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Note to the reader

Under German law governing personal data and records, individuals’
identities are to be protected during their lifetime and for a certain period
after their deaths. Relatives of individual suicides must also be protected,
of course. This regulation creates some problems for any historian. I have
therefore decided to abbreviate the last names of individual suicides, unless
their cases have been published before.

Important suicide statistics are presented in a statistical appendix.



Introduction

Most people know that the Third Reich ended in an orgy of self-
immolation, with the suicides of Hitler and Eva Braun, Goebbels and his
wife, Himmler, later on Géring, and many other leading Nazis. But few
know very much about how these events fitted into the wider pattern of
self-destruction in Nazi Germany. Were they startlingly unexpected, or
did they form the culmination of broader and deeper trends in ideology
and behaviour? This book aims to provide an answer to this question,
examining suicide in Germany between 1918 until 1945, from the end of
the First World War till the end of the Second World War.

Suicide is the ‘most private and impenetrable of human acts’, as the
historian Richard Cobb declared in 1978.' It can serve as the ultimate
way out of emotional, social, or economic problems that appear insoluble.
Modern society generally relates suicide to illness, thereby dismissing
suicides’ motivations as pathological; but this way of thinking deprives
suicides of the ‘potential of ethical choice and reflexivity’.? It furthermore
suggests that any historical analysis of suicide would be meaningless because
the decision to kill oneself is ultimately the product of timeless frailties.
But in the late nineteenth century, the French sociologist Emile Durkheim
disputed this view.

Durkheim saw suicide as the result of socially determined structures.
Suicide results from the individual’s lack of integration with society.
Durkheim was concerned mainly with the extent of modernity’s destruct-
ive and chaotic impact on civilized society.® His study of suicide stands in
the tradition of ‘moral statistics’, a nineteenth-century genre that sought
to uncover broad patterns of human behaviour over time. Their genesis
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reflected political and cultural developments of the mid- to late nineteenth
century, a time when governments, concerned with social policy, became
increasingly interested in birth and death rates, crime levels, and similar stat-
istical phenomena. From the 1870s onwards, state institutions increasingly
saw suicide statistics as correlated with the moral well-being of society.*
Durkheim conceived of three main types of self-destruction: egoistic, al-
truistic, and anomic suicide. Egoistic suicide resulted from a lack of social
integration, altruistic suicide stemmed from people’s desire to die for the
cause of society, and anomic suicide resulted from a complete turnover
of norms and values.® All of these categories are relevant to the present
study, but anomie is particularly useful because it can explain suicide as a
historical event. Moreover, contemporaries used a notion corresponding
to the concept of anomie (though not the term itself) to interpret their ex-
periences of modernity and the reversal of norms and values which in their
view prompted suicide. A number of historians have adopted Durkheim’s
ideas. In a brief, but nevertheless thought-provoking, section of his study of
English pre-industrial society, Peter Laslett applied Durkheim’s theory of
suicide in a way typical of 1960s and 1970s historiography. Laslett held that
‘suicide [was] the most usual index of social demoralization ... marking the
relationship between personal discipline and social survival’.® The historian
Olive Anderson’s monograph on suicide in Victorian and Edwardian Eng-
land concentrates overwhelmingly on statistics and relies on Durkheim’s
positivist and social-scientific approach, taking into account differences of
generations, gender, and class to explain different suicide patterns.”

Yet the medievalist historian Alexander Murray notes that ‘the concepts
of suicide and statistics are from one angle as remote as two concepts
can be’.® The structuralist model blames social factors for suicidal acts.
Because of its exclusive focus on the social dimension of suicide, this model
largely disregards individual motivations for self-destruction, neglecting the
freedom of action of the individual.

Suicide statistics do offer ‘a visible, tangible indication of that of which
it is an extreme instance’, but they leave out the individual.® We therefore
need a multi-faceted methodology to study suicide in Weimar and Nazi
Germany, one that places emphasis on both the individual and society by
studying both statistics and documents pertaining to individual suicides.

In their work on suicide in early modern England, Michael MacDonald
and Terence Murphy take a different approach towards suicide. They
emphasize the cultural and subjective aspects of suicide, which are largely
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absent from Durkheim and Anderson’s accounts. MacDonald and Murphy
find it unhelpful to calculate a suicide rate and engage in quantitative
approaches towards suicide. Instead they focus on the changing cultural
and social meanings of suicide in early modern England, ultimately taking
suicide as a case study for cultural change.’® MacDonald and Murphy’s
approach reminds us to pay attention to the textual construction of suicide
and of the changing cultural assumptions underlying suicide statistics.
MacDonald and Murphy’s approach is therefore helpful. It is possible to
reconstruct from the context at least a tentative view of motives as well as
justifications.

Yet suicide is not merely culturally constructed. It is an action that
takes place in material reality. Statistics represent the quantitative extent
of suicide, and we have to take them into account, regardless of their
inherent culturally determined flaws. One historian pointedly comments:
‘“We should be denying historians their calling if we believed all recorded
events were detached from some objective reality.’!!

In 1967, the sociologist Jack D Douglas suggested that there were serious
flaws in Durkheim’s statistical approach to suicide. Suicide rates reflect the
discourses and values underlying them, which are the main influence on
the reporting of suicides as such.'? Some suicide statistics compiled in Nazi
Germany classified suicide motives, but these broad typologies of suicide
motives were a direct result of Nazi thinking on suicide, which policemen
and statisticians imposed on individual suicides.

And it is certainly the case that not all suicides were reported to the
statistic-compiling authorities nor do attempted suicides always find their
way into statistics. As the early modern historian David Lederer argues, the
claim that Protestant areas carry a much higher suicide rate than Catholic
regions is an assumption that has turned into a cultural stereotype. There
is indeed a very strong taboo on suicide in Catholicism, which treats it as
a mortal sin. There was considerable pressure on doctors and policemen
in Catholic regions to record suicides as accidents, as Friedrich Zahn,
the President of the Bavarian Statistical Office, complained in 1932."* So
religion is likely to impact upon the accuracy of the statistics.

Like all historical statistics, suicide statistics have an indubitable margin
of error. Yet this does not mean they are meaningless or worthless. Thus
in Weimar and Nazi Germany, suicide rates correlated in various ways
with broader trends, for example with unemployment rates. It is surely
safe, therefore, to conclude that they are not wholly inaccurate. Statistical



4 SUICIDE IN NAZI GERMANY

evidence from both national and regional levels by age and sex reflects in
rationally explicable ways the different patterns in rural and urban, as well
as Protestant and Catholic areas and over time.

So we need to combine both schools, the statistical and the cul-
tural, to understand suicide in Nazi Germany. We need to analyse the
private dimension of suicide to shed light on the existential and emo-
tional problems that drove individual suicides into this form of extreme
behaviour. Yet suicide took place within a special social and political
context and we need to disregard the entrenched frontlines and consider
both the individual and the social aspects of suicide."* We need to ana-
lyse what was written on suicide and to undertake a critical reading of
the documents left by suicides, including suicide notes. Suicide statistics
were published within particular conceptual frames, thereby shaping the
categories and perceptions of contemporaries. They helped to shape a
popular notion of the social sphere and even the causes of suicide. Thus
as well as interpreting suicide levels as indicators of social and political
developments, this book also studies the way in which contemporaries
perceived them.

This book brings the individual back into history. It is informed by the
genre of the ‘microstudy’, such as Richard J Evans’s work on narratives of
crime and punishment in nineteenth-century Germany. Historians working
on deviant behaviour in the 1960s and 1970s tended to be largely concerned
with the macro-level and the broader statistical level, since they were trying
to link their findings to large-scale developments such as industrialization
and secularization. Evans concludes, with some justification, that in this
research ‘the human dimension tended to disappear beneath a mountain
of statistics’ in books that were hardly readable. To avoid the pitfalls of
an exclusively statistical study, this book also studies individual experiences
and suicide discourses.'

There are, therefore, three different ways of approaching the study
of suicide: the discursive, the social, and the individual. These are not
simply different methods that should be juxtaposed to each other. Rather,
there is an interpenetration of all three. In Weimar and Nazi Germany
suicide featured very prominently in political, societal, cultural, and medical
debates. This book therefore discusses changes and continuities in suicide
discourse. But suicide is not simply a discourse; we also need to pay
attention to practice. Suicide itself'is a practice, as are the various regulatory
mechanisms of state and church institutions. Studying suicide as a practice
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helps us overcome the self-referentiality of discursive approaches and to
recover an element of individual agency.'®

Why did people commit suicide in Nazi Germany? Can we ever
answer this question?'” All we have are contemporary descriptions and
discourses, broad correlated socio-economic trends, the wider context,
and, if available, suicide notes. All of these sources do tell us a great
deal about representations of and subjective views on suicide. Individual
suicides will have had different reasons for killing themselves, of course.
This book identifies some common patterns in suicide motives, examining
their continuities and discontinuities in Weimar and Nazi Germany. Did
men’s reasons for committing suicide differ from women’s suicide motives?
Male suicides had a higher profile than female suicides in Weimar and
Nazi Germany and elsewhere in modern Europe, and male suicide rates
were higher than female ones. This monograph takes up the recent interest
in gender. In particular, it sheds light on changing ideals of masculinity
through a study of suicide. For men, masculinity was both an internalized
value and a social status with a set of roles and expectations. Failure to live
up to these expectations was an important trigger for killing oneself.*®

While it will never be possible to discover beyond any doubt the
ultimate reasons why people killed themselves, farewell missives allow one
to attempt at least a plausible interpretation of suicide motives. At the same
time, the Nazis often gave deliberate misrepresentations of fact in order
to conceal murders as suicide. So we need to bear in mind the crucial
difference between the representation of suicide on the one hand and its
material reality on the other.

Suicide has, of course, different meanings in different societies. To give an
example, many people persecuted by the Nazis killed themselves. Are these
deaths to be seen as suicides? Is any act of death by one’s own hand suicide,
even if it is subject to external control and impositions? Or is it more useful
to restrict the definition of suicide to acts of intentional self-destruction
committed autonomously in sound mind and with the clear intent of death
at a specific time? This book considers both facets of suicide."

II

These very complex methodological issues help explain why very little
has been written on suicide in the Third Reich. Furthermore, sources
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are scattered in archives across Germany. The first works on suicide in
this period were therefore not very solidly grounded in archival-based
research. In 1953, the left-wing author Giinther Weisenborn published
his pioneering survey of what he called ‘the resistance movement of the
German people’ against the Nazis. In it, Weisenborn argued that suicide
could sometimes be an act of political resistance in Nazi Germany. He
declared: ‘Apart from suicide, under some circumstances a powerful act
of resistance, for example when someone killed himself in the Gestapo
prison, there were many forms of opposition.”> But suicide in the Third
Reich was not only an act of political dissent, as we will see. The first
scholarly attempt to get to grips with suicide in that period were two articles
written by Susanne Hahn and Christina Schréder, two Marxist historians
of science, who argued that suicide became an essential part of what they
called ‘the fascist concept of the extermination of useless life’.* But they
did not provide any evidence beyond a few selected Nazi pamphlets and
did not argue their points, making their study inconclusive.

Ursula Baumann offers a short account of suicide in Nazi Germany
in a monograph that focuses overwhelmingly on the nineteenth century.
Baumann offers worthwhile compilations of suicide statistics as well as a
very detailed account of the contemporary academic literature on suicide.
However, she fails to contextualize her findings with the available secondary
literature on the nature of the Third Reich and barely engages with the
flourishing English-speaking literature on the history of suicide more
generally, which is too rich and diverse to be ignored with impunity. Her
main interest lies in suicide discourse and in the transformation of the right
to die by one’s own hand. Her work thereby risks reducing suicide to mere
representation and discourse. So her approach has serious limitations in
terms of explaining the social and political dimension of suicide in Weimar
and Nazi Germany.??

This book goes beyond the earlier historiography and uses a wide
range of sources. National suicide statistics are only accessible until 1939.
Regional and local statistics are available for the war years, however,
and will, therefore, also feature in the present book. There is also a
wide range of printed sources, both academic and popular, giving insights
into contemporary perceptions of suicide. Many academics published on
suicide in the 1920s and the 1930s. However, academic studies tend to
reflect elite views. In his 1995 study of suicide in ‘“Western culture’,
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Georges Minois, for example, implies that historical change only occurs
among the elites and that common, everyday suicide was largely immune
to historical influences until the top-down diffusion of enlightenment ideas
and secularism during and after the eighteenth century. Yet it is difficult to
see how this apparently helps us understand the mass society and culture
of the first half of the twentieth century.®® Newspapers shaped popular
views on suicide. Religious ideas on suicide still played a significant role,
especially in rural areas. Political parties, especially the Nazis, also held
strong views on suicide, which they regularly used in their propaganda
until the downfall of the Third Reich.

Archival evidence for this book covers both rural and urban, and Catholic
and Protestant areas. Unpublished documents from Hamburg, Berlin, the
Protestant region around Darmstadt, the Catholic region around Wiirzburg
in Lower Franconia, and also from the Catholic Rhineland, Silesia and East
Prussia feature in this book. Sources on rural suicides are sparse, as patterns
of suicide in the countryside changed very slowly. Even the economic
crises that affected rural Germany in the 1920s and early 1930s, a major
factor behind suicides in the countryside, were not new in principle nor in
their emotional impact on individuals.

A unique collection of suicide notes and police investigations will be
presented throughout this book. Criminal police and legal files yield
information on the personal background of suicides and often contain
interrogation information from relatives, which in turn tell us a lot about
how ordinary people viewed suicide. This collection was compiled by the
famous chief of the Berlin homicide squad in the 1920s and 1930s, Ernst
Gennat. It contains a remarkable collection of suicide notes from 1901 until
1945, allowing close insights into the mentalities of suicides. These sources
also reveal state interventions in cases of suicide, and show how suicide was
policed in Weimar and Nazi Germany. A closer look at the subjectivity of
these suicide notes adds a new dimension to the history of everyday life in
Weimar and Nazi Germany.?* Suicide notes are, of course, often written
under great mental stress. Yet people who write a farewell letter, whether
they address it to state institutions, such as the police or the welfare office,
or to relatives, usually intend to ascribe one particular meaning to their
suicide. Studying suicide notes as the final communication between suicide
and society, therefore, helps us to study the circumstances under which
people took their lives.
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II1

This book engages with various significant aspects of suicide in the Third
Reich. It starts with an examination of the crucial Weimar background
and looks at suicide in Germany between the defeat of 1918 and the
Nazi takeover of power. Suicide levels increased dramatically in the
short-lived Weimar Republic; social dislocation seems to have prompted
ordinary people to commit suicide, even if not in the numbers that some
contemporaries claimed. The Nazis in particular associated rising suicide
levels with the defeat of 1918 and Germany’s purported political and
socio-economic misery. How accurate was this claim? The book then shifts
to suicide from the Nazi seizure of power until the outbreak of the war.
The Nazis suppressed public knowledge and discussion of suicide, although
suicide levels remained high in comparison to other countries; Nazi terror
and persecution prompted many to kill themselves. German-Jewish suicides
during the Third Reich happened within the context of Nazi racial policies
and deserve particular consideration in a separate chapter. These suicides
can be seen as the last attempts to keep one’s dignity and agency amidst
the devastation of the final solution. Farewell missives offer a unique
contemporary view on German-Jewish reactions to Nazi persecution. A
discussion of suicides in the Third Reich at war follows. During the Second
World War, the Third Reich increased its terror, and some people saw
suicide as the only way out. Powerful case studies of suicides during this
time shed new light on a key debate in recent historiography, namely the
extent to which German society as a whole had developed an ideological
commitment to the Nazis. The radical Nazi pursuit of war and the Allied
bombings affected everyday lives to a greater extent than other events
before. Military suicides and suicides within the German resistance against
the Nazis feature in this chapter too. Finally, this book looks at suicide at
the end of the Third Reich. It traces the origins of suicides at that time in
a general feeling among Germans that everything was coming to an end. It
analyses its background with reference to Nazi propaganda, the Nazi cult
of death, and the Allied occupation of Germany. Death, destruction, and
heroic self-sacrifice, the willingness to commit suicide for Germany, were
key Nazi concepts especially during the Second World War.?®> Were the
suicides of top Nazi leaders altogether surprising if one takes into account
recent studies of the nature of the Nazi system of rule? The conclusion
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briefly looks at post-war Germany’s suicide levels and concludes by offering
a new approach towards the history of the Third Reich. This book, then,
is about the phenomenon of suicide in Germany from the end of the First
World War until the downfall of the Third Reich and its individual and
statistical resonance, as well as about societal and political views of it.
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I
The Weimar Background

On 27 December 1918, just a few weeks after Germany’s defeat, the
scientist Richard Semon shot himself, wrapped in a German Imperial flag,
in his Munich study. He was allegedly depressed by the German defeat.!
Justifying one’s suicide with reference to the defeat of 1918 was common
among nationalist men in the war’s immediate aftermath, reflecting despair
at Germany’s failure. In a similar case, Karl, the older brother of Baldur von
Schirach, the later leader of the Hitler Youth, shot himself in November
1918. Allegedly, as Baldur von Schirach wrote in his autobiography in
which he tried to justify why he became a Nazi, Karl committed suicide
because he did not want to ‘survive Germany’s misfortune’.? For these
suicides, the German defeat, the revolution of 1918, and the shift from a
largely authoritarian monarchy to a seemingly chaotic republic amounted
to a vast upheaval of traditional norms and values. Their known world had
ceased to exist. Here was suicide presented as an act of patriotism, reflecting
the military tradition of shooting oneself to maintain one’s honour.

After 1918, contemporaries generally believed that times of general
uncertainty, political disorder, and socio-economic hardship inevitably led
to rising suicide levels. This obsession with rising suicide rates helped
undermine the stability of the Weimar Republic. The Weimar background
is crucial to an understanding of Nazi attitudes towards suicide in the Third
Reich. The Nazis and other extremist political parties attacked the Weimar
Republic by pointing to the high suicide rates. But not only extremist
parties shared the belief that Weimar Germany was doomed with record
suicide levels. Popular newspapers and ordinary people increasingly shared
this notion. In order to understand how this assumption gradually turned
into a mantra, we need to begin with a brief analysis of suicide levels and
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their contemporary perceptions. Then we will turn to various discourses
on suicide and finally to individual acts of suicide.

At the turn of the century, newspapers began to link suicide with
urbanization and modernization. Newspaper articles on suicide had carried
headlines such as ‘“Tragedy in the Big City’ or ‘Defeated in the Struggle for
Survival’.®> Many thought that the defeat and revolution of 1918 and the
Versailles Treaty had overthrown the existing order.

Observers pointed to rising suicide levels from the mid-1920s onwards.
‘Our country has been hit by an alarming suicide epidemic, which has
reached a climax that has to be stopped by every means ... This is yet another
representation of the enormously tragic fate of the German Volk.”* Thus
the Catholic Kolner Tageblatt claimed on 17 November 1925. Generally,
contemporary observers not only blamed the defeat of 1918, the inflation
and the Versailles Treaty for the increasing suicide levels, but also the
impact of modernity and secularization.

