Study guide and questions for Ordinary Men
A note of introduction:

This will probably be the most challenging read of the semester.  While many of you are probably familiar with the Holocaust, Ordinary Men seeks to arrive at a deeper understanding of who was involved and why.  This study guide should help you focus on the important questions Browning is seeking to deal with.  The book details a particular unit’s involvement with the Holocaust and contains graphic detail.

To shorten the reading a bit, you do not have to read the introduction or afterword. The afterword concerns itself with a dispute between Browning and another historian, Daniel Goldhagen, who came to very different conclusions about what the testimony of Reserve Police Battalion 101 meant.  Without reading Goldhagen’s book and understanding the historiography of the Holocaust, the chapter is difficult to follow.

Be aware that the book is about 190 pages long.  It is probably best if you pace yourself to begin reading this book sooner than later.  Also, remember that the textbook is primarily to back up the lectures, so if you are a slow reader, concentrate on Ordinary Men and try and get through sixty pages a week so you will be ready when we discuss the book and turn in the assignment.

Chapter Two – Order Police
This chapter involves a lot of abbreviations which are not essential to understanding the argument of the book.  It is designed to illustrate the origins and command structure of the Order Police.  Some abbreviations you should know, however, are:

SS – Schutzstaffel – Literally the “Protective Staff,” it was the military arm of the Nazi Party and was not part of the regular military or police forces.  However, Himmler was head of both the police and the SS, hence the link.  The Waffen-SS (Armed-SS) were military units organized by the SS.  They were not part of the regular military, but fought as military units nevertheless.

SD – Sicherheitsdienst – Literally the “Security Service,” it was the intelligence arm of the SS.

Gestapo – GEheim STaats POlizei -  Literally “Secret State Police” – it was part of the state 
police that dealt with political crimes

Chapter Three – The Order Police and the Final Solution: Russia 1941

Einsatzgruppen – Or special task forces.  These four groups were organized to shoot and kill Communist and Jewish leaders and were increasingly used to eliminate Jewish populations, as the chapter details.

Chapter Four – The Order Police and the Final Solution: Deportation
The chapter details the role of these units in transporting Jews either to urban ghettoes or, more likely, concentration camps dedicated to killing off its victims.  For reference’s sake, there were six of these: Auschwitz, Belzec, Chelmno, Maidanek, Sobibor, and Treblinka

Chapter Five – Police Battalion 101

The chapter details what the reserve policemen did before they became actively involved in the murder of Polish Jews.  Be sure to note what it meant to resettle Poles and to guard a Jewish ghetto.  Also, urban ghettoes were formed by concentrating the urban Jewish population and moving in population from the surrounding areas and later by populating them with Jews from other European cities, like in the transport they guard from Hamburg.

Ask yourself what kinds of people were in this battalion when it went to Poland in the summer of 1942.
Chapter Six – Arrival in Poland
Terms:

Hiwis (pronounced HEE-vees) or Hilfswillinge were irregular units of Poles, Ukrainians, and Lithuanians who served alongside German units.  They were often given the “dirty work” of actually shooting the victims.

Ask yourself why the 101st Reserve Police Battalion was used when it was used given the situation with the death camps?
Chapter Seven – Initiation to Mass Murder: The Jozefow Massacre

How did the killings proceed and how did the battalion learn to be more efficient executioners?  What mistakes were made early on and how did they overcome them?  What do you make of those who refused to shoot and those who agreed to shoot?  How was the massacre justified before hand and dealt with afterwards?

Chapter Eight – Reflections on a Massacre

How does Browning explain the actions of the men?  How did the soldiers themselves rationalize their actions?  What did you make of the soldier who shot children?  What role does Browning assign to anti-Semitism and why is this important?  What were the political views of the solders?  Did they play a role in participating (or refusing to) in the shootings?  What was the “problem” Trapp had in having his soldiers undertake these actions (p. 76)?

Chapter Nine – Lozamy – Descent of the Second Company
Who is Lieutenant Gnade and what does he do at Lozamy?  What is the role in alcohol in these actions?  How does this action compare to Josefow?  How much shooting the battalion actually do?  

Chapter Ten – The August Deportations to Treblika

This chapter details Jews being moved from a “Transit Ghetto” to the death camp at Treblinka.  A transit ghetto was an assembly point used to collect Jews.  Jews would be moved out, murdered, and more Jews would take their places.  What do you make of Captain Wohlauf and his wife?  How violent is the clearing of this ghetto?  

Chapter Eleven – Late September Shootings

What did you make of Trapp’s decision in the reprisal killings after the death of the German sergeant?  Which Poles are shot and why are Jews singled out?  What is the reaction of Lieutenant Buchmann and how do the other soldiers in the battalion feel about him?

Chapter Twelve – The Deportations Resume
Why is the battalion back at Miedzyrec?  How does it fit into the plan to exterminate Jews?  What is their final destination?  How does Buchmann act at Lukow?  

Chapter Fourteen – The Jew Hunt

What was the “Jew Hunt” of 1942-3 and why did the Nazis consider it necessary?  How did they operate?  How much resistance did they encounter?  How do we see members of the battalion evolving in their attitudes?  

Chapter Fifteen – Last Massacres “The Harvest Festival”
The Harvest Festival was the code name for the autumn elimination of 45,000 Jews in the Lublin District in the Fall of 1943.  How many “actions” took place at Miedzyrec in the end?  Why was such a big push being made at the end of 1943?  What happened during this action and how did it compare to other involvement?

Chapter Sixteen – Aftermath
Consider what became of the reserve police officers after the Second World War.

Chapter Seventeen – This chapter is interesting to read, but if you are running short of time, skim over it.

Chapter Eighteen – Ordinary Men
This is the most important chapter of the book.  Like any good essay, the conclusion contains the developed argument, using evidence already provided in the book. 

Does Browning believe the actions of the German soldiers are unique?  Are there explanations that reach across national lines?  What is the importance of creating a “division of labor” in encouraging mass murder?  Was Battalion 101 chosen because they were seen as natural killers?  What is the Stanford Experiment (discussed after 167) and why is it an important part of Browning’s argument?  What of the argument that soldiers were compelled to act?  What does this say about those who participated?  What role does Browning assign to indoctrination to the actions of Battalion 101?  

How do you assess his final question in terms of who is capable of committing genocide?

The Three Questions – Answer TWO OUT OF THESE THREE
Please keep in mind, that each of these three questions is really a series of questions designed to get you thinking.  You do not have to answer every part of every question – just concentrate on answering the element you find most interesting.

Question One – Was there a choice?

Agency, or choice, is an important element in this book, especially as the reserve police officers are given an explicit opportunity to step out of their duties at the first massacre at Josefow.  To what extent do you believe that the reserve police officers had choice and to what extent did they not?  If most of the reserve officers participated in the killings, why does Browning think they did so?  How did these reserve officers go from being middle aged men from Hamburg to being efficient murderers?

Question Two – Were they ordinary?

The most important question of the book has to do with its title.  Were the members of Reserve Police Battalion 101 really ordinary?  Was this a battalion of dedicated Nazis?  What does this say about the capacity of any person to engage in this kind of activity?  What psychological research does Browning refer to when judging them to be ordinary? 

Question Three – How did they become killers?

Once the battalion became involved, most reserve officers shot Jews.  Why did they continue to do this?  What was the “division of labor” Browning describes in the process of murder and how did it contribute to Police Battalion 101’s participation?  What effect did Nazi propaganda have in making them killers? 

