially means the rule of the
few over the many: “The massacre creates order because the overwhelming
violence simply convinces on its own, because it clarifies or at least tries
to clarify the prevailing balance of power.’* Wolfgang Sofsky, meanwhile,
questions this assumption of pure functionality, conceptualizing the mas-
sacre as independent of any regime’s objectives: “The purpose of destruction
is destruction itself, not reconstruction, not a tabula rasa for a new begin-
ning’.*® From this perspective, the massacre is a ‘collective excess of action’,”
which has become detached from all ‘political, social and cultural contexts
and orders’.*® The aim of the massacre, according to Sofsky, is ‘not victory
and power, but the festival of blood, the fireworks of the explosion’.”
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Sofsky highlights the momentum that builds in the concrete situation of
the massacre, in which the exercise of violence may become detached from
the factors that initiated the event. The massacre generates its own motives;
the actors involved, free of all normative limitations, may unleash their full
potential for violence.

Wolfram Pyta has pointed out the analytical pitfalls of Sofsky’s perspective,
which runs the risk of the massacre ‘taking on a life of its own as an ahistori-
cal category’™ that ascribes to ‘the act of violence its own semantic logic’,”!
through ‘which violence ultimately becomes a self-generating phenomenon
that engenders, by itself, an infinite chain of violent acts’.”> Nevertheless,
there is no reason not to combine the two perspectives. We can conceptualize
the massacre in light of its goal-orientation, its relation to power interests and
in terms of its own dynamics in specific contexts of practice. The key point
is to analyse massacres against the background of their political and cultural
circumstances, in other words to embed them in particular constellations
while maintaining an awareness that massacres are not wholly a matter of
rational calculation, but — detached from their original goals — may entail
elements of excessive violence.

In what follows, then, I understand massacres as locally bound excesses
of violence with their own special dynamics: events that are characterized by
highly asymmetrical power relations but are in many ways context-dependent
with regard to their conditions of possibility and capacity for legitimization.
It is in light of these considerations that the present study seeks to analyse
German massacres of Polish civilians. I draw on groundbreaking findings
from recent research on the Holocaust and on genocide that have enhanced
our understanding of the development of large-scale processes of violence
in key ways. Three aspects stand out here. In combination, they define the
present study’s analytical framework.

(1) Massacres are not isolated events. In his seminal study on the political
dimension of massacres, Jacques Sémélin emphasizes that the massacre
must ‘be understood as a form of extreme violence ... in the context of
a comprehensive trajectory of violence that precedes and goes hand-in-
hand with it’.>* What Sémélin is pointing out here is that massacres arise
out of a specific set of circumstances formed by ‘the coming together of
a political history, a specific cultural area and a particular international
context’.”* In light of this, it will be crucial to contextualize massacres of
Polish civilians as broadly as possible. A triad of superordinate contexts
is particularly important when it comes to integrating massacres into a
setting of violence characterized by a multitude of interwoven elements:
the prior history of German—Polish relations, German occupation as a
specific order of violence and the overarching development of the Second
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2)

(3)

World War with its shifting fronts and alliances. Considering these struc-
tures is vital to achieving a deeper understanding of massacres.
Massacres are closely bound up with a specific representation of the other.
Crucial here is the key role of enemy constructs, public discourses and
propaganda in establishing a ‘semantic matrix ... that lends meaning to
the growing momentum of violence, which then becomes a springboard
for the massacre’.’> What Sven Reichardt brings out here is that con-
structs of the enemy are patterns of perception ‘characterized by a clearly
derogatory attitude or negative charge™® and are created and inculcated
through a social process. ‘[Als totalities of perceptions, ideas and feel-
ings’, Reichardt continues, constructs of the enemy reduce ‘the variety
of possible world views to a strict and one-dimensional friend-enemy
relationship’.”” Enemy constructs are conveyed through propaganda and
public discourses, which are relevant to the execution of massacres in two
respects. First, they furnish a ‘reading of a situation’,’® so they are not
just abstract dogma, but must be understood, with Mark Roseman, as a
lens that influences the perception and assessment of specific situations.”
Second, they are important providers of legitimacy for the ‘unleashing of
increasingly radical violence against a stated enemy’® in that they incite
violence and engender a ‘climate of impunity’.*!