Things were getting worse and suicide rates rose. The following 1925
article in Der Berliner Westen, a local paper, was typical:

In greater Berlin...the terrible suicide epidemic...is consistently causing
casualties ... and it can be safely assumed that our people have not yet become
so brutalized and indifferent, despite war and bloodshed, mass murder,
and revolution that voluntary death does not move people and genuine
philanthropists to help ... Misery is great, and voluntary death persists. Each
hour of failure makes us guilty, since other people’s suffering, even if caused
by themselves, is a concern for everyone ...%

Acts of suicide should thus have prompted other Germans to help each
other and strengthen their sense of community to prevent others from
killing themselves. The statistics, however, suggested that this did not
happen or, if it did, it did not work. Suicide rates carried on rising. The
general rise, however, concealed wide variations between different age
groups, and within these, between men and women.

During the First World War, the suicide rate dropped. According to
Durkheim, wars have a lower suicide rate, since almost everyone is drawn
into the war effort. This mobilization prompts a higher degree of social
integration.® Some argued that during the war, the state authorities in
charge of registering suicides did not have the necessary staff resources to
do so adequately. Writing in 1940, at a time when many Germans glorified
the experience of the First World War, the psychiatrist Hans W Gruhle
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dismissed this claim and commended the ‘great communal experience’ of
the war.” Of course, during the war, front-line soldiers could easily commit
suicide by exposing themselves to enemy fire, and such cases would not be
recorded as suicide. This might offer a partial explanation as to why suicide
levels fell during the war. Nevertheless, the rise from 1917 to 1919 and
then 1921 is still striking, but we cannot say with complete certainty that
the war alone really led to lower suicide levels.

A detailed study of suicide compiled by the municipal statistical office
of Frankfurt am Main in 1932 revealed that suicide had become a more
common way of dying since the end of the First World War. In 1913, only
1.15 per cent of all deaths in Germany had been suicides. But in 1931, 2.5
per cent of all deaths were suicides. August Busch, the author of this study,
explained this rise with reference to a drop in other causes of death, such
as tuberculosis, in the city, so that the usefulness of this particular measure
is questionable.®

Female levels were much lower than male levels. However, throughout
the Weimar years, female suicide rates were much higher than they had
been in 1913. Male rates only began to rise significantly above pre-war
levels in the final years of the Republic, despite a slight jump in 1926. More
than 2 million young men had died on the battlefields and in the trenches,
so elderly people, generally more prone to commit suicide than young
people, formed a higher proportion of the general population.” With the
deaths of so many young men, the surplus of women in the population
increased.

The unemployed were more likely to kill themselves than others, many
commentators thought.'® In particular, unemployed men, especially fathers
of families, were more likely to commit suicide than single women without
a job. For men with families, unemployment did not just mean the simple
loss of earnings. It had much wider social ramifications. Jobless fathers of
families felt unable to fulfil their role as breadwinners for their families.
Such men thought that they had failed to conform to social expectations
about what it meant to be a man."! In this devastating situation, many men
committed suicide. Since the winter of 1925—6, unemployment figures
had been rising, and for the rest of its existence, the Weimar Republic
suffered from high unemployment. From 1929 millions of Germans were
unemployed. The existing system of support could not cope, not even
after crisis relief (Krisenunterstiitzung) for those ineligible for unemployment
relief (Erwerbslosenfiirsorge) was introduced in 1926. Most of the long-term
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unemployed thus had to rely on welfare relief, paid by local authorities,
which was substantially lower than unemployment benefits. These cuts
in welfare provision created a feeling of hopelessness and despair and
prompted, as we will see, many welfare recipients to threaten to commit
suicide. Victimization was a widespread feeling in Weimar Germany.
Ordinary people saw themselves as victims of insufficient welfare provisions
and the political and economic uncertainty, while their need for welfare
support constantly rose at the same time.'?

Of course, unemployment alone does not explain suicidal behaviour."
Nevertheless, it seems obvious that it must have been a factor in the rising
suicide rates of the late 1920s and early 1930s. In 1932, the medical doctor
Karl Freudenberg argued that the overall suicide rate had not increased
since 1918 as a result of the inflation and mass unemployment, but rather
because of the different age structure, with more elderly people living
in Germany, and a lower birth rate.'* Freudenberg commented on the
suicide rate among the male population of employment age: ‘Despite the
especially adverse conditions, the suicide rate is thus hardly higher than in
1913 ... This should prove that the main reasons for suicide do not lie in
the environment.’*® A breakdown of suicide levels by age and sex surely
invalidates this argument.

The following statistical analysis presents a broad survey of the quant-
itative extent of suicide in Weimar Germany. It furthermore enables us
to identify potential distortions of suicide rates by commentators like
Freudenberg and their reasons for deliberate misinterpretations of suicide
rates. While conceding that many suicides were due to economic problems,
an article in the liberal Berliner Tageblatt on 29 January 1932 concluded,
based on a recent survey by the Berlin Statistical Office, that ‘these tragic
reactions to a desperate economic situation have not increased so much in
the years of crisis as is commonly assumed’.'® A closer analysis of suicide by
age and sex yields some further conclusions. The more advanced the age,
the higher the suicide rate.!” Suicide rates among young women did not
increase significantly under the Weimar Republic: indeed they even fell
slightly down to 1924. Although female suicide rates were higher than they
had been before the war, they did not seem to be much affected by the ups
and downs of the Weimar economy, except perhaps at the very end.®

Among 15- to 30-year-olds, both male and female rates were relatively
consistent with pre-war levels. The lack of increasing rates among 15- to
30-year olds may conceal an increase among those in the twenties (a more
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precise generational breakdown is unfortunately not available). Rates were
generally very low among adolescents. Young men’s energies may have
been galvanised up to 1923 by crime and street violence in a general context
in which political activity was on the rise among the young, although they
probably did not aftect a majority of them.

The increase in suicide levels in 1924 among young men was most
probably due to the deflationary economic reforms that had brought the
inflation to an end and the resulting sharp rise in unemployment. It became
suddenly much more difficult to find a job." Men of working age had
a higher suicide rate in 1924 and thereafter because of unemployment.
Women’s suicide rates were higher in the 15- to 30- age bracket during
the inflation, when women’s domestic role of finding food and shopping
had come under considerable pressure, and jumped in 1923 when this role
became almost impossible to fulfil. In 1924, the economic deflation and the
consequent rise in unemployment for men coupled with the mass dismissal
of female ‘double-earners’ had an almost equally severe effect. The great
majority of young women still worked and earned wages only before they
got married, so this age-group was especially vulnerable. Rising levels of
suicide towards the end of the Republic may well have reflected rising
female unemployment levels.?

Suicide rates in the age group 30—60, where most men were working,
or expected to work, and most women were bringing up children, or were
engaged in the part-time, casual labour market, or both, were somewhat
higher among those aged 30—60 than among 15- to 30-year olds in the
early 1920s but became a great deal higher during the Great Depression.
Rates among men rose in 1924, levelling oft in 1926—7, and after a small
decline, increased again from 1929 onwards. This correlates neatly with the
rise in unemployment during the post-inflationary stabilization, the years of
relative prosperity from 1925 to 1928, and the sharp rise in unemployment
from 1929. The mass unemployment from 1929 until 1932 is clearly behind
the rise in rates among 30- to 60-year olds. So huge was unemployment that
older dependants were now suffering too. Suicide rates of males at working
age were substantially lower than in 1913 until the mass unemployment of
the Great Depression in 1930. From 1924 to 1931, suicide rates of females
at working age were much higher than in 1913 due to the rise in female
employment and subsequent unemployment. Suicide rates also increased
among women of working age, reflecting female employment patterns and
a new understanding of gender roles. The female unemployment rate rose,
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though not as sharply as among men, during the Great Depression.?' This
was also a difficult time for housewives, with the husband or father often
unemployed, and economic crisis hitting the household.

Suicide rates in the age bracket 60—70 were generally two to three
times higher than those in the age group 30—60; the gap narrowed during
the Great Depression but was still substantial. The same pattern, though
less marked than among the younger age groups, is noticeable here too,
namely a decline in the ‘good years’ of the Weimar economy and a rise
during the Great Depression. The same factors were probably at work here
too—unemployment and living standards. Many of the people behind
these statistics (those 65 and younger) were still of working age and were
hit by unemployment, perhaps more severely than younger people as
companies tended to make elderly, rather than young people, redundant.
Women were hit particularly hard. Female pensioners were aftected badly
by the inflation of 1923, when many lost their assets and during the Great
Depression when the government cut pensions.

Among those aged 70 and above, where almost everybody was a
pensioner or a dependant, suicide rates rose sharply during the inflation.
This rise most probably reflected the severe economic difficulties this
caused for these people, with savings and pensions losing all value. The
suicide rate here in 1923 was extraordinarily high among men in particular.
Here too there was a decline in the mid-1920s and then a rise in the
Great Depression years, though by no means as striking as that of the
inflation.

There was also a religious divide of German suicide rates. In Bavaria,
largely Protestant areas such as Middle Franconia had substantially lower
rates than Catholic districts, such as Upper Bavaria. Probably trying to pre-
vent people from comparing Bavarian suicide levels to others, the Bavarian
Statistical Office did not publish suicide rates, but only absolute numbers.
This makes a comparison to other Ldnder impossible. Some comparative
material is available in the national statistics however. Protestant Saxony’s
suicide rates were almost twice as high as Catholic Bavaria’s. Saxony was
one of the most densely populated and most heavily industrialized Ger-
man states and had traditionally carried very high suicide rates.?> Gruhle’s
monograph on suicide offers some revealing numbers for Bavaria. From
1919 until 19271, there were 19.6 suicides per 100,000 of the population
in Middle Franconia, similar to national levels. Only 27.01 per cent of
the Mid-Franconian population was Catholic. In Upper Bavaria, with a
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91.06 per cent Catholic population, on the other hand, there were only 16.8
suicides per 100,000 at the same time. Presumably, Munich suicides made
up the largest proportion of Upper Bavarian suicides. Indeed, in 1922, 136
of the 251 Upper Bavarian suicides took place in Munich. Contemporaries
saw big cities, as noted earlier, as creating a suicidal environment.? Fur-
thermore, Gruhle noted: ‘In the countryside, it is much easier to conceal
suicides and to pretend accidents and illness, while in cities, the statistical
registration of suicide is more exact.’?*

Were Catholic suicide rates generally lower than Protestant rates? In
Baden, a confessionally mixed area (38.2 per cent of Badeners were
Protestant and $8.4 per cent Catholic), the average suicide rate for the
years 1927 to 1935 was 3I.2 per 100,000 for Protestants and a mere
18 for Catholics. Protestant levels broadly reflected the national average,
while Catholic rates were substantially below it.?® Protestant areas thus
carried higher suicide rates than Catholic areas. The Catholic proscription
against suicide was so strong that it either prevented Catholics from killing
themselves or prompted relatives and doctors to conceal suicides.

Rural areas generally displayed lower suicide rates than towns. In the
rural Buchen district of Baden, the average suicide rate for the years 1926
to 1935 was 10.3 per 100,000. The corresponding rate for the heavily
industrialized and urban Mannheim district was 32.7.2¢ Gruhle analysed
suicides in Prussian towns and concluded that the denser the population,
the greater the suicide levels. In 1924, Berlin’s suicide rate was 45.4, while
the average Prussian town with a population of 15,000 to 20,000 inhabitants
had an average suicide rate of 22 per 100,000.%” This rate still exceeded
rural suicide rates. Gruhle blamed cities for causing higher suicide rates
because of ‘industrialization, more conflict and the dissolution of traditional
milieus (church) and... dubious, morally unstable persons’.?® His statement
reflected the anti-modern and anti-urban sentiment many contemporary
observers shared, above all if they were writing in the Third Reich like
Gruhle. Yet suicide rates were higher in towns than in villages. In villages,
religious affiliations were generally greater than in cities, which might have
prevented people from killing themselves.?

Official suicide levels rose in the Weimar Republic. Amidst the ubiquity
of public suicide discourses (discussed below), authorities may well have
been more inclined to report suicides than they had been before 1918.
However, the available evidence suggests that Weimar authorities largely
used the same bureaucratic practices when compiling suicide rates as they
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had done in Imperial Germany.*® The increase was therefore a real one.
Female suicide levels rose considerably. Socio-economic factors clearly did
matter. Suicide statistics reflected these changes, which affected people’s
everyday lives. This rather detailed statistical analysis has identified broader
motivations for suicide like socio-economic change and unemployment.
Yet these statistics hardly shed light on people’s personal motivations for
killing themselves.

II

How did contemporaries deal with the problem of suicide and how did
they interpret the statistics? Did these contemporary views on suicide have
any bearing on actual individual suicides? The 1924 official government
statistics, published by the Reich Statistical Office, claimed ‘that suicide
is first and foremost caused by insanity, neuropathy and physical illness.
Thus... the frequency of suicide is only to some extent due to changing
soclo-economic circumstances.”?! In Weimar Germany, Social Darwinist
views had widespread currency among the medical and criminological
professions. Doctors such as Freudenberg often blamed inherited moral
and physical weaknesses rather than socio-economic factors for the increase
in suicide rates. These ideas date back to the late-nineteenth century
when Social Darwinists such as the Italian psychiatrist Enrico Morselli
argued that suicide was ‘an effect of the struggle for existence and of
human selection, which works according to the laws of evolution’.*
Elite views had gradually shifted. Rather than condemning suicide as a
crime against oneself and against the supreme authority of God over life
and death, suicide was widely coming to be seen as a biological and
hereditarian problem. Not all Weimar commentators shared this diagnosis,
of course, and many continued to see suicide as a socially determined
problem.*

In an article published in 1926, for example, Karl Freudenberg was
forced to concede that the suicide rate of men aged over 70 years had
risen considerably during the inflation of 1923 ‘because of assets that
had withered away’.>* Socio-economic factors could thus not be entirely
dismissed. Another contemporary observer opined:

It is not ... the working class who ... had to cope with little or no means at all
in all these years, that has the strongest tendency to suicide, but the middle
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class, which has seen better days, but was then suddenly impoverished by
war, revolution and inflation and now has to face nothingness with no means
and no work.??

Although this view was widely shared among the middle classes at the
time, there is no evidence that proportionally more middle-class people
than workers committed suicide. A study of files held by the Berlin First
Aid Oftice (Rettungsamt) on suicide and attempted suicide between April
1923 and March 1927 noted that suicides among the working class were
much more likely to be registered by the police or the Rettungsamt than
suicides among the middle or upper classes. Among higher echelons of
society, relatives usually called private doctors to avoid the stigmatization of
having a suicide in one’s family.*® Working-class pensioners with no assets
or extra income other than their pension found themselves in total poverty.
But the middle classes usually did not lose everything during the inflation.
Middle-class people lost money invested in war bonds, but those who had
borrowed some money before the inflation were now able to repay their
debts for virtually nothing. In many cases, these two situations affected the
same person.”” So the incomes of the middle classes were not destroyed
and there seems no socio-economic reason why their suicide rates should
have been high.

Class determined the way in which people killed themselves, some
observers claimed. Taking an average count for the years from 1924 until
1931, 37 per cent of manual workers and craftsmen who killed themselves
in Frankfurt during this time hanged themselves, while 40 per cent of
white-collar workers and civil servants who committed suicide during the
same period shot themselves.*® In Berlin, working-class suicides tended to
gas themselves, according to the Berlin First Aid Office’s files on suicide
and attempted suicide.** In Kiel, between 1919 and 1921, male suicides
tended to kill themselves by hanging and shooting, while most female
suicides gassed or drowned themselves.** Many male suicides still had guns
from the war, of course; and shooting oneself left one with almost no
chance of survival and had very masculine connotations. Female suicides,
on the other hand, preferred methods of suicide that still left them with
a slight chance of survival, such as drowning themselves or slitting their
wrists. Women were less determined to die than men, a contemporary male
doctor claimed, and were therefore inclined to use ‘soft’ means of suicide.*!
Means of suicide were thus gender-specific as were murder methods.*



20 SUICIDE IN NAZI GERMANY

The terminology people used also reflected contemporary attitudes
towards suicide. In German, there are at least two words for suicide.
A distinction is made between Freifod (voluntary death) and Selbstmord
(self~murder). Freitod has positive connotations, suggesting that the act of
suicide is rational and voluntary. Selbstmord implies negative associations
with murder or homicide. In 1933, the philologist Karl Baumann traced
the origins of Selbstmord in the Christian taboo placed on suicide, evoking
the idea that only God was allowed to decide between life and death.
In contrast, Freitod, a term first used by the Austrian philosopher Fritz
Mauthner in 1906, was a secular term.® In 1911, Mauthner had declared:
‘Against the older term, which suggests criminal law, I prefer the new,
if not entirely neutral, expression Freifod because so-called ‘self~murder’ is
indeed not an unnatural death.’* Karl Baumann declared that Freitod was
‘an almost symbolical expression of the complete secularization of religious

and moral culture’,*®

and that it had been previously used in a different
form, yet with a somewhat similar intention, by leading proponents of
Social Darwinism such as Ernst Haeckel. In 1905, Haeckel had declared,

brushing aside any Christian concerns:

Voluntary death through which man brings his unbearable suftering to an
end is in fact an act of redemption. Therefore, one should designate this act,
which is also carried out with [the precepts of] reason, as self-redemption
(Autolyse) and view it with the sincerest sense of Christan charity. We should
not stigmatize it with the hypocritical scorn of our rotten morality.*

This adoption of the concept of voluntary death by Social Darwinists would
lead one to expect that the Nazis, generally believing in a vulgarized form
of Social Darwinism, preferred Freifod. This was not so, however. Quoting
a speech Hitler gave at the inaugural session of the Nazi charity (Winter-
hilfswerk) campaign in the October 1934, Baumann suggested that Hitler
had denounced the notion of Freifod as the result of Jewish degeneracy.
Commenting on suicide in the Weimar Republic Hitler insisted: ‘These
irresponsible Jewish authors of this age described this abjectly as Freifod.”*

In the Weimar Republic, the social democrats preferred Freifod, reflecting
their generally secular ideology. The term was thus not necessarily Social
Darwinistic. It was also an affirmation of agency, reason, and freedom. Leo
Rosenthal, a social democratic writer, declared in 1924:

We socialists subscribe to the view that we bear within ourselves our own
destinies and that we are the masters and judges over our own lives. For us,
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therefore, there is only one way to adjudicate the question whether one may
consciously seek out voluntary death. The inalienable right to bring one’s
existence to a voluntary end belongs to any person who cannot be helped by
other means.*®

In an opinion poll which Karl Baumann took in late 1932, Paul Ldobe,
SPD president of the Reichstag until 1932, also argued in favour of the
word Freitod.** The usage of the various terms for suicide was divided along
ideological lines. Those arguing for an anti-individualist notion of the
body—such as the Nazis, the churches and the communists—dismissed
Freitod, while those in favour of individualism welcomed it. Karl Baumann
conceded that despite its ideological implications, Freifod gained more
widespread currency in the Weimar years. The press, including the liberal
Frankfurter Zeitung, the Vossische Zeitung, as well as the communist Rofe
Fahne, and the socialist Vorwirts used Selbstmord and Freitod as synonyms.>°
Thus, in their everyday use, the two notions became blurred in the 1920s
and 1930s.

