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German Jews: The Last Chapter

In this slim volume, Moshe Zimmermann describes
the agony of the Jewish community in Germany, the
first community to bear the brunt of National Socialist
persecution policies. Zimmermann is well known for
his thought-provoking stances. The title of the book is
certainly controversial. According to Zimmermann, Na-
tional Socialist persecution of German Jews was not actu-
ally a persecution of one nation by another, but rather a
persecution of one part of the German people by another.
This stance seems almost guaranteed to cause an uproar
among a certain segment of its readership. Overall, how-
ever, despite all of the provocations included in Zimmer-
mann’s book, it is a solid, easy-to-read study that repre-
sents his opinions on the most recent debates in Holo-
caust research to a German audience.

According to Zimmermann, no research has been di-
rected explicitly at the German-Jewish Holocaust. He
maintains that the history of Jews in Germany after 1938
fades into the general history of the European Shoah. In
nine chapters, Zimmermann does his best to close this
historiographical gap. He traces the destruction process

and also dedicates a chapter to the fates of those German
Jews who found refuge in various countries throughout
the world. Zimmermann begins with a discussion of the
special meeting after the Reichskristallnacht at Hermann
GA9ring’s Reich Air Ministry on November 12, 1938. The
author acknowledges that neither this meeting nor the
pogrom of November 9, 1938 “introduced the beginning
of the end of the German Jewry” (p. 23). Instead, he dates
the beginning of the end of the German-Jewish commu-
nity to either Adolf Hitler’s 1933 seizure of power, or to
the Nuremberg Laws of September 1935. For Zimmer-
mann, the November 12 meeting was significant because
it extinguished the last remaining hope German Jews
might have had to live safely in Germany. He considers
this meeting to be a continuation of the pogrom staged
a couple of days earlier. The meeting demonstrated the
victory of the “hard-liners” in Nazi ruling circles, those
who wanted to oust Jews from Germany by every possi-
ble means, including violence.

The chapters of Zimmermann’s book are organized
in chronological order. The first three chapters are ded-
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icated to Nazi anti-Jewish policies before the attack on
the Soviet Union of June 22, 1941. The author singles
out the period between this date and the earlier inva-
sion of Poland on September 1, 1939. He names these
two years “Schonfrist in Mausefalle.” He shows that Nazi
anti-Jewish policies were not pursued with equal vigor
throughout the entire existence of the regime. Thus,
although in the period between the German onslaught
against Poland and the beginning of deportations from
Germany in October 1941, multiple anti-Jewish measures
were adopted and several thousand Jews from Germany
and Austria were deported to occupied Poland, generally
German Jews themselves experienced these two years as
a lull in the persecution process. At the same time, the
author shows vividly the constant process of degradation
and dehumanization of German Jews pursued by Nazi au-
thorities. The aim of this process was to degrade Jews so
that they would correspond to stereotypes about them
and thus justify much harsher measures against them.

Chapters 4 through 6 treat the deportations of Ger-
man Jews to Polish AA3dAe, the occupied Soviet ter-
ritories, and Theresienstadt; the tragic fate of the de-
portees; and the means adopted to escape deportation.
Zimmermann describes the course of the deportations,
how German Jews found themselves at each of the major
destinations (AA*dAe, Riga, Minsk, Theresienstadt), and
the ways by which German Jews could legally (mixed
marriages), quasi-legally (suicide), and “illegally” (hid-
ing) avoid deportations. In this part of the book, Zimmer-
mann raises interesting themes. One concerns the role of
Jewish leadership in facilitating persecution and deporta-
tion. In the 1960s, 70s, and 80s, accusations of collabora-
tion with the persecutors were made against this leader-
ship.[1] Since then, however, historians have made sig-
nificant progress in reassessing the role of Jewish leader-
ship in Germany and other occupied countries.[2] Thus,
Zimmermann’s vehement defense of the Jewish councils
against such accusations seems dated. Zimmermann also
raises the theme of relations between German Jews de-
ported to the east and the Jews who already lived there.
Zimmermann attributes the complexities of these rela-
tions mainly to deliberate policies aimed at enhancing
“undoubtedly existing tensions” (p. 144) between the
two groups, a conclusion confirmed by research that doc-
uments the long history of tension between Westjuden
and Ostjuden.[3] Zimmermann also copes with two re-
proaches made against German Jews: reluctance to leave
Germany while they were able to do so, and lack of resis-
tance to repression. Quoting Victor Klemperer’s diary,
Zimmermann shows that what prevented many German