In order to analyse massacres of Polish civilians, it is thus crucial
to shed light on the specific structures underpinning enemy constructs
and the propagation of these structures in public space — both of which
underlay the anti-Polish violence considered here. Of particular relevance
is Sémélin’s reference to a ‘rhetoric of threat’, which often shapes public
discourse in the run-up to massacres, generating feelings of insecurity:
“Those poised to become murderers’, Sémélin explains, ‘present them-
selves as victims ... , [so that] their work of destruction [appears] as a
preventive measure’.®* Against this background, the present study will
show that the construction of a specific Polish affinity for violence was
a key resource used to legitimize massacres of Polish civilians. This is a
trope centred on Germans as victims of foreign violence, such that coun-
tering this threat with their own violence — in order to protect, prevent
or avenge —seemed not only justified but imperative. Such a construction
made it possible for the Germans to interpret their own practice of
violence as a defensive response to Polish acts of violence.®
The specific way in which a massacre unfolds cannot be understood
in terms of a top-down model of political control. One key finding of
numerous studies on the concrete implementation of the Holocaust — in
different areas of German-occupied Europe — is that processes of mass
violence do not follow a rigid trajectory; in no way are they based on a
coherent plan of action featuring a central authority issuing commands.*
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Instead, the dynamics of the murder of the Jews developed through a
complex interplay between the interpretations and options for action
provided by central authorities and initiatives at regional and local level.®
This insight is undergirded by a specific understanding of action within
hierarchical structures. In the case of the Holocaust, this action was by
no means based on unambiguous and clearly formulated commands that
were implemented on a one-to-one basis on site.® Instead, actions were
guided by overarching orders, which were often vague and ambivalent
and mostly involved substantial scope for interpretation.”” Hence, in the
words of Michael Wildt and Alf Liidtke, they created ‘a terrain of pos-
sibilities for violence’® that massively expanded the sphere of permissible
violence.

In this configuration, it was the commanders on site who, on the
basis of their interpretations of the situation and their specific experi-
ences, adapted these overarching orders to specific local requirements
and conditions.®”’ For this study, these observations mean that ‘we must
conceptualize the massacre simultaneously from “above” and “below™.”°
Hence, an exclusively ‘hierarchical perspective’”! focused on the central
authorities is just as unhelpful as a one-sided focus on local actors. Only
coupling the two levels will get us to our analytical goal. The overarch-
ing orders issued at the leadership level created opportunities, provided
models of legitimation and opened up options for initiating violence that
could be utilized on site.

The present study renders these three aspects fruitful for an analysis of
German massacres of Polish civilians. I aim to broadly contextualize these
massacres, reconstruct images of the enemy and public discourses, and sound
out the relationship between intention and situation in the planning and
implementation of massacres. It is the analytical linkage of these aspects that
promises to provide new insights.

The Current State of Research

Against this background, we can link massacres of Polish civilians to ongoing
scholarly debates in light of two major sets of questions: those concerning
the connection between prevailing circumstances and massacres, and those
pertaining to the mechanisms of escalation, actor constellations and concrete
practices of violence.
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Historical and Occupation-Related Parameters

My first step is to examine the relationship between various parameters and
massacres of Polish civilians under German occupation. These parameters
include the prior history of German—Polish relations since the nineteenth
century, the war, specific policies pursued by the German occupation regime,
the structures of the occupied society and the ideological foundations of
German rule.

The first questions that arise here concern historical continuity. In which
broad contexts of the preceding history can we meaningfully place the Nazi
history of violence?”? According to Dieter Pohl, the research is typified by
‘a certain arbitrariness”® on this point. In recent years, authors have drawn
quite different lines of continuity, encompassing — and here I make no claim
to completeness — attempts to combat French francs-tireurs in 18717 the
supressing of the Herero and Nama uprisings between 1904 and 1908;” the
mass shootings of Belgian civilians in 1914;”¢ and the activities of German
Freikorps, or volunteer corps, after the First World War.”” The present study
will address certain elements of these academic debates. But to analyse
German massacres of Polish civilians, it seems more productive to examine
the chequered German—Polish relationship from the nineteenth century
onwards.”® The key question here is to what extent the massacres carried
out between 1939 and 1945 are interwoven with a potent prior history. It
is crucial to tease out the many layers of this history, which was shaped by
ruptures, reversals and ambivalences. It is not my intention to produce an
airtight narrative centred on the assumption that this prior history inevitably
culminated in the massacres of the Second World War. In the context of an
analysis of German massacres of Polish civilians, we need to consider both
continuities and disjunctures if we are to grasp how massacres were embed-
ded in longer-term structures and processes, and identify the specifically new
features that pertained between 1939 and 1945.