III

Politicians and political commentators referred to suicide to illustrate the
ostensible decline of morality in the Weimar Republic. This could take
various forms. Looking back at the purportedly chaotic Weimar Republic
in a 1935 publication, the right-wing commentator Roderich von Ungern-
Sternberg blamed ‘rising expectations’ and ‘the lack of endurance’ of the
German population in times of crisis for the increasing suicide levels. He
accused the feminist movement and its demands for female emancipation
of being behind the rise in female suicides: ‘The rising frequency of
suicide among women does not reflect well on the modern women’s
movement.’”>" Another observer blamed ‘seduction, which is much more
widespread these days’ for the increased suicide rate among young women,
reflecting a widespread concern amongst conservatives about the freer
sexual mores of the roaring twenties.>* An article in the Deutsche Zeitung in
May 1931 blamed the ‘German suicide misery’ (Deutsches Selbstmordelend)
on the Briining government’s welfare cuts by Emergency Decree. The
article warned: ‘The coming years will probably yield still further increases
in suicide rates, brought on by the expanding economic privation.’®
Supporters of the Weimar Republic, on the other hand, tended to reject
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any connection with suicide rates. The social democratic Abend declared
in 1931: ‘Even now one can by no means speak of a suicide epidemic.’>*
Many commentators perceived Weimar Germany as an inherently suicidal
environment irrespective of statistics. Commentators used suicide rates to
attack trends of Weimar society, politics and culture they did not like—such
as female emancipation. They were able to point to rising suicide rates as
evidence for their claim that things were getting worse.

On the Left, writers predictably blamed suicides on the capitalist system.
In Josef Maria Frank’s novel Unus multorum (One of many), published
in 1925 by the SPD-owned Dietz publishing house, an unemployed and
impoverished artist kills himself in Berlin by jumping into the river Spree
near the Museum Island. A rich banker, on his way to a restaurant, sees
the man on the bridge, gets out of his car, and is handed a suicide note
addressed ‘To the last man who has seen me alive’, before the suicide
takes his fatal leap. Reading this letter at the restaurant, the banker learns
that he himself was to blame for the suicide, since he had refused to
give a loan to the artist. When he tells his friends at the restaurant,
the suicide’s girlfriend overhears this and shoots him in revenge. For
Frank, suicide was clearly a result of the increasing social problems of the
Weimar Republic, for which he blamed the capitalists.*> Unemployment
also figured in filmic representations of suicide. In Kuhle Wampe (1931/2),
a film for which Bertolt Brecht wrote the script, suicide was portrayed as
the last way out for unemployed workers. The first scene entitled ‘One
unemployed less’ (Ein Arbeitsloser weniger) begins with a man jumping out
of a window to his death. It is not the individual that is to blame for his
suicide in this film, but society more generally and capitalist exploitation in
particular.®®

Newspapers from across the political spectrum also ran headlines on
the allegedly direct relationship between unemployment and suicide. The
communist Welt am Abend, owned by Willi Miinzenberg, widely known
as ‘the Red Millionaire’,%” reported suicides on an almost daily basis from
the late 1920s onwards, reflecting the upsurge in unemployment and the
increasingly hostile attitude of the more and more Stalinist KPD towards
the Weimar Republic. It had already made the point on 12 July 1924
in an article ‘On Suicide, Unemployment and Hunger’, published as the
post-inflation cutbacks were taking a grip and suicide rates among men of
working age were rising.*® On 14 January 1931, the front page story of the
Welt am Abend was on ‘Suicide at the Labour Exchange’. An unemployed
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man had swallowed some cyanide at the Spandau labour office, for which
the Welt am Abend blamed ‘chicanery by the authorities’. This perception
was widespread among the communists and the many unemployed men
who, at the end of the Weimar Republic, were the main supporters of
the KPD.> On 31 March 1932, the headline ran: ‘12 suicides within
30 hours. Causes: deprivation, fear of dismissal, hunger’. The sensationalist
article culminated in the claim that the KPD would eliminate the problem
of suicides, which were, in the vast majority, motivated by economic
deprivation:

Hardly an hour passes any longer without someone in Berlin taking his
life. Yesterday, out of desperation, seven people voluntarily left this world,
including married couples, an unemployed engineer, and an eighteen-year-
old girl. By late this morning, five additional suicides had already been
reported. Thus in less than thirty hours, there were no fewer than eleven
suicides in the nation’s capital ... Suicide levels increase, as does the misery,
since suicides result mostly as a consequence of the politics of the lesser
of two evils, of emergency decrees, downsizing, and mass-unemployment.
Today and tomorrow, welfare support for the poorest of the poor is being
cut, even as rents rise. The time has come for everyone to use the upcoming
elections to put an end to this situation.®

Continuing its attack on the Weimar Republic and capitalism, the same
newspaper claimed on 30 May 1932:

The gruesome figures are incriminating... Over the last four months, 683
people in Berlin brought their lives to an end. 18,000 people within 365 days.
This means that every day in the Germany of emergency decrees, roughly
60 people throw their lives away. But suicide is not the answer. Only the
struggle of the working people following the example of the Soviet Union
can bring bread and work for all.®!

While 18,625 suicides were indeed officially recorded in Germany in
1931,% the paper’s claim that this meant an average of 60 suicides per day
was rounded up for effect (in fact, the daily average was only 51). But this
propagandistic use of suicide statistics continued nonetheless after Franz
von Papen’s right-wing cabinet cut state pensions in early July 1932.%
Three people killed themselves almost immediately as the Welt am Abend
claimed.®* Only a Stalinist regime could solve Germany’s problems, declared
the paper. It is impossible to verify the implicit claim that the Soviet Union
had a lower suicide rate than capitalist states, since the Soviets refused to
publish their suicide rates, following the assertion that Communism had
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overcome the problem of suicide.® The Welt am Abend wanted to appeal
to its readers with reference to a general suicidal atmosphere, symbolizing
perhaps also the KPD’s view that capitalism was self-destructing in an orgy
of violence and despair.

KPD politicians took a similar view on suicide, particularly after the
communist leadership had decided in 1929 to use the Reichstag as a
stage for denouncing the Weimar Republic, its democratic system of
government, and its main supporters, the social democrats.®® In a Reichstag
debate on the problems of the German economy on 18 June 1929, the
communist deputy Ende insisted:

The issue is not the misery of your economy...but the desperate state of
the proletariat, of whom millions are unemployed. Perhaps you even know
that here in Berlin, a suicide occurs every five hours. But it is not a suicide
whereby a person simply throws his life away, but rather suicide day by day,
hour by hour, that arises directly out of the privation of the proletariat.”

Ende referred to Berlin’s suicide levels to denounce the Weimar Republic’s
legitimacy. However, his implicit calculations that there were around 1,800
suicides in Berlin per annum were rounded up for effect, with only 1,481
officially recorded suicides for 1928.° On 28 June 1929, the Reichstag
debated the further cutting of unemployment benefits. (‘Crisis benefits’ a
new and substantially lower form of welfare benefit than ‘unemployment
support’ had already been introduced in 1926 amidst rising unemployment
and declining state income in the wake of the Great Depression.) During
the debate, the communist deputy Maddalena claimed that an unemployed
man had tried to kill himself in the visitors’ gallery of the Reichstag in
protest against the government’s plans to reduce unemployment benefits.
The non-communist press did not report this case. The communists claimed
that bourgeois and socialist newspapers fully supported the plans to reduce
welfare payments.*

The KPD’s party organ, the Rote Fahne, reported suicides in particularly
graphic detail. On 4 January 1933, it ran a story on a 3§-year-old unem-
ployed man, Arthur Miiller, from Leipzig, who threw himself on the track
of the Berlin underground at the busy Friedrichstadt interchange during the
evening rush hour, allegedly leaving a suicide note saying: ‘I did what I did
because of hunger.””® Implicitly blaming the political order of the Weimar
Republic for the increase in suicide levels, the communists contributed to
the weakening of the legitimacy of the Weimar Republic.
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IV

The press thus played a key role in encouraging a widespread interest in
suicide and political parties made capital out of it. Already before the First
World War, newspapers had regularly reported suicides and had associated
them with life in the city and modernity. Not only political papers,
whose circulation numbers were declining in the late Weimar years, but
tabloids and broadsheets also ran regular reports on suicide. Newspapers that
supported the Weimar Republic, such as the Frankfurter Zeitung, the Berliner
Morgenpost, Berlin’s best-selling paper owned by the Ullstein family, and
the Berliner Tageblatt, published by the liberal Mosse family, were generally
more cautious and denied that there was a direct relationship between the
Weimar Republic and suicide; nevertheless the Mosse and Ullstein papers
ran sensationalist stories on suicides. Suicide featured so prominently in
newspapers because it still aroused associations of something forbidden and
was therefore morbidly fascinating, even among urban people. Suicides
provided sensational ‘human interest’ stories to go along with murders and
other crimes of passion.”

The press devoted a growing number of columns and inches to suicide
towards the end of the Weimar Republic, in line with the widespread
perception of living through hard times of record unemployment and
political chaos. By winter 1930/31 there were more than five million
unemployed, and in 1932, this number was to rise to six million.”

The 8 Uhr-Abendblatt, a tabloid published by the Mosse family, ran a
headline story on the ‘Suicide of a whole family because of unemployment’
in May 1932. After being sacked from his job as a business clerk, a father
had opened the gas pipe, and his wife and ten-year-old daughter died
together with him.”® Infanticide, murder and suicide of fathers of families
due to unemployment featured quite prominently in newspapers of the
time, not least because of their rather emotionally manipulative appeal.
On 24 September 1929, the journalist Gabriele Tergit published a story in
the local section of the liberal Berliner Tageblatt about a 3s-year-old former
teacher turned farmer from Mecklenburg who had incurred debts of 3,000
Mark. This allegedly prompted him to kill himself and his six-year-old
daughter with an overdose of Veronal pills and gas in his sister’s flat in
Berlin, taking advantage of the anonymity of the big city. The father had
decided to kill his daughter allegedly because: “The child was so much like
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me and that’s why I wanted to take her along. I didn’t want her to have
to go around forever tainted by the fact that her father killed himself.” But
he and his daughter survived, since neighbours, smelling gas, had alerted
the police and the fire service at the last moment. Accusing him of the
attempted murder of his daughter, a Berlin court, taking into account a fate
that must have been quite common at a time of increasing unemployment
and socio-economic deprivation, sentenced him to one and a half years
in prison.” So the nexus between suicide and unemployment, even if
mythically exaggerated, had a tangible impact on the public perception
of suicide. Suicide was the most radical expression of the failure of man’s
traditional role as pater familias amidst the socio-economic deprivation of
the late Weimar years.

Suicides caused by problems in people’s love lives also featured in
newspapers. Articles reflected a fascination with romantic love and suicide
pacts in which couples ended their lives together. In such stories, it was
the man who killed his wife or girlfriend. He was then forced to kill
himself, since otherwise he would have been charged with murder, which
still carried the death penalty.”® On 26 April 1932, the 8 Uhr-Abendblatt
reported a ‘Double suicide with champagne’ (Doppelselbstmord bei Sekt)
in Berlin’s Grunewald forest. The 20-year-old Richard Rath, son of a
hotel owner, and the 18-year-old Hanna R6hl, daughter of an accountant,
killed themselves after their parents had forbidden them to meet.”® Most
famously, perhaps, the so-called Steglitzer Schiilertragidie in June 1927
dominated newspaper headlines in June 1927 and February 1928. Paul
Krantz, a student taking his university entrance examination, was accused
of murdering his friend Giinther Scheller, with whom he had concocted
a ‘suicide pact’ while drunk at a party at Scheller’s house in Steglitz, a
fashionable district to the south of Berlin, on 28 June 1927. Scheller shot
his friend Hans Stephan and then himself, while Paul Krantz, in love with
Scheller’s sister Hilde, did not follow the agreement and failed to turn
the gun on himself. Accused of murder, he was tried before the Moabit
criminal court. He was acquitted in February 1928. This case, reflecting
the life of the Berlin jeunesse dorée and adolescents’ experiences of romantic
love, dominated the headlines during the time of the trial, overshadowing
the political crisis within the centre-right Reich government.””

For the Nazis, this case was emblematic of the Weimar Republic’s
‘asphalt culture’ and the loose sexual mores among the youth. An article
in the Vlkischer Beobachter, the Nazi daily, blamed the corrupting influence
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of the Jewish ‘spirit of the Kurfiirstendamm’. Only a Nazi regime could
create a new, healthy ‘German youth’, thereby preventing ‘suicides among
youths resulting from moral depression’.”®

The press also reported some politically motivated suicides. On 24
February 1931, the 28-year-old unemployed and homeless shop assistant,
Alois Broll, from Upper Silesia appeared at the official residence of Reich
President Hindenburg in the WilhelmstraBe in Berlin, carrying a briefcase
with official letters rejecting his claims for welfare payments. Challenged
by a policeman in the anteroom to Hindenburg’s office, Broll suddenly
produced a pistol with which he wanted to shoot himself, and put his
finger on the trigger. The policeman managed to seize the weapon and
arrest Broll. According to a report in the Vossische Zeitung, Broll had not
planned to shoot Hindenburg, but had rather wanted to speak to him,
since he had been unable to find a job in Berlin. The communist Berlin am
Morgen, emphasized Broll’s misery, which almost inevitably drove him into
suicide. The article declared:

The investigation revealed circumstances typical of a man unemployed for
years ... Since 1923 he has had no steady work. He has compensation claims
against the Reich. But the Oppeln district governor (Regierungsprisident)
rejected all of his petitions. The situation at home has been dismal too, in that
his father is retired and his brothers have also been without work or income
for a long time ... In this dire situation, Broll decided to go to Berlin to make
known to representatives of the Reich government his opinions about the
injustice done to him. He appears in fact to have been obsessed with the
naive belief of such a possibility existing... After he arrived in Berlin, Broll
allegedly sought out the Reich Chancellery but by accident went instead into
the office of the Reich President. Here, he explained his case to a criminal
police officer. When he was once more turned away, he wanted to end it
all. Broll emphatically denies that he intended to shoot the Reich President.
His act is the act of a desperate scatterbrain who cannot comprehend that the
state will not help him. If he could comprehend the “Why’ then his battle
and the means he would choose would be different.

In the end, Broll was sentenced to six weeks in gaol, for illegal possession
of a gun. Reflecting broader suicide discourses of the time, which blamed
individual degeneracy rather than socio-economic factors for suicide, the
judge insisted: ‘According to the medical report, one must in the case of the
accused account for the possibility of a psychopathic fit, with the result that
he must be viewed as... mentally inferior.” Hindenburg’s State Secretary,
Otto Meissner, probably embarrassed by the media attention lavished on
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the case, commented that Hindenburg would accept this verdict.”” Media
and politicians conveyed the impression of a suicidal climate in the late
Weimar Republic. A performative incident such as the one in Hindenburg’s
palace seems to be a reflection of that atmosphere. The fascination of the
late Weimar public with suicide, which newspapers, either explicitly or
implicitly, closely associated with what they saw as the political and socio-
economic instability of the Weimar Republic thus contributed to the
general lack of legitimacy of the first German democracy.

Not surprisingly perhaps, the Nazis used propaganda similar to that of
the communists to denounce the Weimar Republic. On 15 January 1931,
Der Angriff, a Berlin Nazi newspaper, edited by Joseph Goebbels, reported
the suicide of Walter Biirkner, a 27-year-old unemployed SA man. Der
Angriff declared:

Now he personally felt the Young misery [a reference to the 1929 Young
Plan]| which is burdening our Fatherland even harder than previously. He
became withdrawn, unhappy about himself, and he was suffering increasingly
from ... mental depression—until he just could not go on and took his own
life which had become a torture.®

The object of Der Angriff’s attack was not the capitalist system, but the
Young Plan of 1929, an international agreement to reduce and reschedule
Germany’s reparations payments to the Allies in recompense for the
damage caused to these countries by German aggression and occupation
in the First World War. The Nazis had vehemently opposed the plan,
arguing that reparations caused severe economic hardship and should be
stopped altogether.®' A similar report in the Volkischer Beobachter of 15 April
1932 claimed that “The Young deprivation (Elend) drives a couple with its
three children into death.” A closer reading of the article shows that the
family father, the 44-year-old businessman Karl Lehnert from Munich, had
actually been tried for fraud at court. Nevertheless, the Volkischer Beobachter
stereotypically insisted that ‘hard economic difficulties’ had been the main
motive for the father gassing his wife and children and himself.®?

Top Nazis directly blamed the Weimar ‘system’ for suicide. In a speech
on foreign policy at a party rally on 13 July 1928, Hitler declared: ‘Today
we are confronted with the following fact: Germany has 62 million people
who live on 460,000 square kilometres. They cannot feed themselves. The
consequence is that, on the one hand, hunger and desperation rage and,
on the other, that 20—60,000 suicides take place every year.”® This was a
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crude Social Darwinist view that saw the conquest of Lebensraum in the east
as the solution to Germany’s problems. In 1927, only 15,974 suicides had
been officially recorded in Germany.®* Hitler thus considerably exaggerated
suicide levels on this occasion. After coming to power, Hitler claimed in
an interview with a British journalist on 18 October 1933: “Thanks to
the Versailles Peace Treaty, it was the case up to now that, on average,
20,000 people voluntarily took their lives each year because of misery and
despair.’® This was nearer the true figure: in 1932, the climax of suicide
levels in Weimar Germany, 18,934 suicides had been officially recorded.®
Like the communists, Hitler claimed that suicide was an inevitable result
of adverse social and political conditions. These anti-liberal views on
suicide helped to discredit the legitimacy of the Weimar Republic among
communist and Nazi supporters. Suicide became a propagandistic lever
across political divides, and a routine signifier of Weimar misery.

\%

Suicide was the subject of discussion not only in politics and the media,
but also among the churches. The Protestant and Catholic churches placed
great emphasis on prevention. The leading national proponent of suicide
prevention was the Protestant pastor Gerhard Fiillkrug (1870—1948), one of
the directors of the Central Committee of the Inner Mission, the Protestant

church’s welfare organization.®”

In two monographs published in the
Weimar years, he complained about the ‘crowd of antisocial elements’
threatening society. In general agreement with Social Darwinist principles,
he also saw the principle of the ‘struggle for the survival of the fittest’ as
one of the main reasons for the increasing suicide rate after the end of the
First World War. Fillkrug suggested the re-criminalization of suicide and
a strengthening of societal cohesion by promoting a revival of religion. He
thought that the suicide problem was directly linked to what many observers
since Durkheim had seen as a radical individualization of society.®® The
decline of religious belief and practice was a key factor in his view. Without
giving credible evidence, Fiillkrug claimed that ‘Schleswig-Holstein boasts
the lowest numbers of attendance at the Eucharist and, accordingly, a
very high suicide rate.”® His crusade against suicide had begun before the
outbreak of war in 1914. For Fiillkrug, as a pastor, suicide was a sin and
he exaggerated the problem of suicide to gain public attention for the
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issue. In April 1925, he gave a paper at the Dresden congress of the Inner
Mission on ‘The Fight against Suicide’. Without actually referring to any
films which, at least until the late 1920s hardly thematized suicide, Fullkrug
believed it necessary to close down cinemas. It was only natural that ‘from
these popular places of entertainment, there stems a widely corrupting
influence on a wide range of people and ... movies are propaganda for
suicide’.”