Jews from emigrating was uncertainty about their ulti-
mate fate and the bourgeois fear of “beggars’ lives” in
emigration. Regarding the possibility of resistance, Zim-
mermann argues that it was absolutely pointless in the
face of Nazi terror.

In chapter 7, Zimmermann deals with a question
raised repeatedly in public and academic discourse in
the last decades: what Germans knew about the fate of
their Jewish neighbors, and their actual attitudes toward
anti-Jewish policies.[4] Here, the author’s conclusions
are hardly new or original. Zimmermann once again
shows that Germans knew about the persecution of Jews
inside Germany. However, according to Zimmermann, it
is difficult to establish what Germans knew about the ul-
timate fates of the Jews deported to the east, or whether
they showed interest in the fate of their former Jewish
neighbors at all. Zimmermann provides a somewhat am-
biguous picture. On the one hand, he more or less agrees
with the conclusions of David Bankier that most Ger-
mans openly showed hatred of Jews. On the other, how-
ever, he rejects Goldhagen’s generalizations. He shows
that agreement to various anti-Jewish measures on the
part of majority of the German public was not automatic,
but instead reached by the regime through representation
of such measures as “defensive actions.” The Nazis, espe-
cially propaganda minister Josef Goebbels, promoted the
idea that Jews sought to destroy Germany and all actions
taken against them were intended to thwart their perfid-
ious plans.

The last chapter of Zimmermann’s study is dedicated
to Jews who left Germany between 1933 and 1939 and set-
tled in various countries around the world. Zimmermann
shows that German Jews tried hard to preserve their Ger-
man identity and the way of life to which they had been
accustomed wherever they ended up. Zimmermann also
notes the contribution of German-Jewish immigrants to
the various fields of the host countries. Himself a descen-
dant of German-Jewish immigrants to Israel (Palestine),
Zimmermann perhaps naturally dedicates a great deal of
space to the cultural and academic achievements of re-
turnees from the German-Jewish diaspora in Israel. Deal-
ing with the contribution of “Yekkes” to Israeli political
life, Zimmermann presents his own, largely post-Zionist
views of the Middle East conflict and projects them onto
the entire German-Jewish diaspora in Palestine, claim-
ing that the majority of German Jews felt an aversion to
what he calls “Zionist politics fixed upon the conflict with
Arabs” (p. 247). Fashionable as it is to blame the lack
of peace in the Middle East upon “militant Zionism,” the
roots of this conflict are much more complex.[5]
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In my opinion, the largest problem with the work re-
mains that starting an analysis of the Holocaust as di-
rected against German Jews from the notion of “Germans
against Germans” exaggerates the degree of assimilation
of German Jews and their integration in German society.
It thus represents an antithesis to Daniel Goldhagen’s
view of Germans’ “eliminationist antisemitism.”[6] Zim-
mermann’s work gives the impression that until 1933, the
history of German-Jewish relations was unblemished and
that National Socialist anti-Jewish policies were a histor-
ical accident. This impression is strengthened by lack of
reference in the work to the quality of German-Jewish
relations before the Nazi rise to power or to National
Socialist anti-Jewish policies before the November 1938
pogrom. Even if we do not accept Goldhagen’s view of
the Germans’ inherent urge to exterminate Jews, schol-
arly research has made enough progress to show that
even before January 30, 1933, German-Jewish relations
were not rosy, and antisemitism in German society was
quite rampant.[7]
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