The German occupation of Poland during the Second World War — the
second relevant context — has been analysed from a wide range of different
perspectives.”” The present study can build on this in a number of ways.
Martin Broszat, Gerhard Eisenblitter and Czestaw Madajczyk have pro-
duced important structural-historical overviews.®** In addition to valuable
sourcebooks,®' numerous studies have also appeared on the structures of
the German apparatus of occupation® and, above all, on individual policies
pursued by the occupation regime. For example, foundational studies have
now appeared on economic exploitation,®® the new racial order,* the polic-
ing of the occupied Polish territories,* and Nazi cultural and educational
policy.® In this context, Hans-Jiirgen Bomelburg has identified three spatial
foci,¥ particularly with respect to the older Polish research: the Reichsgau
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Wartheland;*® German policies in the Zamos¢ region;* and the fate of the
capital Warsaw, particularly during the Warsaw Uprising of 1944.”° These
studies are of great relevance to the analysis of German massacres of Polish
civilians: the key parameters of these events were largely determined by the
practice of occupation policy in general.

In order to systematize this research, some years ago Ulrich Herbert sug-
gested foregrounding the different temporal and action-related perspectives
involved. According to Herbert, the occupiers wished to achieve a ‘new
ethnonational order’ (vilkische Neuordnung) in the occupied territories over
the long term and exploit them as much as possible over the medium term,
while responding on an ad hoc basis to the shifting pressures of the military
situation, the war economy and security policy over the short term.”" This
observation is a productive one for the present study. The pace and extent of
massacres, the opportunities to carry them out and their preconditions were
largely determined by the objectives of overarching occupation policy. This
raises questions about the concrete ways in which different policy fields were
interwoven with the practice of massacres in specific circumstances. How and
why did the lattice of long-, medium- and short-term goals mutate over time
and what consequences did this have for the practice of massacres? In what
way did certain policies foster massacres? How did they legitimize them? But
countervailing tendencies are also of key importance. In which situations and
contexts did certain policies have a de-escalating effect and slow the pace of
violence? Finally, the present study also sheds light on the reverse effect. What
influence did massacres have on the practice of general occupation policy?

In addition, the present study draws on studies of society under German
occupation. Alongside investigations into everyday life,”” the most interest-
ing contributions in this context have been recent studies that overcome
the rigid dichotomy between occupiers and occupied by exploring zones of
cooperation. Noteworthy here are the studies by Barbara Engelking® and Jan
Grabowski,” which sparked heated debates.” Both are dedicated to the fate
of Polish Jews in hiding. They not only raise questions about preconditions
for evading the occupiers but also point out that the Schutzstaffel (‘Protection
Squadron’, or SS) and police would not have been able to track down those
in hiding without the active assistance of Polish denouncers. What both
studies have in common, to quote Ingo Loose, is that they paint a picture
of everyday life under occupation that ‘was quite evidently more complex
than is generally assumed’.”* What we see emerging here is an image of
an occupation society that no longer revolves exclusively around the rigid
contrast between occupiers and occupied. We begin to discern a more dif-
ferentiated reality in which there were interactions, at least in certain cases,
between Germans and Poles in certain fields of action. In this context, the
role of the former German minority is also of great significance.” The ethnic
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Germans were that group of the pre-war Polish population that became a
central element of the German system of violence when the German occupa-
tion began through the various means of participation that opened up to
them. Here, the research has highlighted different forms of participation —
encompassing both institutional integration into paramilitary formations
and individual involvement as interpreters, translators, scouts, informants
and denouncers.”

Particularly in the context of German massacres of Polish civilians, these
findings may indicate a flexible system of violence under German occupation
and options for participation for certain groups within the Polish population.
To what extent does the evidence point to similar structures of interaction in
the planning and implementation of massacres of Polish civilians? How did
the parameters of the German system of violence change over time? Which
shifting constellations of actors were granted licence to commit violence?
What were the root causes of this integration of certain groups within the
Polish population into German violence?