Deeply conservative and nationalist officials of the Inner Mission, which
became one of the central pillars of the welfare system of the Weimar
state amidst the increasing social deprivation and mass unemployment
of the late 1920s, perceived suicide as a curse of modernism and the
socially and culturally chaotic post-war years.”® Not only did Fillkrug
lament suicide, he also tried to prevent suicidal people from killing
themselves. William Booth’s ‘Anti-Suicide Bureau’, founded under the
auspices of the Salvation Army in London in 1907, had pioneered suicide
prevention, offering completely confidential advice to potential suicides.
Confidentiality was crucial, given that suicide was still a criminal offence in
England and Wales until 1961.%% In Berlin, the Protestant church founded
a similar institution, the Suicide Counselling Service (Selbstmordseelsorge)
in 1910.”

But this would not do, Fillkrug thought. A stronger institution for
suicide prevention was urgently needed amidst the record suicide levels
allegedly caused by the German defeat and the inflation. In 1925, Fillkrug
therefore set up the Permanent Commission for the Observation and
Prevention of the Suicide Question (Stindige Kommission zur Beobachtung
und Verhiitung der Selbstmordfrage) in Berlin-Dahlem, based at the Inner
Mission’s Central Committee (Centralausschufs fiir Innere Mission). Fiillkrug’s
anti-suicide commission consisted of deputies of the Berlin City Council,
the Catholic and Jewish welfare organizations, the Salvation Army, the
Berlin Welfare Office, and the Berlin Police President, following the
pulling-together in March 1921 of various welfare organizations under a
nation-wide umbrella organization.**

The collaboration between state and church was close in the field of
suicide prevention. While suicide had been decriminalized in the German
states in the wake of the Enlightenment, state authorities felt responsible
for preventing people from killing themselves, amidst the widespread
perception of rising suicide levels after 1918.%° State intervention could
take on very practical forms. Writing on the role of the police in suicide



THE WEIMAR BACKGROUND 31

prevention, the Catholic policeman M Julier from Augsburg argued in
Caritas, the trade journal of the Catholic Church’s welfare organization,
that ‘the observation of river banks is also a way to prevent suicidal persons
from taking the final step’.°® This reflected contemporary ideas of policemen
about the surveillance of public places by both police and public as a means
of crime and suicide prevention.”’

More generally, the discourse of the people’s community, in which
the life, not of the individual but of the community, mattered, became
gradually more important in the Weimar years.”® Berlin’s deputy police
president, Bernhard Weiss, ordered his policemen to write down the names
and addresses of all people who had attempted suicide and refer them either
to Fillkrug’s anti-suicide commission, or to the welfare office for help.”
A draft letter to be distributed to those hospitalized for a suicide attempt,
written very euphemistically, read:

Sorry for writing these lines to you concerning the event which took you to
hospital. There must have been very serious reasons which led you to this
step. But according to my conviction, such a throwing away of one’s own
life would only make sense if man really found rest in his grave from all his
sorrowful thoughts, anxieties and concerns ... Who knows whether even the
worst thing will be overcome in due course, whether the worst illness will
be defeated and the sun of life will shine again?'

In penning this letter, Fiillkrug only referred implicitly to religious ideas,
perhaps since he knew that religion had lost much of its appeal in a big
city like Berlin.’®* Rather ironically in the light of his statement on movies
causing suicides, Fiillkrug designed a slide show in 1928 to be used during
his lecture tours across Germany. The show neatly summarized the views
he had already presented in his two books.’*? In the slide show, Fiillkrug
drew an alarmist picture of suicide in Germany, which he described as a
‘national disease’ (Volkskrankheit) that had hit Germany particularly hard
after the defeat of 1918. Lumping together unemployment, the Dawes
Plan (an earlier version of the Young Plan) and increasing secularization,
Fiillkrug insisted:

The misery of the Fatherland broke the heart of many men. We see an
explanation for the steady rise of the suicide rate even above that of 1913
in the continuously increasing economic misery ... in unemployment, in the
impact of the Dawes plan, but also in the growing secularization of almost all
groups of our Volk.'®
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Fillkrug implicitly argued that the collapse of the traditional male role as
a breadwinner amidst mass unemployment would almost inevitably cause
suicides. There is no evidence that the Dawes plan (1924), which saw the
rescheduling of German reparations payments over a longer time span,
prompted more people to kill themselves than before: economic deflation
was a more likely general cause of the rise in suicide rates at this time. What
mattered more to contemporaries than a precise statistical breakdown of
suicide levels was the impression of living through hard times, reinforced
by people like Fiillkrug; a situation which many thought led unavoidably
to higher suicide numbers.

Catholics also started a campaign against suicide, led by the journalist
Hans Rost. A debate developed between representatives of the Protestant
and Catholic churches, focusing on the question of which faith was better
at preventing people from killing themselves. This reflected a wider dispute
between the Protestant and Catholic welfare organizations that was going
on in the late 1920s.1%* Rost had already argued in 1905 that Catholics
were less prone to commit suicide than Protestants. Indeed, as noted
earlier, statistics support this view, although suicide statistics of Catholic
regions were probably gross underestimates due to the Catholic ban on
suicide. By contrasting the traditionally high suicide levels of Protestant
Saxony with the relatively low ones of Catholic Spain, Rost insisted that
‘the impact of confessions on suicide is everywhere a positive one for
Catholicism’.'*

The Catholic Rost effectively agreed with the Protestant Fiillkrug that
modernity was one of the core reasons for suicide. Rost also introduced
anti-Semitic overtones into the debate on suicide. He argued:

The basic problem is the increasing irreligiousness, the lack of humility and
submission and a hedonism that is going beyond any sensible extent. Social
democracy, the liberal and, not to mention, Jewish Weltanschauung have
moved the centre of gravity of being to this life. The masses of people are
told that the hereafter is a popish swindle and that pleasure is the only aim of
life that is worth pursuing.'®®

An official from the Protestant Oberkirchenrat attacked Rost in 1928 in an

internal memorandum. He declared:

He [Rost] is known in professional circles as a tendentious statistician: from
controversial statistics he only chooses with great care and cunning what is
advantageous to the Catholic population. He ignores contradicting results (eg
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from criminal statistics); the same applies to all results of confessional statistics,
which portray the Catholic population as being backward in any respect. All
refutations have no impact on him. Dr Rost just selects everything from the
rich literature on the current subject (frequency of suicide) that suits him ...'%7

Apart from editing a bibliography of suicide, a standard work to this day,
Rost founded an international periodical devoted to suicide research and
prevention in 1932.'" Using medical analogies, Rost likened the fight
against suicide to attempts to cure tuberculosis and cancer. He claimed that
states suffering from the ‘terribly harsh dictates of the Peace’ and an alleged
suppression of Christianity, such as Germany, Hungary and Czechoslovakia,
displayed particularly high suicide rates.’® (Rost deliberately failed to
mention that Hungary and Bohemia-Moravia, both largely Catholic, had
already shown very high suicide levels before the First World War. This
inconvenient fact would have undermined his own hypothesis that Catholic
countries displayed lower suicide rates than Protestant ones.) Rost’s views
on suicide must have been influential, since he gave a broadcast on the
Bavarian Radio on 14 November 1931. The defeat of 1918 had caused the
increased suicide levels, Rost insisted. Suicide was less of a social than a
moral problem, for which secularization and urbanization were to blame.
Similarly to Fillkrug, Rost blamed newspapers, ‘cinemas, some theatres
and other entertainment venues’, and, perhaps surprisingly, Schopenhauer’s
philosophy (with which very few listeners can have been familiar) for
driving people, especially youths, into suicide.''® For people like Fiillkrug
and Rost, the root of the suicide problem was thus modernity, especially the
allegedly destructive impact of mass culture and secularization, exacerbated
after 1918 by what they considered to be an immoral cultural, social, and
political chaos which included the breakdown of traditional gender roles.
Many members of welfare organizations and the German middle classes
shared this view.

Rost and Fiillkrug’s views were not undisputed, however. The Hamburg
psychiatrist Richard Detlev Loewenberg attacked Fillkrug and Rost’s
claims in a study of suicide in Hamburg. Blaming psychological disorders
for suicide, he declared: ‘It is thus really no longer sufficient... to go over
these problems with reference to ... the lure of the big city versus simple
country life or the evil curse of unbelief, which make people become
desperate ...""" Reflecting his general concern about suicide rates, Fiillkrug
persuaded the members of his commission to announce a prose competition
on suicide on 1 May 1926. He had secured the Prussian Welfare Ministry’s
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sponsorship. The Ministry was itself concerned about suicide levels and
allocated the considerable sum of 1,000 Reichsmark for the ‘purposes of
hygienic popular education’ (fiir Zwecke der hygienischen Volksbelehrung).*'?
The competition was advertised nationally and received many entries.
Fillkrug wrote to famous authors of the time and asked them to act as
prize judges and assess the literary quality of the entries. Thus on 5 March
1926 he wrote to the novelist and popular historian Ricarda Huch and
invited her to sit on the prize panel; she politely declined.'”* Walter von
Molo, a right-wing author, agreed to sit on the panel but later came
to the harsh conclusion, in literary terms at least, that ‘the result [was]
catastrophic’.'**

Many of the entries were manifestly quite motivated by Fiillkrug’s lofty
purpose. One contributor, for example, wrote:

You had this year announced an essay prize competition concerning a
story ... The story narrates the case of a maid whose savings are taken away
from her by a gallant cheat... [She] wants to die in this collapse of money
and love. The moral point of this work is how she is dissuaded from her
decision by looking at her old savings book and her plan to make up for this
setback by new work and saving more."'?

As this plot summary suggests, suicide, thanks to coverage in the mass media
and traditional assumptions shared by many people, was primarily associated
with apolitical popular clichés, such as betrayed love and a loss of money.
The prize panel found the entries’ quality so poor that they announced a
new competition in July 1927. This received no fewer than 186 entries,
reflecting suicide’s public significance. The winning entry, entitled ‘Night
on the Bridge’, by Maria Kohn, has survived in the files. Its plot, featuring
an unemployed and lonely man standing on a bridge, prepared to jump
into his death, was far from original. But it did manage to combine Weimar
Germany’s problems with a somewhat overdrawn religious element. After
jumping into the river, the man is saved by a young boy’s dog.''® The prize
panel found this quite appealing.

Rather than entering short stories into the competition, however,
many correspondents, usually men, simply asked Fillkrug for money
and threatened to kill themselves if he did not comply with their request,
thereby using the religious taboo on suicide as a means of blackmailing
the Inner Mission. These letters are a remarkably rich source, even if the
intentions they state were not genuine. Most of the correspondents were
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not necessarily church-going Christians; in fact, many probably wrote to
Fillkrug because they had seen his anti-suicide commission mentioned
in the press. On 25 May 1926, for example, the 25-year-old Richard M
from Plauen described his sorrows and threatened that he was ‘ready to
take [his| life if [he] did not find some direct help by the end of this
week’. He had embezzled 1,000 Reichsmark because he did not know
what to do on a monthly income of 180 Reichsmark. He warned Fiillkrug
not to tell his ‘parents, bosses, or the authorities’, and thought that the
Inner Mission might be able to help. Needless to say, Fiillkrug and the
anti-suicide commission had neither the will nor the means to pay M’s
debts.'"”

Social conditions had an impact on people, whatever the statistics. Erich
S, aformer clerk at the Siemens factory in Berlin, got in touch with Fiillkrug
in April 1930 to complain about his fate. Having worked for Siemens from
1906 until 1925, he had been made redundant in 1925 and ‘could not stand
his life after about five years of being unemployed’. Rather curtly, Fiillkrug
recommended him to get in touch with the Protestant Central Welfare
Office in Berlin and refused to correspond with Siemens on his behalf.**8
Pastors from across Germany started forwarding their correspondence with
suicidal men to Fillkrug because they did not know how to cope with
the suicide problem. In April 1930 pastor Hartmann from Rheine, a small
town in Westphalia, wrote to Fiillkrug. Karl L, a failed businessman, whom
pastor Hartmann ‘had known for some years’, had previously complained
to Hartmann that he had only had five hot meals since 29 December 1929
and that he could only afford to eat bread. He had asked Hartmann for some
money to get a new business started, namely producing canned chicken,
and threatened to kill himself if he did not get any money, since ‘the
horrible circumstances of the past four months had often driven [him] into
greatest despair, but the hope for some improvement had always prevented
[him] from the last step’.!*?

Despite his widely publicized stance on suicide prevention, Fiillkrug
usually did not take these threats seriously. When people threatened that
they would commit suicide unless he helped them out with money,
Fullkrug filed their begging letters, annotated with the statement “Wants
some money’, as he did with a letter from Hermann L from Bad Kreuznach
on 17 April 1930. Born in 1898, L had served in the trenches of the
Western Front, where he was wounded. Because the inflation had ruined
his father’s estate, L claimed, he had had to drop out of university in 1927.
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Now he asked Fiillkrug for a loan of 8,000 Reichsmark to save what
was left of his father’s farm. He threatened to kill himself, and reminded
Filllkrug of the ‘French statesman who had spoken of Germany as being
overpopulated, and who could not show any other way out than starving
them’. Fillkrug politely replied on 25 April 1930 that his commission only
dealt with cases from Berlin."?® L directly linked his personal fate with the
rather desolate state of Germany, as his reference to the French statesman,
probably Clemenceau, reveals; his views here showed some congruence
with those of the Nazis.

Fillkrug not only refused to respond to these suicide threats; he also
turned away suicidal men who approached him directly at the anti-suicide
commission’s offices. In September 1930, amidst rising unemployment and
suicide levels, Fritz Reppo, a reporter for the Welt am Morgen, wrote a
very sarcastic and devastating undercover report on the way in which
Filllkrug and the Protestant Church dealt with suicidal people. Reppo,
dressed in rags, pretended to be tired of life and unemployed. He called
on various Protestant welfare organizations in Berlin. Reppo first went to
Fullkrug’s office in the leafy Dahlem suburb ‘where the extremely wealthy
businessmen from the city live’. Fullkrug’s wife answered the door and
snapped at him that Fiillkrug was not in. Reppo did not ask her for any
money, and pretended that he simply wanted to have a conversation.
Fullkrug’s wife, far from being generous and helpful, offered Reppo some
sausage sandwiches and 20 pfennigs. She then told him to go away.
He should ‘trust in God’s mercy’, she added, before referring Reppo to
the local Welfare Office. Reppo then went to the Berlin City Mission.
Here, a pastor accused him of ‘complaining like an old woman’. This
dismissal had been common since the First World War when doctors and
welfare officials had been accusing soldiers seeking help of hysteria in order
to reject their claims for support.’?" Being dismissed as an ‘old woman’
undermined the confidence of unemployed men genuinely contemplating
suicide in their male status as breadwinners. The pastor offered Reppo a
two-night stay at the City Mission. Reppo decided to try his luck at the
City Mission in Moabit, a working-class district. Here, a pastor boasted
that he would go begging if he were in Reppo’s situation. Finally, he
sent Reppo away, giving him a meagre 5o pfennigs. Predictably, Reppo
concluded that ‘Christian welfare’ was totally useless.!?

Fullkrug was not particularly helpful either to veterans whose benefit
claims had been rejected. Hermann E, a man from Sorau in Silesia, wrote
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to Fillkrug on 22 April 1930. E did not threaten to kill himself. He insisted
that most suicides were due to what he called the current ‘dispute over
pensions’. After Fiillkrug had politely told him that he could not provide
any help, E wrote another, this time more aggressive letter, in which he
accused the president of the Reichsbank, Dr Hjalmar Schacht, who had
resigned from his office in 1930, of being corrupt:

It is not the sick and unemployed who are the biggest ‘welfare recipients’
and cause a burden for the economy, but gentlemen like Dr Schacht who
has secured 50,000 R eichsmark for himself per annum or a golden handshake
worth 1.5 million. I and my 5 children receive a disability pension of 965
Reichsmark per year, and for this, I have had to pay my contribution week
by week for the last 20 years...'>

The Reichsbund der Kriegsbeschddigten, the SPD’s organization for those who
had been wounded in the war, also drew an alarmist picture of suicide to
counter the attempts of the Briining government to cut down veterans’
pensions. In February 1931, the Reichsbund blamed the government for
suicides among veterans. For war veterans facing impoverishment, suicide
was the last way out, declared the Reichsbund, implying that poverty
undermined the war veterans’ status as men. Allegedly, 49 members had
killed themselves in the second quarter of 1931 alone. And in July 19371,
the Reichsbund’s journal reprinted a suicide note that had reportedly been
written by a veteran who had been severely wounded in the war. The
letter read:

I just want to tell you what is happening to me. I've gone through a lot. I
was in the war, started by the money-grubbers. My hand was hurt, I was hit
twice in the shoulder and once in the head...I worked from morning until
night, and the only thing I have to show for it are debts. I asked the veterans’
office to guarantee a mortgage ... I told them that if they couldn’t help, my
family and I simply couldn’t live any longer ... The office I asked told me
that they couldn’t do anything...'ve had enough. I would have done this
on the 20th, only I didn’t have a gun, and I want my family’s end to be
quick and painless. We learned that in the war. I was always a good father
and took care of my family ... And it’s just because I don’t want my family to
have to live in poverty that I'm taking them with me. Maybe my action will
help other disabled veterans ... Long live the world revolution.

After sending off this letter to a friend, the author is said to have shot his
wife and three children, before turning the gun on himself. Even though
we cannot be sure if this suicide note was genuine, it reflected the feeling
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of many veterans that the Briining government had let them down. Under
these circumstances, killing one’s family and then committing suicide
seemed the only way out for this particular veteran.'>* Here was suicide
presented again as the last way out for impoverished fathers of families.

In another remarkable case in 1930, Fiillkrug wrote a stern reply to
the 25-year-old Otto U who had complained about his inability to marry
because of his lack of money and threatened to kill himself. Fiilllkrug sternly
retorted:

If you read all of the letters which we received over the last few days,
following a newspaper report on our work against suicide, you would no
longer consider your situation as difficult. Thousands of fathers of families
are unemployed these days... You, on the other hand, have a job, and are
making 31 Reichsmark per week...In our opinion you do not have any
reason for giving up the will to live. Every man has to cope with problems,
and a healthy young man should take up the fight of life with joy and
courage. Perhaps it would be worthwhile for you to have a serious word
with your pastor.'?

Fillkrug’s reference to many people being worse off than U was, many
contemporaries felt, a reaction all too typical of Weimar welfare organ-
izations to requests made by people in need. Whether or not Fiillkrug’s
correspondents seriously considered suicide as a way out of their problems
probably matters less than the fact that they threatened to. Suicide was a
particularly apt theme, since in the popular imagination it was still associ-
ated with breaking a taboo due to the traditional religious ban on suicide,
upheld since the early Middle Ages. Using suicide as a threat was, many
people evidently thought, especially useful in shocking church officials
like Fiillkrug. For people in urban settings, the religious taboo probably
mattered less than it did for rural people, but suicide continued to arouse
associations of something disreputable, even at a time when newspapers
were full of reports on suicide.

Fiillkrug was not the only recipient of fraudulent suicide letters. On 4
March 1931, Ernst W, the owner of a pen factory in Vienna, left two letters
near the Royal Palace in Berlin, one ostensibly written by a Baron and
another one by a girl, together with a hat and a chest, and a photograph
of Mussolini. A street sweeper found the box and passed it on to the
police. A letter attached to the box promised 1,000 Reichsmark to the
finder. In the suicide note, which W had penned himself, a Baron takes
his farewell from life after receiving a letter from the girl brushing him off.
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Leading the investigation, the head of the Berlin homicide squad, Ernst
Gennat concluded on § March 1931 that this was the work of W, who had
previously played similar pranks elsewhere in Germany. Back in Vienna,
W was interrogated by the Austrian Security Service (Sicherheits-Bureau)
on 9 March 1931. He explained that he had been motivated by a desire
to seek the German judiciary’s attention. In 1912, a Dresden court had
sentenced him to three years in prison for fraud (he had been using the
name Henckel von Donnersmarck), and his attempts at rehabilitation by
the Dresden court had so far been without any success.!?

