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Looking back in history, there is so much one cannot know and must assume and infer; 

the motivations and mental processes of past generations, while possibly recorded, may still 

baffle historians of the future. The killing of European Jews during World War II by German 

soldiers, known as the Final Solution, was such an instance that motivation for action needs to be 

questioned. Christopher Browning’s book focused on a group of German men recruited to help 

execute and transport European Jews to death camps, and more specifically, why the men did so. 

 Browning’s work focuses on reserve policemen from Battalion 101, a unit of the larger 

German Order Police.1 The Order Police in 1938 and 1939 theoretically provided a safer and 

closer alternative for military age men from the regular German army.2 These police forces 

provided auxiliary manpower for the German army as they occupied conquered territories and 

held Polish soldiers, among other duties.3 As the war progressed, Hitler and Himmler began to 

further their anti-Semitic agenda. The Order Police first began their Final Solution activity in the 

summer of 1941 in Russia against Russian civilians, potential “political enemies”, and Jews.4 

The Order Police participated in massacres of Jews in places such as the village of Smolevichi 

and Slutsk, and the region of Pinsk5; according to Browning’s research, there was a rumor that 
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the Order Police was supposed to assist Security Police in their duties, although they were not to 

do the executions.6 This supposed agreement was proven false with the continued presence and 

participation of the Order Police in executions of Russian Jews in such places as Bialystok and 

Minsk, although documentation after the fall of 1941 for their involvement in executions seems 

to indicate less action in such a manner. Ethnic Germans began to supplement new units in the 

German Order Police, and Browning explains that these new units were used as the executioners 

to relive the German Order Police from their new psychological burdens.7 Additionally, Order 

Police assisted Security Police units in guarding transport trains to camps for deported Jews.8 

 Browning’s subject is that of Reserve Police Battalion 101, a group that by June of 1942 

had little military experience or any of the activities in the east, none of the men belonged to the 

SS, and were “from the lower orders of German society”.9 Browning tells the reader that many of 

the men in the 101st had little education and little economic independence and grew up and 

established themselves in a time before the Nazi era. They did not hold all of the Nazi ideals, 

partially to their social class, but also in part from the political atmosphere in their native 

Hamburg. In other words, Browning feels that these men were not the usual types to become 

mass murderers in the Nazi regime.10 

 In July of 1942, the men of the 101st Battalion were faced with a choice. The Battalion 

was to round up the men and execute women, the elderly, and the children in the Polish village 

of Józefów. Major Wilhelm Trapp told his men that they could back out if they wanted to—he 
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gave them an option in becoming executioners.11 Only a dozen men opted out of the gruesome 

assignment, but the rest of the battalion went ahead with orders. Although many did not choose 

to back out when given the choice, Browning provides proof that the remaining men were not all 

ruthless killers. Some asked to be given tasks that did not involve execution, and others chose to 

shy from responsibility; men purposefully missed their targets and hid to avoid their duties, 

unable and unwilling to perform their duties.12 

 At Józefów, a small number of men refused to be executioners when presented with a 

choice, while only in the midst of death and chaos did others truly understand what task they had 

agreed to participate in. Browning argues that the majority who did not back out right away were 

influenced by the power of conformity. While the group had not yet developed strong ties with 

one another, they nevertheless saw each other as comrades, and to leave the group was to 

abandon their brothers in arms. Walking away from the task also spoke of one’s personal 

character—cowardice was a badge that few were willing to wear.13 Many men felt the 

psychological impact of mass murder, and yet even men like Major Trapp eventually became 

hardened to killing. 

 Again Browning poses the question: how do ordinary men become mass killers? These 

men were not culled from the German populace with the Final Solution in mind. The 

demographic was not the Nazi ideal, so how did a battalion of average Germans become crucial 

in implementing the Final Solution? The men came into the Order Police with little military 

experience, so they did not come in desensitized to human life.14 Browning argues that there is 

not only one reason for the battalion’s actions, but a combination of factors; he believes that 
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“conformity, peer pressure, and deference to authority” motivated the battalion. The government, 

a theoretically legitimate and lawful institution, sanctioned murder and legitimized it in the 

minds of the men of the Order Police.15 And of course, racism and anti-Semitism contributed to 

the willingness to kill—it helped them to dehumanize their victims.16 Browning draws on the 

prisoner/guard experiments done by Philip Zimbardo to help explain the mentality of the 

policemen—the “prison guards” became increasingly more brutal as the trial progressed. There 

was even a division of guards similar to that of the Order Police—those who were extremely 

violent, those who were “tough but fair”, and those who did not punish prisoners.17 The situation 

placed on Battalion 101 (and on Zimbardo’s test subjects) was based on the situation they were 

placed. Browning goes on to draw on the experiments of Stanley Milgram and the power of 

authority—Milgram’s subjects were told to inflict shocks on other subjects (the shock and pain 

was fake), and those doling out the shocks obeyed a perceived higher authority—that of the 

scientist. In the Milgram experiment, the subjects felt obligated to carry out their tasks as they 

had volunteered to do so, very similar to the 101st Battalion.18  

 Browning’s work was much criticized by author Daniel Goldhagen, who wrote on the 

same topic of “ordinary men” turned executioner for the Final Solution. Goldhagen felt that anti-

Semitism fueled and drove the society before and during Hitler’s rule, and that the culture was 

predisposed to obey and to kill. In other words, Goldhagen’s view is far more narrow and 

generalized than Browning’s view; Browning recognized the intricacies and individual 

experiences that are not uniform. H.A. Turner of Yale University found Browning’s work an 

important piece, although lacking in an exploration of all theories (such as the theory of the 
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national German character contributing to the battalion’s actions).19 I agree with much of 

Browning’s conclusion—situation and social pressures are powerful forces, and the pressure of 

authority can convince many men to do unthinkable things. I found Browning’s presentation 

rather lacking, however. Browning spends too little time talking about the answer to his question 

and writes a lot of anecdotes on the 101st Battalion’s experience without much discussion of his 

thesis. 
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