Finally, the present study builds on research that explores ideological
foundations and specific enemy constructs. In this context, a wide range
of historians has highlighted the significance of Nazi anti-Slavism, which
both shaped relations between the “Third Reich’ and its eastern neighbour
and influenced key actors in the German occupation regime.” However,
John Connelly has shown that the catch-all concept of anti-Slavism is an
academic smokescreen that obscures our view of the complex, often fractured
and contradictory relations between National Socialism and the countries of
Eastern Europe.'” More promising in the context of the present book are
works that have begun to outline a specifically anti-Polish enemy construct.
The ethnic Germans clearly played a key role in this regard: Doris Bergen and
Miriam Arani have produced the first significant investigations to analyse the
Nazis™ ‘atrocity propaganda’ in the run-up to the German invasion and in the
context of ‘Bloody Sunday at Bromberg’.!”! The present work builds on these
studies and scrutinizes the preconditions for the formation of an anti-Polish
enemy construct, the specific forms it took and its potency in specific situa-
tions. Which traditions could the Nazis draw on? Which elements did they
add to existing ones? How was this enemy construct communicated and how
was it linked with the massacres of Polish civilians as a practice?

Actor Constellations, Escalation Mechanisms and the
Practice of Massacres

In a second step, I turn to the actors, escalation mechanisms and practices
involved in massacres. Here, the present work can draw on important Polish
studies. Having initially concerned themselves, before the war was over, with
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various forms of violence under the occupation regime,'** after 1945, Polish
historians steadily compiled meticulous accounts of numerous massacres
in individual villages, towns and regions.'” It is these countless individual
studies, as Hans-Jiirgen Bomelburg has rightly emphasized, that continue to
provide the basis for any study of acts of violence under the German occupa-
tion."” While the reading of these early studies — with their long lists of the
scenes of murder, perpetrators and victims’ names — is a sometimes strenuous
task, their merits are obvious. It was this comprehensive, detailed work that
made it possible to reconstruct the world of violence under German rule.

However, these studies require revision for several reasons. First, they
presented only snippets, providing descriptions of what happened but gen-
erally forgoing analysis. These, then, are primarily descriptive studies that
said virtually nothing about decision-making processes, actor constellations,
escalation mechanisms, practices of violence or the incorporation of mas-
sacres into occupation policy. Second, these studies were children of their
time. They were produced under the specific circumstances of the Cold War
and reflected the views of the communist rulers, leading to peculiar distor-
tions over the course of time. They tended to flatten out the fundamental
differences between the Polish and Jewish experience of occupation, implying
that Poles and Jews were affected by German violence in the same way.
In this context, Polish historians always referred to the supposed parity in
the number of victims, comparing the three million murdered Polish Jews
with the fictitious figure of three million murdered Poles as determined
by the communist security apparatus.'® Furthermore, practising a form of
ideological self-censorship, Polish historians often drew a distorted, dichoto-
mous picture of Nazi rule that was free of grey areas or ambivalences and,
in particular, largely ignored the involvement of certain groups within the
Polish population.'® Zygmunt Marikowski summed up the results of Polish
research in sobering fashion: “This problem has yet to be dealt with coher-
ently, comprehensively ... and using the latest historical methods.'"”

In Western research, meanwhile, the focus on the persecution and exter-
mination of the Jews has undoubtedly overshadowed other contexts of
oppression. It is true that in recent years a number of scholars have managed
to produce a clearer image of the ‘German East’'®® by elucidating its specific
level of antisemitic violence.'” But this focus has obscured other situations
of persecution. Western research on German massacres of Polish civilians is,
therefore, a far from vast field. Richard C. Lukas deserves credit for having
presented Polish suffering to a Western audience for the first time.''® Lukas’s
objective, however, was not really to analyse the structures, practices and
actors involved in mass violence against Polish civilians, with these topics
making up a negligible portion of his book."" His study is in fact a polemical
contribution to the debate on rival Polish and Jewish claims of victimhood.!'?
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Otherwise, all we have to go on is a short essay by Werner Rohr'"” and a

spatially limited study by Robert Seidel on the district of Radom,'"* which
evaluates the older Polish literature on German ‘terror’, partially reproduc-
ing the haziness of the Polish historiography. Only recently has a powerful
narrative been presented — by Timothy Snyder — that gives Polish suffering
due coverage within a comprehensive history of violence in East-Central
Europe.' Snyder’s achievement, however, lies primarily in his vivid descrip-
tion and presentation of selected events. His analysis, meanwhile, centres on
the intentions of German leaders.'