Newspapers reported the unusual find. The Berliner Borsen-Kurier quickly
got the point and thought that W was just attention-seeking. The BZ am
Mittag mentioned that the finder would receive 1,000 Reichsmark.'?” This
prompted Anni M, a young woman from Berlin who had read an article
about the find in a newspaper, to write to Gennat, requesting that he
should give her the money. She wanted to marry soon, she said, and she
and her family ‘were also hit hard by the current economic situation’.'?®
The promise of money was a deception, too. The quick response of
newspaper readers, and the fact that people used suicide to seek attention,
again shows the significance of suicide to Weimar people. On 25 March
1931, after losing her job, Helene B, a 31-year-old worker at the Sarotti
chocolate factory, wrote a letter to the Berlin criminal police. She explained
that she would commit suicide: ‘The undersigned takes the liberty to let
it be known that I have committed suicide, please say hello to my dead
parents. Otherwise, just a final greeting from Helene B, born 13 March
1898 in Hanover-Dohren, who attended school in Tempelhof. It came to
this because of lovesickness and unemployment.’'?* B was clearly suffering
from some kind of mental illness. It is not entirely clear whether she killed
herself, but the fact that she wrote a suicide note, which took up public
clichés about suicide from the press, is revealing insofar as it confirms the
great impact of newspapers on people’s perception and interpretation of
suicide.

On 1 April 1932, along with his colleagues, Fiillkrug was forced to
resign from the Central Committee of the Inner Mission in the wake of a
slush funds scandal, which would have almost led to the Inner Mission’s
bankruptcy. This scandal also prompted a crisis of public confidence in the
Inner Mission at a time when many people already distrusted the German
welfare system more generally. By deliberately blaming the post-war order
for suicide, Fillkrug and others had contributed to the undermining of the
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Weimar Republic’s legitimacy, right from its beginning.”*® The medical
doctor and economist Hans Harmsen, perhaps more famous as an eugenicist
and champion of racial hygienics and birth control,'*! took over Fiillkrug’s
position as chairman of what was now known as ‘Help for those Tired of
Lite’ (Hilfe fiir Lebensmiide) on 10 February 1933, just after the Nazis had
come to power on 30 January 1933."?

Fiillkrug and the Inner Mission never really accepted the Weimar
Republic and welcomed the Nazi takeover in 1933.'** Still under Fillkrug’s
auspices, the anti-suicide commission drafted a leaflet in 1933, which was
to be distributed on the streets. It portrayed suicide as a phenomenon
of the Weimar years, now past. The authors blamed ‘the terrible forces
that overcame our people and Fatherland and against which we were
defenceless’ and “Versailles, inflation and unemployment’ for the ‘more
than 200,000 people’ Germany had lost through suicide in the Weimar
years. The leaflet went on to complain about the lack of ‘community’
and the ‘active help of our national comrades’ in the Weimar years, and
promised that there would not be any suicides in the Third Reich.'**

The anti-suicide commission met irregularly after 1933. In one of
the final sessions on 9 June 1937 the Berlin City Mission’s deputy bluntly
emphasized that most suicides no longer stemmed from economic problems
such as unemployment which the Nazis had allegedly solved.'*® There is
no evidence of meetings of the commission after 1937, which suggests that
the commission ceased to exist. Fiillkrug, who had remained on the board
of the anti-suicide commission, and others, claimed that the Nazis had
successfully combated suicide, so there was, by implication, nothing left for
them to do.

VI

People not only threatened suicide in letters to welfare institutions, they
also frequently wrote farewell missives before actually killing themselves.
We have access to these documents from an unparalleled collection of
investigation files compiled by the homicide squad of the Berlin criminal
police, founded in 1926, and led by the detective superintendent Ernst
Gennat, an enormously overweight man with an incurable craving for cake.
These files shed light on the ways in which ordinary people represented
their suicides.'®® What was the impact of the public debates on suicide,
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discussed above, on individual suicides in the mass society of Weimar
Germany where most people read newspapers on a daily basis?

In the Weimar Republic, policemen and criminologists were increas-
ingly concerned with a typology of criminality and scientific explanations
for deviant behaviour that saw criminals as inherently degenerate and in-
corrigible types. In the light of economic deprivation, social decline, and
mass unemployment, many thought that suicide and criminality went hand
in hand with each other. This view was shared in police circles, too. In
1927, a professor of criminology declared in a periodical read by criminal
police members: ‘The specific circumstances of a particular suicide are so
strange that the preparation and the carrying out of the act itself must cast
doubt upon the suicide’s mental health.’**”

Following calls from criminologists who had demanded a more effi-
cient and rational system of classifying and identifying criminals, Gennat
compiled a systematic central index of murder and suicide.'*® An internal
memorandum of 1928 stipulated that investigating policemen must pay
close attention to suicide, since in many cases it was not entirely clear at
first glance whether the dead person had fallen victim to a murderer. The
criminal police, particularly Gennat’s homicide squad (Morddezernat), took
a keen interest in suicide, amidst a widespread perception of rising suicide
levels. This prompted Gennat to start collecting the suicide notes which
he and his men had found during their investigations of suicides. Once the
police had established that someone’s death had not been caused by another
person (Fremdeinwirken), the criminal police usually closed the case. One
of the most professionalized and technically well-equipped criminal police
forces in Europe at the time, the Berlin homicide squad was well-known
in Berlin and elsewhere in Germany. Newspapers often asked readers to
report any relevant clues to the police.'?

Policemen often found it very difficult to establish whether the cause
of death had been murder or suicide. This prompted an officer to give
detailed practical advice for policemen on the beat in 1922:

If a policeman on patrol is called to [investigate the death of] a hanged
person, he should first of all cut off the noose. If the person can still be
revived, the policeman should attempt to resuscitate him if he knows how
to do so properly. Otherwise, a doctor is to be called. If the hanged person
is male, there is a clear way to establish whether he committed suicide or
was murdered, even if he is of an advanced age. The officer need only
open the man’s pants. If there is a fresh emission of semen on the shirt, one
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undoubtedly has a case of suicide, whereas if the person was murdered, one
will find excretion, the consequence of fear.'*°

While the accuracy of this advice remains doubtful, the fact that such tips
were circulated among ordinary policemen suggests that the Weimar police
were concerned with distinguishing suicide from murder.

One theme, parents killing their children before taking their own lives,
featured quite regularly in suicide investigations and, as we have seen, in
newspaper reports on suicide in the Weimar years because the murder
of children was particularly shocking. There was a notable gap between
police investigations and press accounts of suicides. Newspapers often
misrepresented someone’s ostensible suicide motives to contribute to their
respective political agenda.

Take the case of Klara Engwicht, a 33-year-old cleaner from a Berlin
working-class neighbourhood. On 25 March 1932, Good Friday, Engwicht
strangled her three children aged between two and six years before hanging
herself. In an article entitled ‘“Welfare Recipient Goes into Death with
3 Children’ the communist daily Die Rofe Fahne emphasized Engwicht’s
proletarian lifestyle and went on to describe her house as ‘typical proletarian
accommodation’. Unable to pay her rent for three months, she was facing
eviction from her flat. On top of that, she had become pregnant again.
Inflating this case to an ideological battle, the article accused the social
democratic Vonwidrts of having lied about Engwicht allegedly receiving
sufficient money from the welfare office.! The article blamed those ‘who
are responsible for today’s circumstances’ for her death, and reduced suicide
to a pre-determined act devoid of any personal motivations by claiming
that ‘life had already been taken from the woman before she took it
from herself and her children’.**? In contrast to this orthodox communist
view, the Berliner Morgenpost, Berlin’s best-selling paper from the liberal
Ullstein house, delivered a much more sober and realistic account, which
confirmed that Engwicht had indeed received decent welfare payments.
The Berliner Morgenpost emphasized the fact that her new lover had left
her after promising to marry her as Engwicht’s main suicide motive. The
Morgenpost also mentioned her alcoholism, and the fact that she treated her
children very badly even before she murdered them.'*

The communists distorted their accounts of the Engwicht case for
political purposes. The police found out that Engwicht had indeed been
pregnant and that she had been carrying on various sexual relationships.
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The plumber Walter C, her neighbour, testified that he knew this for sure,
since the walls were very thin in their apartment block. He also told the
police that Engwicht had wanted to marry him, but he had refused since he
did not find her attractive. After confirming that ‘Miss Engwicht had been
supported sufficiently by the authorities’, he claimed that she had ‘recently
beaten her children quite often, sometimes even at night’. At times she
had been working as a prostitute; and recently, C testified, Engwicht had
told another neighbour that she wanted to commit suicide, but did not tell
him why. It quickly turned out that Engwicht’s current lover, Gustav G,
had something to do with the case, as Ida S, another neighbour, testified.
Engwicht had planned to marry G, the father of the child with which she
was pregnant, but G’s mother had allegedly banned this, since she found
Engwicht’s lifestyle immoral. G, an unemployed fraudster, had allegedly
already planned to marry Engwicht in October 1931 but had had to put this
off, allegedly since he was so poor that he could not afford any appropriate
clothes for the wedding. He had only recently been released from prison.
In addition, his mother had replied to a letter from Engwicht in which she
had evidently broached the topic of marrying him, in scathing terms:

Dear Frau Engwicht!

I have to reply to your letter that it is not good to sleep with a man if one
is not married yet and that I do not have any use for you, since my son will
definitely get another one without children.

Best wishes, Frau G.

The police concluded that Engwicht had indeed murdered her children
and killed herself, chiefly because of G’s broken promise. They did not
mention her alleged financial problems.**

How did ordinary people react to suicides? And how did the police
determine whether a death had been due to murder or suicide? Most
of the suicides investigated by the Berlin homicide squad took place in
working-class milieus, reflecting a traditional pattern of criminal police
work. In December 1932, a local policeman had found the 27-year-old
telegraph worker Willi W gassed in his flat in the Lichtenberg working-class
district. Initially, the policeman assumed that W had committed suicide.
Nevertheless, following the regulations, the policeman referred the case
to Gennat’s homicide squad, prompting a furious letter from Gennat to
the man in charge of the Lichtenberg police precinct. Gennat doubted
whether W had committed suicide and complained that policemen must
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be more careful when examining similar cases. In the past, local policemen
had not bothered to investigate suicides properly and had failed to compile
reports. Gennat insisted: ‘T am not at all in favour of producing too much
paperwork. However, even theft of a rabbit and other trivial thefts are
usually reported in much more detail than suicides.”**

Convinced that W’s death had been suspicious, Gennat interrogated W’s
widow on 29 December. In the dramatic interrogation, Frau W explained
her miserable domestic situation in which she seems to have been the main

breadwinner:

I have always said, so much rent, and I'm even working and then my
husband gave me 8 mark for household expenses and then he always went
out drinking and so then I opened the gas valve. People want their money,
and I'm not supposed to talk about money matters with my husband and
then what else can I say? I can’t do anything more, like work; I can’t just
wipe out our debts. Everything was going down the drain and we worked
so hard and then he cheats on me behind my back.

Although she had a part-time job, their combined debts amounted to the
enormous sum of 800 Reichsmark. Only when she had some money to
spare did she insert coins into the slot meter for gas. Otherwise the couple
were without heating and cooking facilities. Gennat tried to calm Frau W
down and commended her for telling him the truth: “That is the best thing
you could do. You are showing some remorse.”**¢

The case also had a political dimension, since W was a Nazi, while his
wife intended to vote for the communists. Frau W’s mother testified in
support of her daughter and confirmed that Herr W had indeed betrayed
and mistreated his wife, allegedly telling her: ‘I will get you to obey me.’
Gennat showed some sympathy for Frau W, but nevertheless concluded that
she had gassed her husband ‘in a state of thoroughly righteous indignation
and embitterment, caused by her husband’s behaviour’.'"” Wrapping up
the case, Gennat insisted that local policemen must carry out investigations
more thoroughly. Gennat attached so much significance to the W case that
he continued to try to track down the policeman who had been responsible
in the first instance for the inaccurate reporting of the case until March
1933, when Gennat closed the file by concluding that he was going to
use the case as teaching material.’*® Other murders went unnoticed by the
police and were misclassified as suicides. To obtain more reliable statistics,



THE WEIMAR BACKGROUND 45

Gennat had already told his detectives to be more careful when filling out
data sheets required for every suicide.'*

While Frau W did her best to disguise murder as suicide, some suicides,
particularly from the middle class, tried to conceal the fact that they had
killed themselves. Middle-class Germans, perhaps less secularized than the
working class, were more likely to conceal their suicide and make it seem
like a murder to avoid the stigma still attached with suicide. Families of
those whose deaths had been officially recognized as suicide were not
eligible to receive any payment from life-insurance companies, if they had
subscribed to one.

On 21 July 1931 the former Yugoslav Honorary General Consul in Berlin
Dr Ernst Barckhausen was found shot dead in the study of his house in the
expensive Tiergarten district. During the Great Depression, Barckhausen
had lost both his money and his position as consul. Nevertheless he tried
to keep up his reputation as an influential and respectable man, boasting,
for instance, that he was personally acquainted with the ex-Kaiser. Indeed,
Barckhausen had been the representative of German business in Yugoslavia
and had also been in charge of negotiating German reparations payments
to Yugoslavia. In desperation, having accrued a massive debt of more than
100,000 Reichsmark, Barckhausen decided to cheat on his car insurance.
He sank his car, a blue Graham-Paige, in the River Elbe, and told his
insurers that someone had stolen it. Unfortunately, however, someone
found the automobile in the River Elbe on 10 July 1931. On 12 July 19371,
Barckhausen received the news that his car had been found. Aware that
the police would prosecute him, thus destroying his social reputation, he
decided to kill himself.'*°

Life insurance companies were increasingly anxious about rising suicide
levels at this time. In 1930, according to one source, ten per cent of
their overall payments to relatives of people who had died were paid to
the dependants of suicides. Many companies thus decided to introduce
a waiting period (Karenzzeit), stipulating that a payment could only be
made to suicide’s relatives if the insurance policy had been taken out at
least two years previously. Most companies extended this period to five
years in 1932, reflecting the rise in claims for suicides.'® If the waiting
period had not yet elapsed, life-insurance companies usually only made full
payment of the sum insured to relatives of suicides who were officially
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classified as mentally ill at the time of the deed (an interesting parallel to
the traditional church policy that dictated that only those suicides who had
been insane at the time of killing themselves were eligible for a funeral).
Those who had taken out life insurance overwhelmingly belonged to the
‘better-off classes’, one expert claimed in 1934. Many such people, the
expert went on, later killed themselves ‘to find a desirable way out of
their morally and economically life-threatening situation’.'** According to
a contemporary newspaper article, self~employed middle-class professionals
were more vulnerable to economic change and thus to suicide in the case
of bankruptcy.!s®

Barckhausen had insured his own life for the enormous sum of 200,000
Reichsmark. He was anxious that the sum should go to his family after his
death, thus enabling them to pay off the debt. So he decided to arrange
his suicide to look as if he had been murdered. Having set up the scene
to look as if he had fallen victim to an armed robbery, Barckhausen
was found dead, sitting behind his desk, where he had been writing a
letter. He had forgotten to take the cap off his pen. Also, he had used
his own revolver for blowing out his brains. Barckhausen’s wallet had
been found at a sorting office (he had left it in a public postbox so as
to create the impression that he had been killed by a robber who had
walked away with his money after shooting him). The criminal police
attributed wider significance to this case and concluded: ‘In the history
of crime, there have always been so-called “borderline cases”. Suicides
have with outstanding skill been able to deceive people into believing that
criminal circumstances surrounded their deaths.”*>* The Vossische Zeitung
went further and interpreted this case as ‘a unique example of a pretended
murder, but also as a staggering document of human entanglement and
guilt’. The newspaper put his death into the context of the increasing
economic depression affecting Germany, and noted that it had coincided
with the collapse of the Darmstddter und Nationalbank (Danatbank) on 13 July
1931, which almost led to the total collapse of banking in Germany.'*® The
psychiatrist Richard Detlev Loewenberg did indeed reveal an increased
incidence of suicide in Hamburg in the week of the crash of the Danatbank.
From 13 July until 18 July, 17 suicides were registered in Hamburg.
In the previous week, only five suicides had been reported, and in the
week following, there were 12 cases. For Loewenberg and many others,
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these figures proved that adverse economic conditions directly caused
suicides.'®¢

In many cases, as in Barckhausen’s, it was difficult for the criminal
police to establish whether a death had been due to murder or suicide.
Investigations often continued to rely on the interrogation of eyewitnesses.
Social prejudices and clichés about suicide held by the criminal police and
the public certainly also played a great role in determining whether a given
death was classified as murder or suicide. Towards the end of the Weimar
Republic, individual cases of suicide became increasingly politicized by the
media as individual suicides within the ranks of the Nazis and the com-
munists concerned the criminal police especially in the later Weimar years
which saw increasing hostilities between the two parties. On 30 September
1930, the 23-year-old baker Franz G was found shot dead in his parents’
flat in HerschelstraBe in North Charlottenburg. Heavily politicized, people
in this overwhelmingly working-class district fought their political enemies
over the domination of their neighbourhoods. Particularly towards the
end of the Weimar Republic, political violence turned almost into a civil
war.’” G, an active member of the Nazi party and a storm trooper, had
been fighting the communist Rofer Frontkdmpferbund and had been arrested
several times in 1927 and in 1929 for beating up communists who, in
turn, had also attacked him. Assuming that G had been killed by the
communists, the criminal police interrogated people from G’s neighbour-
hood. On the night of 29 September 1930, the police established, G had
shown up at two pubs, probably SA Sturmlokale, typical hang-outs for
unemployed storm troopers. The landlord and an SA officer had evicted
him, since he had been extremely drunk. On his way home, he had been
overheard saying, ‘If the Third Reich doesn’t come about soon, I will
finish myself off.’*5®

G’s motivation may not have been entirely political. The businessman
Heinrich K, G’s SA leader (Sturmfiihrer), testified that G’s father had
contacted him directly after G’s death and asked him how much money
he would get from the storm troopers’ life insurance company, now that
his son had died (the storm troopers had been offering their own insurance
to members, as did trade unions and left-wing political parties).'® K then
accused G’s father, formerly a social democrat, of his son’s murder. (G’s
father claimed that he had been a member of the SPD ‘merely for monetary
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reasons’ to get promoted as a street cleaner.) Presumably K did not want
the insurance fund to have to pay out, either because it would deplete it, or
because G’s father was not somebody he wanted to get the money. Three
storm troopers would testify, K claimed, that G had already threatened to
kill his son; to discredit him further, the storm troopers asserted that G’s
father was beating his daughter. Interrogated by the criminal police on
4 October, G’s father explained that he had never had ‘significant political
arguments’ with his son. He was anxious that his sons might get hurt during
street fights, and asserted that he had only complained ‘that they went out
in public too often and took part in processions. And of course that they
hung out on the street and in the pubs until 3 or 4 in the morning.’
The police concluded that K’s allegations were politically motivated and
without foundation. G had clearly killed himself. Here, suicide had been
politicized in a particularly direct way in the context of political conflict in
the locality.!¢°

Similar cases happened elsewhere in the politically turbulent final years
of the Weimar Republic. In Silesia, local storm troopers fought the
communists and the social democrats, among others, in a particularly brutal
way in the wake of the July 1932 Reichstag elections, which had failed
to bring the Nazis into power. The radical SA terror campaign of August
1932 nevertheless led to a crisis within the Nazi movement between those
in favour of political violence and others advocating a tactic of ‘legality’.1e!
This atmosphere created a tendency to assume that almost any death of a
politically active individual must be a political murder.