The present book can build on all these studies, enlarging upon them by
analysing the dynamics and the processual nature of Nazi violence; examin-
ing the differing interests of a variety of violent actors; illuminating legitima-
tion strategies and contexts; and by providing a close-up view of the specific
ways in which massacres were executed. But the present study does not exist
in isolation. It builds on three strands of research that have provided key
findings on the history of Nazi violence.

(1) The more recent research on perpetrators has sought to illuminate the
motives and biographies of ‘ordinary men’'"” from the middle and lower
levels of the military, civil and police apparatus.'® In this regard, studies
on the civil administration,'” the SS and police apparatus,'®® and the
Wehrmacht'?!' are of particular importance to the present book. The
research has shown convincingly that quite different actors with different
biographical backgrounds and institutional affiliations were responsible
for initiating and implementing the ‘final solution’: no generational
cohort, social or ethnic background, confession, educational class or
gender proved resistant to involvement in violent measures. In addition,
research has demonstrated that the perpetrators were by no means actors
devoid of a will of their own under the control of abstract structures. In
fact, they showed a high degree of initiative; had considerable freedom
of action; and pursued a multitude of different interests, desires and
goals.'”” However, the findings of recent research on perpetrators relate
chiefly to persecution in the context of the ‘final solution’. Other con-
texts of Nazi persecution have as yet barely been examined using the
methods of perpetrator research. Here, the present study can supplement
the existing research in important ways by identifying similarities, but
also differences, in the practice of violence.'*

(2) There are also important points of connection with recent studies dealing
with the war and the first two years of German occupation. A number
of studies are now available on this formative phase in the history of
Nazi violence, whose common finding is that the dividing line between
soldiers and civilians became increasingly blurred.'* Here, the research
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has painted a picture of a war characterized in significant part by numer-
ous massacres of Polish and Jewish civilians by soldiers of the Wehrmacht
and members of the Einsatzgruppen (task forces). Explanatory approaches
diverge considerably, foregrounding widespread racism and antisemi-
tism,'” the fear- and stress-based responses of inexperienced troops,'*
the boundless need for military security'”” and the ‘lack of any external
control’.'”® These studies provide us with comprehensive findings on
the early phase of German occupation. But their investigation is limited
temporally, with a veil of obscurity still hanging over four years of the
German occupation. The present study can, therefore, build directly
on these studies, analysing massacres of Polish civilians over the entire
period of German occupation.

(3) Finally, the present book follows up on studies of German efforts to
crush partisan groups. In recent years, this has been identified as a key
context of action, in which massive violence was carried out against
civilians."” On a broad empirical basis, a new, nuanced overall picture
of anti-partisan activities has emerged, demonstrating the need to revise
ideas — in circulation for decades — about supposedly legitimate forms of
self-defence against ‘perfidious bands’, ‘treacherous saboteurs’ and ‘cow-
ardly snipers’.’*® Analytical attention has turned to the increasingly hope-
less situation of the civilian population in the occupied territories, which
was caught in the middle of the military conflict between partisans and
the German occupying power. They became the defenceless victims of an
ever more radical and brutal German push to combat partisans.

Without making recourse to the simplistic trope of a ‘partisan struggle
without partisans’,'”! a notion whose exponents denied the very existence of a
partisan movement and interpreted supposed German anti-partisan activities
as a mere pretext for the implementation of racial objectives, researchers
have almost unanimously underlined the disproportionate use of force in
the context of ‘band-fighting operations’, which chiefly affected the local
civilian population.’?? Although this finding is largely undisputed, there is
some considerable divergence between the various explanatory approaches to
this specific form of ruthless violence against civilians. At its core, the debate
revolves around cultural, intentional and situational factors and their weight-
ing, and the relationship between ‘anthropological constants’,'** world views
informed by racial biology, occupation policy strategies and ‘military neces-
sities. A number of scholars have also analysed connections with analogous
complexes of violence and probed interrelationships with policies centred on
the war economy in the context of a prolonged conflict. In sum, these factors
indicate that the effort to crush partisans was characterized by a fundamental
multifunctionality that went beyond achieving security.'**
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However, this advance in the research contrasts with a spatial narrowing
of relevant studies to the occupied territories of the Soviet Union and the
Balkans, a limitation that is no doubt legitimate given the dimensions of
the partisan war in these regions but that leaves much of occupied Europe
largely untouched. It is true that these approaches have recently undergone
an expansion in their spatial perspective: individual studies have analysed the
transfer and adaptation in Western European regions of methods for combat-
ing partisan bands first used in occupied Eastern Europe.'®

But occupied Poland in particular has attracted virtually no attention
from this point of view. The only relevant studies are the predominantly
descriptive ones by Czestaw Madajczyk'* and J6zef Fajkowski,?” but as yet
no one has built on them. Questions about the actors involved in, and the
functions and forms of massacres in the context of, efforts to crush the Polish
partisan movement have yet to be answered.

Scope, Structure and Sources

This is not a complete overview of Nazi violence against Polish civilians. By
focusing on the category of the massacre, I disregard many forms of violence
that would be indispensable in a comprehensive history of violence and suf-
fering in occupied Poland. It is here that the limits of the present study come
into view, along with the opportunities it opens up.

Under German rule, Polish civilians were subject to acts of violence of
many different kinds. They suffered a variety of forms of everyday violence:
being struck, kicked and humiliated. They had to perform forced labour and
were subjected to sexual violence. Polish civilians were also forcibly evicted
and deported in cattle wagons. They were transported to countless detention
centres, where they were tortured en masse in the ‘interrogation rooms’ of
the SS and police and, particularly if they were members of strata vital to the
state,'*® were often put to death before a firing squad either in these centres or
elsewhere. All these manifestations of German violence in Poland are only of
interest to the present study if they are connected analytically to massacres —
that is, if they help to illuminate the specific context of a massacre or if they
represent a form of violence involved in one. I do not, however, provide a
separate analysis of these different violent practices.

This applies to the violence in the concentration camps as well. Auschwitz,
the ‘largest slaughterhouse in human history’,"? is not the subject of the
present study. Particularly in the West, Auschwitz’s dual role within the camp
system is often overlooked. It was not only an extermination camp for more
than a million Jews from all over Europe but also a concentration camp in
which, among others, around 140,000 Polish civilians were imprisoned. No
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less than 70,000 of them did not survive, being shot or perishing due to the
wretched living and working conditions in the camp.'® But Auschwitz can
be clearly distinguished from massacres as an institution of violence. In a
space fenced in with barbed wire, a specific group of perpetrators carried out
a range of violent practices with no time limit — eventually resulting in the
deaths of countless people.

This book is an examination of the specific form of violence that is the
massacre; no lexicon, it is essentially a qualitative analysis. Its empirical focus
is on massacres in the context of German anti-partisan efforts. Mark Levene
has emphasized the fact that the massacre as a specific form of violence is
rarely carried out in situations of undisputed power and secure relations of
domination. Massacres, he contends, are usually undertaken by a state ‘whose
power is diffused, or fragmented, or [a state that is] unsure of itself, or fright-
ened of the fact that the power it thinks it ought to have is illusory or slipping
out of its control’.’"! Hence, massacres are typically committed by states in
the context of threatening scenarios that lay bare their own vulnerability
and the fragility of their claims to power."*? The present study takes up these
observations, foregrounding the German effort to combat partisans. It was
the presence of Polish partisans that aroused feelings of fear and perceptions
of threat among the German occupiers, a trend that gradually led to the idea
of a wholesale crisis. This produced a sense of urgency, fostering countless
massacres.

My decision to focus on anti-partisan activities allows me to do two
valuable things. First, I can forge direct links with current research on the
first phase of the German occupation. In this context, German soldiers’ and
police officers’ propensity for violence was attributed, among other things, to
the ‘underhand’ fighting style of the supposedly ubiquitous Polish partisans.
But Jochen Bohler has shown that it was a virtual war that was being waged
here. According to him, there was no organized Polish partisan movement
in September 1939. Nonetheless, Bohler tells us, the illusory notion of an
omnipresent enemy influenced German conduct and helped bring about
massacres of Polish civilians.'® An investigation of massacres in the context
of the fight against partisans can update existing studies and analyse how
the German occupiers reacted to the real partisan movement. The findings
of important research produced over the last few years can thus be used to
illuminate the entire period of German rule.