On 30 August 1932, the Volkischer Beobachter reported that the 26-year-
old storm trooper Franz Rosemann had been run over by a train near
Liegnitz. The Nazi newspaper insisted that communists had shot him,
though not fatally, near the railway. The article claimed that Rosemann
had been trying to run away from his would-be killers at the time when
the train hit him. ‘There was not the least evidence for suicide’ in this
case, declared the paper. The Nazis threatened to ‘take the necessary
steps’, that is to retaliate against the alleged communist killers, since the
‘political police had been satisfied with the assumption that it had been
suicide’. Nevertheless, the investigation of the state prosecutor at the
Breslau Sondergericht, a special court established to combat political unrest,
reached a fundamentally different verdict. Rosemann had not in fact been
killed by the communists, but had killed himself, as a railway guard
who had witnessed his death testified. Rosemann had also been suffering
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from lovesickness, as his father told the police.'® The Nazis’ accusations
against the communists were totally untenable in this case. After the Nazi
seizure of power, Nazi lawyers went through the legal files of Nazis who
had allegedly suffered from political ‘persecution’ in the Weimar years
in order to reward their relatives and put their names on a list of fallen
heroes. Rosemann, however, was not included in this list, and the Nazis
accepted the view that he had killed himself.** Paradoxically, while both
Nazis and communists emphasized and even exaggerated the prevalence
of real suicide in the crisis-ridden final years of the Weimar Republic,
they were only too often unwilling to believe it when it affected one of
their own.

VII

Most suicides did not think of politics when they penned their farewell
missives. Did public debates on suicide have any impact on them? The
Berlin criminal police under Gennat began collecting suicide notes in 1926,
ranging from the blackly comic to the utterly tragic. Bureaucratic interest
in the phenomenon of suicide grew in the mid-1920s. In a draft of the new
German penal code (never actually implemented), incitement to suicide was
to be penalized, so Gennat thought that the material might also be relevant
to the Reichstag’s penal-code reform commission (Strafrechtskommission).'**
These missives allow us to reconstruct ordinary people’s attitudes towards
suicide. Given the uncertainties about their statistical repetitiveness and the
often idiosyncratic style and contents of the notes, it makes sense, rather
than analysing the suicide notes in a quantitative-systematic way, to use
them as qualitative evidence.'®®

Writing about the ‘self-evidentiality of many suicide notes’, one historian
concludes that they reflect ‘the basic structure of human freedom’.'s
However, only very few, if any, historical documents are ‘self-evident’,
and merely reprinting them without contextualizing them is not sufficient.
Suicide notes do in fact have the ability to tell us something about
the social, economic and even political context within which they were
penned. Farewell missives are the suicide’s last means of communication.
As we have seen, relatively few suicides leave notes, which are, of course,
often written under great mental stress. However, those who write a
farewell letter, be it to the police, the welfare office or to their relatives
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usually want to emphasize a particular suicide motive. Suicide notes thus
offer a microcosm of the existential circumstances under which people took
their lives. The ways in which people represented their suicides can be put
into a historical context, which illuminates the circumstances of a suicide,
alongside the main motive the suicide wanted to emphasize. As for the
police, they took their own view of the circumstances, appending a brief
note on the motivation for each case in the file with a red pencil. These files
yield relatively little, if any, biographical information on the individuals
presented here. Yet individual suicides are recoverable from these files,
even without much background information about the individual suicides
and their hopes and expectations.

In some cases, people who planned to commit suicide sent a note
directly to the police in which they proposed arrangements for the disposal
of their bodies. Probably only in Germany did suicides assist the police in
this way. Most of them were from the working class and were too poor
to have life insurance. Some wanted to ensure that friends and relatives
were not accused of homicide, others wanted to protest against social
conditions. Take the case of the 20-year-old chauffeur Ordulf Thomas,
who shot himself in the Grunewald forest in 1928. Mocking the public
media obsession with suicide, Thomas wrote a startlingly ironic letter to
the local police office on the day before his death, detailing where the
police could find his corpse:

For the rest, I ask you to refrain from putting any entertaining notes in the
newspaper. You will certainly be interested in the motives that prompted me
to take this step—so I'll satisfy your curiosity. Simply for a change. Life was
too boring for me, and I wanted to convince myself of the existence of the
‘Beyond’. T couldn’t care less what you do with my remains. As far as I'm
concerned you can put me on the Victory Column. So, that should do, and
I wish you much pleasure with my cadaver.'¢’

‘While it is hard to say whether there was a literary influence here, Thomas’s
suicide note made fun of the public obsession with suicide and the genre
of suicide notes, and mocked the romanticization of suicide in reports that
attributed it to disappointment in love. His request not to be mentioned
in the press, which the police observed, shows how some suicides tried to
keep their death private, from whatever motives.

Emotional problems featured in many farewell missives. Oskar S, a
24-year-old unemployed waiter from the working-class Neukolln district
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wrote on a scrap of paper, still stained with his own blood in the archive
eighty years later, to his girlfriend on 4 April 1926: ‘Dear Winnie! I couldn’t
go on. Thanks for everything. My body hurts, why.” On the reverse, he
continued: ‘Long live life. Thank you, my dear parents, for everything.
But I'm finished.”*®® Somewhat apologetically, Oskar anticipated that his
relatives might be gravely offended by his suicide. He ended by expressing
his love for his girlfriend and family.

On the other hand, some suicides used their final statement to express
hatred, as did Hermann L to his daughter on 8 July 1926:

When you find this note, do whatever you want, because I'm not coming
back. I'm sick of you acting like an animal. It always reminds me of earlier
times. You have no idea what a bitch your mother was. My disgust drove me
away from her. Farewell and try to become a human being, otherwise you’ll
perish, too. Best wishes. Your Father.'¢?

Here was suicide presented as a kind of revenge, designed to cause feelings
of guilt and shame in the surviving next-of-kin.

Some suicides made explicit political statements in their final commu-
nications, probably hoping that their suicide notes would be noticed by
the press. The Italian citizen Antonio S was found hanged on 1 June 1927
in a goods train near the station of Sagehorn in Lower Saxony. There are
no further details available on S, probably a political refugee from Italy. In
his suicide note, translated by the police, he protested against the Fascist
regime:

Persecuted and hunted like an animal, I had to leave my country in order
not to lose my freedom. It was very hard for me to bring about my own
death, but it’s far better than being executed in the Mussolini gaol, because I
am a political dissenter! Cheers to all decent people who do not violate their
fellow citizens even when their politics are different.

It seems likely that S was facing extradition proceedings, and did not see
any way out for himself other than suicide. The police tried to contact his
relatives, but conceded on 20 September 1927 that ‘the investigations in
Milan were inconclusive’.'7°

Count Ernst von L, a lawyer, wrote his own very patriotic obituary
instead of leaving a suicide note to his family before shooting himself in
1927 in his flat in Spandau:

In accordance with his inner disposition, he remained to his core a loner.
His heart was not tied to things of the ephemeral world. So outstanding



52 SUICIDE IN NAZI GERMANY

was his character that whatever the situation, he would not allow himself
to go around flattering people, be they his superiors or others, at work or
away from it. Toadying and pussyfooting were for him as good as having
no character at all. His unabashed directness in dealing with his fellow men
made him quite a few enemies... He was a German to his very core and a
monarchist, an unflinching and avid confessor of his faith, a fanatical devotee
of Bismarck and last but not least one whose hatred of the French nation was
unmatched.'”!

While it is not entirely obvious what had prompted his suicide, it is clear
that he completely identified himself and his status as an ex-soldier with
the fate of the German nation.

Material problems, especially unemployment, served as a primary motive
in many suicide notes, as one might expect from the statistical evidence.
Fifty-nine-year-old chauffeur Wilhelm S’s suicide note, written before he
gassed himself on 9 September 1932 in his flat in the Friedenau garden
suburb of Berlin, reads like a short autobiography and as a selfjustification
vis-a-vis the police. A war veteran, S had had marriage problems and, to
make things worse, was now unemployed. He accused his wife of having
destroyed his life, and, by implication, causing his suicide. It seems as if he
would have been quite pleased if she had got into trouble with the police.
S declared:

I must unfortunately leave behind this last missive, because I cannot live any
longer and so I must depart from life. I have indeed done my duty. I have
been married since 27 December 1900. As early as 1903 I had already been
alerted to the fact that she would make me unhappy. And so it continued
year after year. Then the war came. I returned and it all started. Her siblings
were with her and had a bad influence on her and moved from one place to
the next. I moved to Manteuftelstrasse 19 in Tempelhof and then things really
went awry. They both got on each other [’s nerves|. She said the woman
is making you unhappy, that was Wilhelm S and Emma S, nee L. Luise S
was there, too. I complained that this should be kept a private matter, but it
went to police station 178. Any of her siblings could have done it. [They]
brought the whole matter to the attention of the Supreme Administrative
Court (Oberverwaltungsgericht) at Hardenbergstr. 31. Everything is a mess. 1
had to take my wife to Buch [a Berlin mental asylum], but she was released.
While my wife was in the mental asylum, I had to live with my daughter
Else who did not make much money. She left on 1 May, packed up her
stuft and [left me] some pennies. I used them [up] on the street but that
wasn’t enough for her so now my wife is taking everything over to her son
who wouldn’t even offer her a glass of water. He cannot eat and throws
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everything into the dustbin. Willi S lives at Bahnstr 9 and now I have the
pain. Now I'm unemployed, it’s even worse now, getting worse. I could put
down more thoughts. Phone Donhoft 9127, Kommandantenstr 18, signed

Willi S, chauffeur. I was inclined to set everything on fire, but I felt sorry for

the neighbours.'”?

Here, in this confused but powerful note, was suicide in rage and despair,
triggered by economic misery and problems with his family.

Ordinary people sometimes asked the police not to pass on any inform-
ation about their suicide. The §3-year-old bank clerk Johannes L, who
gassed himself in his flat in the Barn District of Berlin on 22 July 1931,
specifically requested that the press must not be informed; the police would
be able to draw an ‘appropriate donation’ from his estate if they kept the
matter quiet. According to the police, he was suffering from paralysis of the
legs. Writing a suicide note to the local police office’s head, L explained
that the police should know ‘that this is not a crime when someone finds
me dead in my bed’. He also requested not to be taken to a morgue, but
directly to the cemetery, in a coffin, which was ready for him. If true, this
reveals that L had meticulously planned his suicide beforehand.'”?

Unemployment, despair and lost love were common motives for ordinary
Berliners to justify their suicides. The case of the 25-year-old butcher,
Hermann | from Glogau in Silesia, who shot himself in a hotel room in
Berlin on 15 February 1931, is quite revealing in this regard. Leaving three
suicide notes (one to his girlfriend, another one to his family and another
one to relatives who had put him up in Berlin), J particularly emphasized
his unemployment. In a letter to his family, he declared:

You'll be surprised to get this letter from me. Since I still haven’t found work
and I don’t know where to go, I've decided to end it all. If I’d just found
work, then everything would have been fine, but maybe that’s just the way
things were to be. You wouldn’t believe just how horrible the job outlook
is. I tried so very hard, but in vain. And I really can’t ask my brother-in-law
to keep feeding me here month after month. He did so much for me. He’s
helped me out since November with food and lodging. And so I ask you to
give my things and some money to Fritz. Otherwise I don’t know what else
to write so I'll stop here. Best wishes... Farewell.

Taking this explanation for granted, the criminal police laconically com-
mented that the ‘motive of the suicide [was] unemployment and economic
misery’.'”* Male unemployment and male suicide were thought to be
causally related to each other, and the police did not bother to investigate
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this suicide further. Many suicides justified their deaths with reference to
an unbearable combination of highly personal and socio-economic causes,
although some emphasized solely private matters. They saw no way out
of a political, emotional or practical crisis: they were alone, abandoned or
persecuted by their country, or their family. Suicide notes not only linked
the suicide to his or her own environment; they also documented in more
ways than one the suicide’s final rupture from it.

VIII

In Weimar Germany, suicide statistics and the mass media helped to shape
wider social and political representations of suicide. Suicide was widely
associated with the political and socio-economic problems of the time,
which many observers directly related to the defeat of 1918, the Versailles
Treaty, the capitalist system, reparations, or modernity. For people from
different classes and generations, suicide served as a focal point for their
own beliefs and ideologies. In the public sphere, including newspapers,
suicide, together with other manifestations of deviance such as crime and
murder, entered the agenda as a focal point for conflicting ideologies.
The churches, concerned with the implications of modernity, blamed
secularization, urbanization, and the alleged atomization of society for the
ostensible increase in suicide levels—which they considerably exaggerated.
This prompted parts of the German public to relate Weimar society to a
reversal of traditional, pre-1918 norms and values: an anomie prompting
many suicides.!”

Political parties, especially those on the radical fringes of the political
spectrum, like the Nazis and the communists, blamed the political and
economic order for rising suicide levels. Ordinary people tended to justify
their suicides with direct reference to the political and socio-economic
difficulties of the time, and, of course, mentioned personal and emotional
motivations, including the collapse of traditional gender roles for men.
Some were very much aware of the ways in which suicide was discussed
in public. People wrote lengthy justifications in their suicide notes either
addressed to the state authorities or to their own families. Many still saw
suicide as a disreputable, highly extreme, last resort for one’s problems
with which, by common agreement, other institutions, such as the church
and welfare agencies, could no longer cope. Yet at the same time, thanks
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to the impact of sensationalist newspaper stories, ordinary people began
to accept that suicide was a mass phenomenon prompted by political and
socio-economic disorder.

There was an interchange between personal suicide discourse and public
suicide discourse, especially in the common emphasis of unemployment
in the later years of the Weimar Republic. The political and socio-
economic crisis of the Weimar years impacted upon individuals to the
extent that many committed suicide in despair. The public and private
representations of suicide overlapped, making it impossible to differentiate
sharply between suicide as a discourse and the socio-psychological causes
of suicide. Unresolved tensions therefore remain between these two levels.
By 1933, suicide on an unprecedented scale had come to symbolize
for many the disastrous, crisis-ridden epoch of Weimar. On coming to
power in 1933, the Nazis promised to banish all this. Would they banish
suicide too?



2

Suicide under the Swastika,
1933—1939

Under the Weimar Republic, Hitler and the Nazis had conflated cases
of suicide with the German defeat of 1918, the Versailles Treaty, and
the Weimar ‘system’. Denouncing the Versailles Treaty, the reparations
payments, and the economic problems of the Weimar years in his Reichstag
speech on foreign policy on 17 May 1933, Hitler, now chancellor, ranted:
‘Since the signing of this treaty ... 224,900 people, men, women, elderly
people, and children have voluntarily taken their lives almost exclusively
because of misery and deprivation!’* The figure quoted by Hitler was almost
accurate. Between 1918 and 1933, 214,409 suicides had been officially
recorded in Germany.? In July 1933, Julius Streicher’s rabidly anti-Semitic
newspaper Der Stiirmer, widely sold and displayed in advertising boxes
across Germany, blamed the Jews for the First World War and for the
‘220,000’ suicides between 1918 and 1933. The paper insisted: ‘Eighteen
million war dead and 220,000 dead after the war. Alljuda is to blame! Even
if the entire Jewish race disappeared from this planet, the grave crimes it has
committed would still not be atoned.” Hitler thought that most suicides
were due to social and political despair caused by the Versailles Treaty
and implicitly by the lack of living space. The economic misery caused
by reparations allegedly increased suicide rates, while the Nazis’ ostensible
ending of unemployment reduced them. The alleged strengthening of
the people’s community through Nazi rule, according to Hitler, should
have resulted in a decline of the number of suicides. Indeed, in his
speech commemorating the anniversary of the Munich beerhall putsch
on 8 November 1939, Hitler commended himself and the Nazi party
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for having overcome the ‘times of the great unemployment and of the
incredible suicides in Germany’.*

Predictably, other commentators followed Hitler’s views on suicide.
In 1938, Kurt Helpap, a medical doctor working at a Berlin hospital
named after the Nazi martyr Horst Wessel, brushed aside claims that
suicide could any more be a way of escaping from economic hardship:
the Nazis claimed to have abolished this, and indeed, there was hardly
any official unemployment by this time. If suicide was a selfish act, so it
was now overcome by the Nazis as individualism was overcome. Helpap
declared: “There are only very few morally legitimate reasons for this
action.”® Writing in 1940, the medical doctor Albrecht Graf zu Miinster,
a Nazi since 1929, claimed that due to the strengthening of the racial
body (Volkskirper) a further increase in the suicide rate was highly unlikely.
Miinster blamed suicide on ‘economic misery’, which, as Hitler had
already pointed out, allegedly did not exist in the Third Reich. According
to Minster, the state was now able to ‘exclude completely worthless
elements from reproduction’ through new legislation such as the Law for
the Prevention of Hereditarily Il Offspring of 1933, which allowed for the
forced sterilization of the ‘congenitally ill’, or the notorious Nuremberg
laws of 1935 which criminalized sexual relationships between Jews and
non-Jews. Minster did not claim that all suicides had been mentally ill,
since this would have made it difficult for him to explain the high suicide
levels in Germany after the First World War.® The entry on suicide in
a leading German encyclopaedia from 1942 followed the general Nazi
line. While the religious condemnation of suicide, especially the Catholic
one, had not helped reduce the number of suicides, so the entry declared,
National Socialism was anxious to promote ‘racial and eugenic health’
and create ‘life-circumstances based upon the principle of the people’s
community’ to prevent suicides.”

The Nazi negation of individual freedom together with the strong
emphasis on the interests of the racial body manifested itself not only in
academic and popular discourses, but also in practical legal and adminis-
trative initiatives of various parts of the Nazi regime. Almost immediately
after coming to power, the Nazis set up a commission for the long-planned
reform of the German penal code. The commission was not under the
auspices of the Reichstag, as similar commissions had been in Imperial
and Weimar Germany. It was chaired, in a typically authoritarian manner,
by the national conservative Reich Minister of Justice Franz Glirtner. It
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consisted of lawyers who more or less sympathized with the Nazi regime,
including radical Nazi lawyers such as Roland Freisler, the state secretary
in the Reich Ministry of Justice, and Otto-Georg Thierack who would
both later become the main proponents of legal terror in the Third Reich.
The commission’s aim was a new penal code that above all reflected the
Nazi principles of Volk, race and ‘healthy popular sentiment’ (gesundes
Volksempfinden). The ideological core of the new penal code, one lawyer
declared, was the ‘absolute protection of the people’s community’, relegat-
ing ‘individual interests’ to the background.® Freisler insisted that the penal
code as a ‘fighting law’ (Kampfrechf) must be used as ‘the self-cleansing
apparatus’ (Selbstreinigungsapparat) of the racial body by extirpating crimin-
ality and deviant behaviour.” The commission produced a first draft of a
new penal code in 1936, and another, more radical one in 1939, in the
wake of the Anschluss, which had necessitated the merging of the Austrian
with the German penal code. The Nazis never enforced a new penal code,
however, because the progressive radicalization of the regime, increasingly
less concerned with legal codifications, outdated the commission’s various
drafts.” Nevertheless, the debates within the commission shed light on
leading Nazi lawyers’ attitudes towards suicide.

The commission originally wanted to legalize assisted suicide and invol-
untary euthanasia. In the end, involuntary euthanasia and assisted suicide
were not legalized, not because of any concerns about the rights of the
individual, but to ensure that the racial body did not lose any of its valuable
members.!" The Nazis could not realize this idea of cleansing the racial
body because of the regime’s regard for public religious concerns about eu-
thanasia, which were expressed most famously by Bishop Galen in 1941.2
Needless to say, the legal discourse on euthanasia did not matter much
when thousands of physically handicapped and mentally ill people were
murdered under extrajudicial provisions after the outbreak of the war. The
T-4 euthanasia campaign ceased essentially because of popular protests,
articulated most clearly by Galen, although euthanasia murders continued
in disguise.®

However, in the case of valuable members of the ‘people’s community’,
suicide, the Nazis argued, was to be outlawed because the will of the Volk
had superseded the will of the individual, according to the Nazi mantra
‘the common good has priority over self-interest’.’* This resembled official
attitudes towards suicide in Stalinist Russia. There, an official had already
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declared in 1926 that ‘life and death cannot be decided on one’s own’.'®
The Nazis planned to make paragraph 216 of the penal code referring to
assisted suicide more severe. The duty of ‘every member of the people’s
community’ was to contribute to its well-being, rather than to attack it
by committing suicide, as suggested by commission member Wenzel von
Gleispach, an Austrian Nazi and professor of law in Berlin.'® Insofar as
Germans had a duty to pay taxes and to perform labour and military
service, they also had the duty to serve the national community, wrote the
Cologne lawyer Dr Weimar in 1936. He dismissed ‘the obsolete idea that
everyone can freely dispose of his body or his life’.'” For these reasons,
he demanded a new legal evaluation of suicide, which the commission for
the reform of the penal code had already been considering. In 1933 and
1934, it planned to make incitement to suicide a new statutory offence.
Those inciting enemies of the Volk to suicide should not be punished,
however, since the self-extermination of enemies of the Volk was a good
thing.'® During the war, the proposal to criminalize incitement to suicide
was withdrawn, as the regime at that time did not really care about legal
questions.

In its deliberations on changing the method of capital punishment in
1934 and 1935, the commission also discussed suicide. Many Nazis saw
the execution of criminals and ‘inferior’ people as a ‘general prevention
of racial degeneration’ and thus as an act of extermination rather than
of retribution.” Following the contemporary discourse on selectionist
Social Darwinism, the Nazi writer Ludwig Binz had already written a
lengthy article in the Volkischer Beobachter in January 1929, stressing that the
extermination of ‘inferior’ people had superseded the state’s need to punish
criminals. If criminals were given the opportunity to eradicate themselves,
this would be much easier for the state authorities than executing them. This
suggestion was a radical break with tradition. Prison authorities normally
tried to prevent suicides amongst those on death row, thereby asserting the
state’s powers over their lives. Pointing to the blurring between suicide and
murder under the Third Reich, Binz insisted:

It makes no sense to ‘punish’ those who break the law, only to dispose of
them. The right belongs to every person condemned to death to die by
one’s own hand, to commit suicide, but of course only within a limited time
period... Annihilation it has to be, for the sake of deterrence and safety. If
the murderer or person who commits crimes against the nation turns down
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the chance to die freely, then he is to be killed in due course by chemical
means.2°

At the commission’s meeting on T March 1934, Freisler suggested that those
condemned to death be given a chalice of poison with which they could kill
themselves within five minutes if they wanted to avoid execution. Freisler,
enthusiastic about this new method of execution, declared: ‘Perhaps a high
moral value resides therein.” The Nazis saw those put on death row to be so
degenerate and racially inferior that they were not worthy of anything but
self-extermination.?' The ancient notion of capital punishment by taking an
enforced draught of hemlock at a time and in circumstances of one’s own
choosing had allowed the condemned to retain some sense of dignity and
self-determination over their life and body, as well as a degree of political
heroism. The Nazi proposal fundamentally differed from this notion as it
left the condemned no choice of either the time or the circumstances and
robbed them of any dignity.

Others in the Nazi state welcomed Freisler’s proposal. The general state
prosecutor of Hesse commended the idea to give those condemned to death
the opportunity to commit suicide, while he also voiced some concern
over possible protests from both Catholics and Protestants. He declared in
September 1934:

Giving appellants or those already denied clemency the official or unoffical
opportunity to kill themselves is at the very least desirable in many cases ... It
is, however, inadvisable to codify regulations on suicide in the penal code
in light of the feelings among Catholics and even some Protestants, who see
suicide as a major sin. Some would accuse the new state of being pagan.
The instances of suicide among those condemned to death, which are rare,
are not a big deal and announcing these deaths under something like the
rubric of judged himself” has almost the same impact on the population as
the announcement of the execution.??

Anxious about sharp protests from the churches, however, the Nazis
never introduced this new method of extermination as a substitute for
execution.” Nazi views on suicide sometimes clearly overlapped with the
Nazi agenda on exterminating criminals and ‘inferior’ people: suicide was to
be welcomed if eugenically weak people exterminated themselves through
suicide. Traditional religious concerns about suicide being a violation of
God’s power to decide over life and death did not play a role in Nazi
discourse. But Nazi views on suicide were more complex.
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II

The problem of suicide concerned many Nazi leaders other than Hitler.
Among many other things, it concerned Heinrich Himmler, Reich Leader
of the SS. He saw it as a threat to the survival of the Germanic race.
In a 1939 speech, Himmler declared bluntly: ‘Suicide motives [are| trivial
in 9o out of 100 cases’, thereby denouncing suicide as an act whose
‘deeper cause [is] usually cowardice...”. Suicide stood in sharp contrast
to Himmler’s ideal: the ‘fighting spirit of the SS... to choose the difficult
path’.?* In an interesting parallel to the Christian taboo on suicide—rather
ironic given his radically anti-Christian attitudes—Himmler ordered that
the SS must not participate in the funeral of any SS officer who had
killed himself for ‘trivial’ reasons such as ‘fear of punishment, fear of an
exam ... lovesickness’. In March 1944, a drunk SS officer killed himself in
Russia in remorse after he had clubbed to death a Russian woman. A
furious Himmler announced that he reserved the right for himself to report
cases of suicide to the suicide’s relatives, and to decide whether relatives
were entitled to a pension.?®

In a decree of February 1938 circulated among the Order Police (since
1936 also part of the SS), police general Kurt Daluege declared that reports
on suicide within the police ‘were very serious. Not only do they reveal an
increase in suicide levels, but also a deep-seated psychic misery.” Reportedly,
it was especially policemen aged between 35 and s0 who committed suicide.
According to Daluege, reflecting Himmler’s point, these suicides had often
been committed for ‘trivial’ reasons. Daluege demanded total commitment
from the police and glorified the experience of the First World War in
order to discourage his men from killing themselves. He referred to ‘the
experience of the front line in the Great War, during which many “lost
their nerves”, but regained it thanks to their comrades’ encouragement and
even surpassed themselves in the decisive moment’. Suicide was an act of
weakness that was inappropriate for a National Socialist. Daluege insisted:

We learn from suicide investigations that the motivating factor behind
suicide in the overwhelming majority of cases is ignorance of the physical
degeneration of mind and body at this age. Those affected have a totally
wrong attitude towards these natural processes and lead a bad lifestyle.
Time and again, we can see that the deterioration of the will to live
among those affected results in totally inappropriate inferiority complexes,
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which ... cause ‘depression’. In this state of depression, people decide to
commit suicide, which is in turn often caused by a trivial reason, which the
person affected totally overrates (eg marriage problems, job-related problems,
being humiliated etc).?®

In practice, however, neither Daluege’s decree nor Himmler’s radical views
could prevent suicides within the SS, the most loyal pillar of the regime.
From July until September 1942, for example, 30 suicides were recorded
within the SS. A secret list was compiled for Himmler’s attention. In this
list, most suicides were denounced as weak or ill (‘suffering from venereal
disease’, ‘mentally illI’, ‘psychologically abnormal’, ‘hereditarily inferior’).
Other SS men allegedly killed themselves because of ‘fear of an expected
punishment’ after stealing from their comrades.?”

Himmler did, however, make one exception to his general condemnation
of suicide when he applauded it as a means of restoring one’s personal
honour. In January 1944, Himmler encouraged a married SS officer, who
had supposedly had an affair with another woman, ‘to end his failed life
himself’, thereby giving him the opportunity to restore his honour and at
the same time purging the SS of an undesirable element.?® Yet this appears
to have been an exception. The former Saxon Minister of the Interior, SS
Brigadier Fritsch, killed himself in April 1944 after cheating his wife with
another woman and his degradation. Himmler personally ordered Fritsch’s
SS insignia to be removed from his grave and melted down.*

But not only leading Nazis thought that suicide was an act of weakness.
In December 1940, the poet and doctor Gottfried Benn, who was at the
time working in the supreme command of the Wehrmacht where he was
responsible, among other things, for dealing with the suicides of soldiers,
wrote in a letter that:

There can be no doubt that most of the persons who commit suicide belong
to the imperilled and labile types whose reproduction is not necessarily
desirable according to the ideal of today’s state biology ... One could regard
suicide as a process of racial elimination, and therefore, one cannot describe
suicide as being immoral, neither in an individual nor a volkhaft sense.®

Benn, although not a Nazi himself, reflected Nazi thinking. Suicide as
a means of self-extermination of the eugenically unfit and ill was to
be welcomed, rather than to be condemned. The Nazi discourse on
euthanasia, as the ‘extermination of those unworthy to live’, overlapped
with suicide discourse in Benn’s statement. There were of course many
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different views on suicide expressed by academic writers in the Third
Reich and some major academic monographs on suicide were not written
in explicitly political or racial language. But this is not surprising in the
light of what Giinther Hecht, from the Racial Political Office of the
NSDAP, wrote: ‘As a political movement, National Socialism rejects any
equation with any scholars or researchers or with any branches of research
within the life sciences ... National Socialism is a political movement, not a
scientific one.”!

The Nazis thus used those scientific ideas that fit their purposes, and
the ideas of scientists had a variable impact on Nazi practices. Scientific
discourses on suicide indeed somewhat differed from prevailing Nazi
attitudes, and were often far more cautious. Thus in 1940, Hans-Walter
Gruhle, a leading psychiatrist, denied that there were any clear links
between racial factors and proneness to suicide, declaring that ‘the impact
of the racial factor is still unknown’.32 Others went further. In a 1937
monograph on suicide that could only be published in Switzerland, Raphael
Weichbrodt, a German-Jewish psychiatrist, dismissed the view that there
was any relationship between suicide and race, savaging racial science
as unscientific.** Gustav Donalies, a German suicide expert, condemned
Weichbrodt’s book in a highly critical review. Donalies subscribed to the
racial view. Dismissing Weichbrodt as a biased Jew, he declared: ‘[the]
author tends to place special emphasis on economic aspects and is more
dismissive about the roles of race and heredity than one might expect from
his—undeniable—Dbias ...".>*

Racial thinking had long featured in suicide discourse in one way or
another. The two intellectual founding fathers of involuntary euthanasia in
Germany, the lawyer Karl Binding and the psychiatrist Alfred Hoche, had
justified their demands for the decriminalization of involuntary euthanasia
in 1920 with explicit references to suicide. Their work was frequently cited
in Nazi Germany. Binding, responsible for the legal issues, deliberately
conflated voluntary death with forced euthanasia and demanded its legaliz-
ation. He took the impunity of voluntary suicide as a given to justify the
legalization of involuntary euthanasia. Binding asked the rhetorical ques-
tion: ‘Shall the right to the legal extermination of life remain restricted to
suicide, as it is in current law (except in emergencies), or shall it be legally
extended to the killing of others, and, if so, to what extent?’** Binding went
on to complain that ‘the harsh and cold term Selbstmord was tendentious’ in
describing the act of self-killing. In likening the ‘battlefields covered with
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thousands of dead youths’ to ‘our mental asylums’, he exploited the massive
German casualties of the First World War to demand the extermination of
the costly and useless existence of the eugenically weak.*® Binding’s asser-
tion that the race should take precedence over individuals was recurrent in
Nazi writings on suicide. Of course, many Nazis, including Hitler, shared
the belief that the state and the racial body were the final arbiters of life
and death, rather than the individual.

This view was reflected in Wolfgang Liebeneiner’s 1941 film I Accuse!
(Ich klage an!), a propagandistic justification of involuntary euthanasia. In
it, the killing of the ‘incurably ill’ is illustrated with reference to a woman
suffering from multiple sclerosis who requests her husband’s assistance in
committing suicide. When her husband honours her request, claiming that
he had ‘ended her suffering’, he is put on trial. A debate follows in which
religious and moral concerns about euthanasia are eventually brushed aside
so that he is portrayed in a positive light.*” The blurring of the categories
of ‘assisted suicide’ and ‘involuntary euthanasia’ thereby exploited the fact
that suicide was legal in Germany to justify the mass-murder of those
excluded from the racial body by the Nazis. A report from the SS Security
Service (SD) of January 1942, summing up the public reception of the
film, concluded: ‘The state indeed demands from us the duty to die; then
it must also give us the right to die.”®® Needless to say, those murdered
in the euthanasia programme were denied the right to decide over their
own lives. The conflation of the notions of suicide as a voluntary act and
euthanasia as a forced act thus centred around notions of extermination and
self-extermination, which were placed on the same level.

These ideas can be traced back to the late-nineteenth century when
selectionist Social Darwinism became widespread among the medical and
legal professions. Rather than condemning suicide as a crime against the
supreme authority of God over life and death, suicide was increasingly
seen in the medical and legal professions as a biological and hereditary
problem. German suicidologists generally did not pay attention to the
wider socio-political background against which people committed suicide,
and tended to blame the act of self-destruction on inherited psychiatric
disorders.** Religious concerns about suicide became less relevant in the
discourse on suicide as wider changes in thinking about society began to
emerge around the turn of the century. Social Darwinism became a central
principle underlying the wider social discourse in emphasizing the struggle
for the ‘survival of the fittest’ and ‘natural selection’. The experience of
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violence and destruction in the First World War reaffirmed this view.
The Nazis accused Weimar welfare politicians of preserving inferior and
degenerate elements through the welfare system.*’ Suicide discourse became
increasingly linked to a wider discourse on crime. Building upon the
criminologist Cesare Lombroso’s work, it claimed that proneness to suicide
was an inherited weakness, just as ‘inferiority’ and ‘criminality’ were passed
on via one’s ancestors. Nazi authorities shared this view, as a case from the
Reich Security Head Office’s files reveals. A circular from the Kiel criminal
police from 1935 reflects the Nazi view that suicide was a hereditary
deficiency. In 1935, a 23-year-old mechanic drowned himself in the Baltic
Sea near Kiel. His grandfather had reportedly hanged himself, and his father
had drowned himself in the River Elbe in 1925, having attempted at the
same time to kill his two sons, one of whom now committed suicide ten
years later. The article concluded: “Thus three generations ended because
of suicide.”*!

Criminologists and psychiatrists in the Third Reich argued that most
suicides were mentally ill. In a character profile of the adolescent Werner
Pufert, who had attempted to kill himselfin 1947 after trying to murder a 24-
year-old woman with an axe, the psychiatrist Johannes Schottky carefully
reconstructed the life of the would-be suicide. Schottky complained that
Werner had not taken his service in the Hitler Youth seriously and that he
had been a petty thief. Though of ‘predominantly Nordic type’, Werner
was, after all, a hereditary criminal (Anlageverbrecher). Schottky insisted:
‘Even if P has not yet committed any grave crimes, his inclination towards
socially aberrant behaviour, as evidenced by his development up to now,
is already unavoidable.” Pufert was sentenced to ten years in gaol ‘because
of his demonstrated emotional brutality and the need to protect the
people’s community’.*? Not all criminologists explicitly welcomed suicides
of ‘eugenically weak’ people. However, there were strong undertones of
suicide as a means of selection in scientific discourse. As many suicides
(according to one estimate, between 30 and 50 per cent) were ‘inferior’
people ‘as a result of the hereditary biological deterioration of the race’,
their self-destruction was not a loss to the racial body.* Similarly, many
racial scientists and medical doctors constructed the argument that Jews, as
a particularly ‘inferior’ race characterized by ‘excesses and degeneration’,
were more prone to suicide than others.*

The Nazis and many scientists thought that the ‘eugenically fit’ should
not commit suicide, whereas they welcomed or even encouraged suicides
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amongst the ‘eugenically weak’. Nazi thinking about suicide was therefore
contradictory. But most commentators and Nazi politicians agreed that the
Third Reich had resolved the problem of suicide, thereby denying the
persistence of suicide in Nazi Germany. Nazi suicide discourse was closely
attached to selectionist Social Darwinism. Nazi discourse on suicide and
state intervention was not a mere return to the pre-Enlightenment notion
of monarchical sovereignty over the lives and bodies of his subjects, under
which suicide was penalized as a felony; the link between suicide in Nazi
Germany and the Nazi extermination programmes was too close to allow
such a view. The Nazi discourse on suicide was not ‘barbaric’ or uncivilized,
inhumane as it was. Eugenicist and Social Darwinist views on suicide were
by no means restricted to Germany, as Morselli’s arguments have shown.
But the Nazi regime, above all concerned with racial engineering and
living space, purported to transform fundamentally the ways in which
people experienced and represented suicide.

III

During the Weimar Republic, as we have seen, suicide was widely reported
in the press. Especially in the early 1930s, best-selling Berlin newspapers,
among them the 8 Uhr-Abendblatt and the BZ am Mittag, ran regular, often
sensationalist, reports on suicide. Yet, after 1933 and the Nazi coordination
of the press, newspapers hardly printed any stories on this topic. Economic
deprivation and emotional problems had featured as a general explanation
for suicide in the Weimar press. The press in the Third Reich, if it reported
suicides at all, usually placed the blame on lovesickness, thereby supporting
the Nazi view that unemployment and problems of a socio-economic
nature had been overcome in the Third Reich. Thus for example on
25 April 1935, the BZ am Mittag ran a story, stripped of any political
significance, on its front page on “Tragedy of Jeaolusy: Murder and Suicide
at Berlin’s Gates’.*

Other contemporary dictatorships too tried to create the illusion that
they had overcome suicide. Suicide was an inconvenient phenomenon for
regimes striving to control every aspect of life and death. The Third Reich
and other contemporary dictatorships were concerned about reaching
unanimous popular support, so high suicide rates would have reflected
badly on a dictatorial regime’s image. In Italy, the Fascists had banned
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publication of any reports on suicide and suicide attempts with effect
from September 1932. They tried to create the illusion that Fascism had
overcome the suicide problem. Nevertheless, this ban did not lead to a
reduction in suicide levels.* In the Soviet Union too suicide disappeared
from the public sphere in the early 1930s. The publication of stories and
studies on the subject ceased.*” The Nazis did not ban the reporting of
suicide. Nazi instructions to the press, usually dictated by Reich Press
Chief Otto Dietrich, explicitly demanded a more careful, less sensationalist
treatment of suicide to maintain the illusion that suicide was a problem of
the past. A press instruction of 31 March 1937 reflected concerns about the
Third Reich’s image abroad. It demanded:

Recently, some German newspapers have published ‘compilations’ of sui-
cides, that is, proper suicide lists. Because of their impact abroad, compilations
of this sort should in the future be avoided under all circumstances. It is
acceptable to distribute evenly suicide reports among the various sections of
a newspaper, however.*®

The implicit warning that such reports might prompt ‘disoriented people’
to kill themselves was quite revealing, since it implicitly admitted that the
Nazi regime had not done away with suicidal factors such as unemployment
and emotional trouble. Indeed, Dietrich was aware of this and insisted, in
another press instruction of 9 April 1938, that gas should not be described
in press reports ‘as the most convenient way to commit suicide’.** Here the
Nazi attempt to discourage suicide amongst supposedly hereditarily sound
individuals found a practical expression.