Second, I have the opportunity to help provide something that scholars
have long identified as a key desideratum. ‘A truly exhaustive work on the
“pacification” of Polish villages’, as W}odzimierz Borodziej once put it, ‘does
not exist. [This complex of violence] is an unwritten history’.'* Here, the
German fight against partisans in occupied Poland deserves special attention
for a number of reasons. Its geographical location made occupied Poland
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the most important transit country for the war against the Soviet Union.
The vast majority of rolling stock had to pass through the area on its way
to the Eastern Front and was thus exposed to potential attack. In addition,
occupied Poland served Wehrmacht troops as an important ‘haven’ to which
they were sent from the theatres of war on the Eastern Front to rest and
replenish their energies.’® Furthermore, within the overall structure of the
war economy, the area occupied an increasingly prominent position as a
huge reservoir of forced labourers and an important supplier of agricultural
products. Finally, occupied Poland was at the intersection of various, often
intertwined strands of persecution and extermination in German-occupied
Eastern Europe, which made it the setting for the mass murder of Jews and
Soviet prisoners of war. These factors made occupied Poland an important
area in terms of military strategy and the war economy. Its stability had to be
guaranteed at all costs.

Having detailed my empirical focus, I can now specify the main territory
analysed in the present book: the central Polish region under the General
Government. | foreground this area because the vast majority of Polish
partisan organizations operated there. The districts of Radom and Lublin
in particular offered the partisans comparatively favourable topographical
conditions and were key arenas of German efforts to crush them.!% In the
annexed territories, however, there was virtually no activity by Polish partisan
units during the entire period of occupation.'”” Nevertheless, I include certain
developments in the new Reichsgaue (Reich districts) in my analysis in order
to contextualize massacres as broadly as possible. The eastern Polish ‘Kresy’
(borderlands), on the other hand — with their complex, near-indecipherable
civil wars — are not discussed. This is regrettable but unavoidable because the
character of German rule, from 1941 onwards, was completely different in
this multi-ethnic, conflict-ridden region. The specific problems of German
rule in eastern Poland require bespoke research.

The concept of the massacre provides the guiding thread for the present
study, and I present my analysis in three steps, which are reflected in the
structure of the book. In Part I, I examine the ‘setting of massacres’, first
scrutinizing the prior history of German—Polish relations in terms of conti-
nuities and ruptures. I then analyse the various temporal and action-related
perspectives of German occupation policy in general as the foundational
contexts of massacres. The focus of this section then shifts to constructs
of the enemy, which are closely linked with the victimization of ethnic
Germans and the notion of a specific Polish affinity for violence. Finally, I
examine German efforts to install a system of violence in occupied Poland.
This was bound up with the tendency to grant the ethnic Germans carte
blanche to use violence, and went hand in hand with countless massacres of
Polish civilians.
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Part II analyses the practice of massacres and the nexus of resistance,
war and massacres. In light of an analysis of the early stages of the German
occupation, I then consider massacres in the context of efforts to stabilize
and maintain German rule. Here, I investigate the development of massacres
in the context of anti-partisan activities from 1940 to 1945, highlighting
the actors, functions, practices and legitimacy of massacres. In the shape
of the putting down of the Warsaw Uprising in 1944, I consider how the
German fight against partisans shifted from rural areas to an urban centre.
In addition, I probe the involvement in massacres of specific groups within
the Polish population. Polish civilians were given free rein to use violence
in certain contexts. This aspect of my study can thus be linked with the
structures, elaborated above, of the system of violence in occupied Poland — a
system that proved flexible. This section also examines how massacres of
Polish civilians were connected with parallel complexes of violence as well
as with the objectives of occupation policy. Part III analyses how post-Nazi
Germany and Communist Poland dealt with these events.

The research presented here is based on a variety of source materials from
German, Polish and US archives. In order to analyse massacres as compre-
hensively as possible from a range of perspectives, it draws on contemporary
German sources, reports and statements by survivors as well as files generated
by the judicial processing of Nazi crimes. I have evaluated contemporary
sources produced by the German occupation apparatus at the Federal Archives
Berlin-Lichterfelde. The central holdings of the German civil administration
are stored there, including the complete official diary of Governor General
Hans Frank, which is a key source for the present study. The same archive
contains the holdings of the subordinate departments of the civil administra-
tion, which provide insights into the regional contexts of massacres, as well
as key collections of the SS and police apparatus that were of tremendous
relevance to this study: the files of the Personal Staff of the Reichsfiihrer-SS,
various police stations, the Main Office of the Ordnungspolizei as well as
the latter’s troops and academies. Similarly important are the holdings of
the Federal Archives in Ludwigsburg, which cover the judicial processing of
Nazi crimes in its entirety — that is, preliminary proceedings, indictments
and verdicts. A plethora of preliminary investigations deal with massacres
of Polish civilians as well. Also worth mentioning is the voluminous docu-
ment collection, which contains a valuable selection of important sources of
Eastern European provenance.

The Federal Archives-Military Archive Freiburg im Breisgau was also of
much value. I was able to examine in their entirety the key holdings of
relevance to the apparatus of military occupation — that is, military com-
mands (Militirbefehlshaber) in the General Government, the Armaments
Office (Riistungsinspektion) and armaments teams (Ristungskommandos). The
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war diaries of the assigned reserve units — namely, the 154th and 174th
infantry divisions — are also of tremendous relevance. Finally, the archive’s
holdings provide valuable records that parallel and occasionally substitute for
gaps in the SS and police files. The archive of the Instytut Pamieci Narodowej
(Institute of National Remembrance) in Warsaw was also important to the
present study. Its extensive holdings are an exceptional source for the investi-
gation of German occupation policy. There, I was able to view key collections
of contemporary source material, mainly produced by the SS and police
apparatus. Holdings relating to the gendarmerie (one of the two subdivisions
of the Ordnungspolizei — the other being the Schutzpolizei, or Protection
Police) commanders in particular allow important insights into the practice
of massacres. In addition, I viewed some fragmentary documents generated
by the civil administration and the Wehrmacht. Poland’s Archiwum Akt
Nowych (Archives of New Records) stores the files of the Central Agricultural
Office, the Department of Food and Agriculture and the Niemieckie wladze
okupacyjne (German occupation authorities) collection, which contains a
large number of different holdings — particularly, documents produced by
the civil administration. Finally, I evaluated the holdings of the United States
Holocaust Memorial Museum, which houses microfilm copies from all the
larger and smaller archives in Eastern Europe. There, I analysed files from
regional Polish archives as well as key sources produced by the SS and police
apparatus, which are difficult to access in Poland.

The analysis of each of these source materials raises specific problems.
The contemporary German sources can be considered authentic in a special
sense and provide valuable insights into the practice of German rule in
Poland. However, it must constantly be remembered that there may be gaps
between decrees, orders and practices: they do not always reflect what actu-
ally occurred, with events sometimes unfolding in a completely different way
than originally intended. Often, then, the contemporary sources offer only
imprecise information about the actual practice of violence. The testimony
of Polish survivors of or witnesses to massacres provides a valuable supple-
ment in this context. But this type of source has its own problems. Survivors
and witnesses were generally unable to identify the German units involved
for understandable reasons. What they experienced was an indistinguishable
mass of ‘Hitlerists’ who inflicted massive violence on them and their families.
Still, such testimony can be regarded as an important supplementary source
that, together with other materials, offers valuable insights into the dynamics
of violence.

The files arising from the judicial processing of Nazi crimes, meanwhile,
provide an opportunity to answer questions that are virtually impossible to
address through contemporary source material. In particular, these sources
shed light on the core cultural-historical question of meaning. It should,
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however, be borne in mind that the statements they contain were made in
the context of judicial investigations. The legal focus on prosecution differs
markedly from a historiographical approach, which seeks to understand
events in the course of their development.'® Judicial investigative procedures
necessarily concentrated only on aspects relevant to criminal law, focusing
on isolated offences that could be assigned to individual perpetrators. In
addition, perpetrators’ statements in the context of judicial proceedings must
be seen for what they were. As witnesses or defendants, their testimony was
mostly guided by the imperative of refraining from providing the authorities
with any evidence, usable in a court of law, that massacres had been commit-
ted against the civilian population. So they kept quiet, denied involvement or
made self-serving assertions. Only a tiny number of statements refer openly
and in detail to the practice of violence in occupied Poland. Overall, despite
these problems, the source material facilitates a comprehensive, multiper-
spectival analysis of German massacres.

Finally, I would like to highlight a terminological choice. The term ‘Polish
civilians’ is central to the present study. This means Christian or ethnic Poles.
I decided on this approach solely for reasons of linguistic simplicity. Since
Jews were of course also Polish citizens, in theory we ought to refer to ‘ethnic/
Christian Poles’. My terminological choice reflects the cumbersome nature
of this phrasing and in no way implies the semantic exclusion of Jews from
Polish society.
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