Suicide levels in the Third Reich did not in reality justify this banishing
of suicide from the public sphere. Unlike in Stalinist Russia, the Nazis
continued to publish suicide levels until the outbreak of the Second World
War. In early 1933, after the Nazi seizure of power, Fiillkrug wrote: ‘Now
we can wait to see Germany’s suicide statistics for 1933. Has the national
revolution of the last few months led to an excited feeling among many
German national comrades and, therefore, has the number of cases of
suicide decreased?”®® The academic Dr Ernst March declared in an article
in the trade journal of the Protestant Church’s Inner Mission:

One hears and reads increasingly less of people who have taken their lives,
since unemployment, it has been established, has decreased in recent years in
Germany. It is our great pleasure to report that in the newspapers, sensational
reports about suicide have all but ceased. If a suicide comes to pass, it is
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at most mentioned briefly. The motivation is usually specified as mental
disturbance or temporary insanity, shattered familial relationships, serious
illness or ‘reasons unknown’. It is striking how few reports there are in the
press about suicides caused by unemployment or economic misery. To this
one can add that many papers, which thrived on sensationalism, have since
disappeared. But has the number of suicides in Germany really decreased?
Not at all. In his great speeches of 17 May and 24 October 1933, the Fiithrer
pointed out the connections between suicide and the Versailles Treaty and
protracted unemployment. For these reasons, [the suicide rate] rose every
year until 1932. The results of 1933, which will only be able to be established
at the end of this calendar year, will certainly show us whether the National
Socialist revolution and the new state were in a position to change the
number of suicides significantly. We hope so, God willing!>*

Despite his doubts about the supposed decline in suicide, March was only
too pleased about the Nazi coordination of the press, and the banning of
‘sensationalist’ newspapers. But his scepticism, though couched in cautiously
pro-Nazi terms, was palpable. In 1936, Adolf Senft, a young academic,
expressed a similar view:

The National Socialist state’s various welfare and social policies are, to a
much greater extent than under the previous system of government, based
on a deep confidence in the Volk. They raise strong hopes that they will help
overcome the moral and social misery of our German national comrades.>?

In fact, these hopes were not fulfilled. Suicide levels remained on a level
with those of the late Weimar years until 1939, the last year for which
national statistics are available. Despite the fact that the economy was
recovering, suicide rates did not drop. At no time in the Third Reich did
the suicide rate clearly fall below the relatively high level of the last two
years of the Weimar Republic. For most of the 1920s the rate had been
lower. There was no clear statistical difference across these seven years.5
The available statistical material does contain a rough breakdown by sex.
Both male and female suicide rates were roughly stable, in keeping with
the generally low fluctuations of suicide levels altogether. The male suicide
rate was consistent and was approximately 10 per cent higher than in 1913.
Female levels fluctuated considerably and were around 40 per cent higher
than in 1913. This must have reflected the fact that war widows were
amongst the most impoverished sections of the community.>*

An economic periodical claimed in 1936 that ‘the creation of new
job opportunities for the German worker, the unification of businessmen
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in their struggle for survival and not least the protection of the soil for
the German peasant had strengthened energy and drive and the will to
live.”®* Correspondingly, as we have seen, there were many predictions that
economically determined suicide rates would fall. But this did not happen,
as evidence from Munich reveals. According to police statistics, 15 per cent
of the 327 suicides registered in Munich in 1936 were still motivated by
‘economic misery’.>® In fact, unemployment remained a problem until
the mid-1930s, and the living standard did not rise significantly for the
overwhelming majority of the population.*”

But suicide rates still remained high even in the later 1930s, a period of
relatively low official unemployment. Some historians claim that the suicide
rate reflected the extent to which Germans had to cope with existential
problems and psychological stress during the Weimar and Nazi eras, and
certainly the Third Reich did introduce many new kinds of stress and
anxiety.”® Another scholar argues that the suicide rate remained very high
in first few years of the Third Reich due to increased stress, for instance
the brutal treatment of political opponents and Jews (and other groups
discriminated against because of their race and behaviour).’® However,
since there were very few Jews in Germany (less than one per cent of the
population), it is unlikely that their suicides accounted for the high suicide
levels; the stress was wider in its impact.

Despite propaganda claims, the continued high levels of suicide did not
go unnoticed by the party leadership. On 2 September 1935, an official
from the Berlin Nazi party region, appointed by the Reich Leadership
(Reichsleitung) of the Nazi party, appeared at the Berlin criminal police
headquarters at Alexanderplatz and asked for some statistical material
detailing the number of suicides in Berlin.®® Hitler himself also took an
interest in suicide statistics, so Goebbels had regular statistical information
on suicides presented on a special typewriter with big letters so that the
myopic Hitler could read it.°* This regular reporting of suicides had an
interesting parallel in the Soviet Union, where Stalin viewed suicide as an
indicator of something amiss with society and the Party.

The Soviets examined suicides within their own ranks carefully, largely
focusing on political rather than private motives, as the Party’s leadership
believed that were no reasons to kill oneself in the Soviet system.®? They
did not, of course, release this material to the public. The Nazis also took
suicides within their own ranks seriously. Gestapo reports, compiled for
the attention of Prussian Minister President Goring, include suicides of
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low-ranking party members and state officials accused of corruption. On
24 March 1936, the District Governor (Regierungsprisident) of Magdeburg
reported the suicide of Mayor Wagner of Schwaneberg in the Prussian
province of Saxony, allegedly because he had been accused of being
responsible for ‘irregularities in cash management’.*® In a similar case, on
6 January 1937, the Magdeburg Regierungsprisident wrote to Goring that a
clerk from Calbe in the Prussian province of Saxony ‘has ended his life by
shooting himself. Reportedly, the reason is that the official had embezzled
some state funds.’®*

The regime did everything it could to prevent the reporting of suicides of
Nazi party members. On 21 October 1938, Dr Silvio Conti, for instance,
County Director (Landrat) of Prenzlau, near Berlin, and brother of the
Reich Health Leader Dr Leonard Conti, shot himself in his office after a
row with SS officials over his authority in his county. Immediately after
he shot himself, his wife, afraid that her husband had not died, shot him
again. He had evidently told her what he was going to do, and obtained
her promise to assist—an illegal act. However, she was not prosecuted
presumably because the police concluded that he was already dead when
she fired the second shot.®® According to the criminal police, Conti had
a great deal of trouble with party and SS officials since taking office in
1933, a somewhat typical experience for many state officials, even if, like
Conti, they were Nazis themselves. Anxious that Conti’s rather obscure
death might cast negative light on the Nazi regime, Dietrich expressly
forbade the press to mention the case. The press decree of 23 October 1938
stipulated: “There must not be any reports on Landrat Dr Conti’s suicide in
Prenzlau.’¢®

Nazi and state officials were worried about high suicide levels and
compiled regular reports. On 18 July 1938, for instance, the senior state
prosecutor (Oberstaatsanwalf) of Limburg, a Catholic town in what is today
Hesse, wrote that the number of suicides had increased since the previous
report. He was concerned that relatives were ‘often ... trying to conceal’
suicides, probably because in a Catholic town like Limburg, many saw
suicide as a disgraceful act.” Absolute numbers of suicides in Bavaria
confirm that a higher proportion of Protestant suicides were officially
registered in the Third Reich than Catholic ones. In 1934, the Bavarian
Statistical Office registered 1,178 suicides in an overwhelmingly Catholic
Bavaria (according to the 1933 census, 69.9 per cent of Bavarians, including
those living in the Palatinate, were Catholic, and only 28.7 per cent
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were Protestant).®® 9go4 Catholics and 727 Protestants committed suicide in
1934 in Bavaria.®

Suicides’ relatives often tried to conceal the reason for death. This
concerned the police leadership. So Himmler, Chief of the German
Police since 1936, introduced a new method of reporting suicides in
February 1939. Himmler, obsessed with bureaucratic detail, decreed that
suicide statistics (including attempted suicides) must be compiled more
efficiently and centrally, as previous suicide statistics and death certificates
had been too unreliable. Moreover, Himmler was worried about ‘political
aspects of suicides or attempted suicides’, which from now on had to be
reported to the Reich Security Head Office.” Previously, local policemen
and registrars filled in a so-called suicide data sheet (Selbstmordzdihlkarte),
which they then sent to the Reich Statistical Office, a method deemed
inefficient by both Himmler and scientists. One suicide expert claimed
in 1939 that the data sheets were ‘useless’.”! The Prussian State Criminal
Oftice (Landeskriminalamt) revealed in 1936 that a post-mortem of every
corpse had been obligatory only in Bavaria, Wiirttemberg, Baden, Hesse,
Bremen, and Hamburg. In the other German states, including Prussia,
only corpses found in big cities generally received an autopsy. Pleading
for the introduction of compulsory post-mortems in the Reich, the author
declared: ‘Each year, many capital crimes remain un-atoned, because they
were not recognized as such.” An investigation of the Hanover Criminal
Police Head Office (Kripoleitstelle) revealed that 36 suicides had gone
unnoticed between January 1931 and March 1936 because of the absence
of proper post-mortems.”?

Himmler’s decree aimed at a simpler and more centralized procedure. It
required local policemen and registrars to certify the suicide’s motive and to
consult, if necessary, an official doctor (Amtsarzt) to investigate the case and
arrange for an investigation by the state prosecutor (Staatsanwalf). Both the
registrar and the local police then sent their files to an intermediate branch
of the criminal police (Kripostelle), where the reports were checked against
each other. For every quarter of the year, the criminal police branches were
required to compile a suicide statistic, pass it on to the Criminal Police
Head Offices which then forwarded the material to the Reich Security
Head Office.

Information on national suicide levels for 1940 has survived in the files
passed on to Hitler. These statistics, diverging from those quoted above, do,
however reveal a sharp decrease in the suicide rate in 1940 that was probably
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due to the outbreak of the war.” Suicide levels compiled according to the
new method also exist for the third quarter of 1940. In contrast to the third
quarter of 1939, before the outbreak of the war, the number of suicides
and suicide attempts in Greater Germany (including Austria) dropped from
7,362 to 6,420 in the third quarter of 1940. This decrease appears to
confirm the assumption that fewer people commit suicide during wars, as
even the most isolated people are drafted into the war effort.”* Of course,
front-line soldiers could easily commit suicide by exposing themselves to
enemy fire, and such cases would not be recorded as suicide. The former
Commander-in-Chief of the Army, Werner von Fritsch, accused of being
homosexual in early 1938 and dismissed from his office, is said, for example,
to have deliberately exposed himself to enemy fire near Warsaw where he
died on 22 September 1939.7% Still, the drop is a notable one.

Table 1 also gives evidence about the ways in which people died. Most
men hanged themselves, which was a readily available and efficient way to
die. Other easily available and therefore often-used methods were gassing
oneself, which was especially popular among women, whereas shooting
remained a largely male way of dying.

Unsurprisingly perhaps, suicide methods in the Third Reich were
generally the same as they had been in the Weimar Republic. As with

Table 1. Means of suicide in third quarter of 1940 (adapted
from BAB, R 58/158, Bl 43—4: Betr, Statistik tiber die im 3.
Vierteljahr 1940 im Reichsgebiet veriibten Selbstmorde und
Selbstmordversuche, 10 March 1941)

Means of suicide in the third Men Women
quarter of 1940

Hanging and strangulation 1,826 (48.2%) 530 (20.1%)
Gassing 421 (11.1%) 874 (33.2%)
Poisoning 202 (5.3%) 461 (17.5%)
Drowning 318 (8.4%) 391 (14.9%)
Shooting 460 (12.2%) 42 (1.6%)
Being run over by train or car 202 (5.3%) 74 (2.8%)
Jumping from height 93 (2.5%) 152 (5.8%)
Self-injury through cut or stab 240 (6.4%) 99 (3.8%)
Other means 3 (0.6%) 12 (0.3%)
Total 3,785 (100%) 2,635 (100%)
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murder methods, women chose indirect methods that did not involve
physical violence and men chose more violent methods, reflecting gender
stereotypes. Beyond gender-related differences, the choice of the means of
suicide explains a great deal about the determination of a person to die.
To some extent, choice was also restricted by its availability. Working-
class people usually could not afford to buy a gun, though men from the
generation which had served in the First World War, and, of course those
fighting in the Second World War, had firearms. In the third quarter of
1940, for instance, most male suicides died by hanging or by shooting
themselves.”®

In 1940, the statistician Erich Schmahl stressed ‘societal or church-related
reasons as to why relatives of a suicide or a potential suicide conceal ... the
true motives’.”” Nevertheless, Himmler still ordered information to be
compiled on motives. The motives given in Table 2 reflect what Himmler
and the German police thought to be the most common motives for
suicide.

Depression or nervousness was the most common officially recognized
causes for suicide in 1940, followed by incurable disease, family discords,
fear of punishment, love problems, and other causes. The extremely low
percentage of suicides caused by ‘economic hardship’ furthermore echoes
Nazi propaganda about the Third Reich having overcome economic

Table 2. Official motives for suicide in third quarter
of 1940 (adapted from BAB, R 58/158, Bl 43—4:
Statistik iiber die im 3. Vierteljahr 1940 im Reichsge-
biet veriibten Selbstmorde und Selbstmordversuche,
10 March 1941)

Official reasons/motives for Absolute number
suicide (percentage)
Economic hardship 92 (1.4%)

Fear of punishment 582 (9.1%)
Depression 2,241 (34.9%)
Incurable disease 1,099 (17.1%)
Family discords 756 (11.8%)
Love problems 496 (7.7%)
Other causes 1,154 (18.0%)
Total 6,420 (100%)
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difficulties. ‘Depression’ may, of course, have been caused by economic
hardship, indeed by any one or more of a number of other factors. By listing
it as a ‘cause’ in itself, the statistics suggested that it had no rational grounds
and therefore reflected the hereditary weakness of the suicidal personality.
The choice of these categories thus broadly reflected Nazi views on suicide
as a problem of inherited moral weakness and physical and psychological
degeneracy.

IV

Nazi politics had a direct impact on some suicides. Thanks to the continuity
of personnel within the criminal police, the investigative mechanisms
discussed in the previous chapter remained largely intact, as an internal
memorandum from the Berlin homicide squad reveals.”® At the same time,
however, for obvious reasons, the police became extremely reluctant to
pursue the possibility that apparent suicides might have been the result of
murder by Nazis. Nevertheless, there is some evidence of many political
suicides in the wake of the coming of the Third Reich.

In the aftermath of Hitler’s appointment as Reich Chancellor on 30
January 1933, and especially after the Reichstag fire, the Nazis arrested
many socialists and communists, among others, in a wave of terror.” On
22 March 1933, the 41-year-old street sweeper Bernhard K, an active
member of the SPD and a trade unionist, was found hanged in a goods
train at Hermsdorf station, a suburb to the north of Berlin. His sister had
reported him missing on 13 February 1933. Initially doubting that K had
killed himself, the police interrogated his friends and relatives. His sister
told the police that K had been carrying 200 Reichsmark with him, while
Ludwig H, a waiter in K’s favourite pub, voiced the suspicion that K had
had a clash with ‘political enemies’—that is, with Nazis. H, anxious that
the police might tell the Nazis, did not dare identify these people. The
criminal police had generally welcomed the Nazi seizure of power. They
did not investigate this case further and closed the file on 27 March 1933.
By then, the Nazis had unleashed a general wave of terror against the
SPD and the KPD in the wake of the Reichstag Fire Decree. The police
predictably concluded that K had indeed hanged himself.®

In Wanne-Eickel, a mining town in the Ruhr Valley, an SS officer and
two storm troopers dragged Karl E, a Communist miner, out of his flat on
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the night of 27 April 1933, acting in conformity with Goring’s appointment
of SA and SS men as auxiliary policemen in Prussia.®' Near a canal, the Nazis
fired gunshots at him. Apparently traumatized by this mock execution, a
common Nazi method of intimidating their opponents, E supposedly
hanged himself a few days later. The Bochum state prosecutor considered
pressing charges against the three Nazis, but he knew that the Prussian
Ministry of Justice, led by the Nazi Hanns Kerrl, would rebuke him if he
did so. Many judges and state prosecutors tried at this time to open legal
proceedings against Nazis, especially on charges of murder, manslaughter
and bodily harm. But in July 1933, a Central State Prosecutor’s Office
(Zentralstaatsanwaltschaff) was set up in Prussia to deal with criminal cases in
which Nazis were involved. Some exceptional cases aside, Nazis were never
punished during the Third Reich for their violent excesses in the wake of
their seizure of power. In August 1934, this process of whitewashing Nazi
violence culminated in the Reich Amnesty Law that exonerated Nazis
for criminal charges in relation to their violent political activities. Political
interest thus determined the outcome of suicide investigations in the E case
and others.*?

In the wake of the Nazi seizure of power, especially after the passing
of the Reichstag Fire Decree, suicide thus became deeply associated with
politics. For the Nazis’ political opponents, suicide was often the last resort
for keeping one’s dignity amidst Nazi torture and arrest in the furore of
the arrival of the Third Reich. While giving a Reichstag speech explaining
the social democratic opposition against the Enabling Act on 23 March
1933, Otto Wels, leader of the SPD in the Reichstag, is said to have been
carrying a cyanide capsule which he would have swallowed if the storm
troopers had arrested and tortured him afterwards.®

At this time, newspapers, not yet fully coordinated, frequently re-
ported the suicides of political opponents, usually describing them as
cowards. On 25 April 1933, the s8-year-old General Intendant of the
Upper Silesian Theatre in Beuthen, Arthur Illing, shot himself on the
express train from Beuthen to Berlin. He had been accused of hav-
ing pocketed state subsidies for his theatre for himself, a common
charge levied by the Nazis in 1933 against Weimar officials. The Nazi
trade union of his theatre had then turned in a vote of no confi-
dence against him. A ‘National Socialist investigating committee’, set
up after the seizure of power, had reported Illing to the state prosec-
utor, who in turn issued an arrest warrant. This allegedly prompted
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Ming to kill himself. It is unlikely that he had been murdered by the
Nazis.?*

Toni Pfiilf, a leading Bavarian social democrat deputy in the Reichstag,
killed herself in June 1933. She was ashamed and desperate because the SPD
deputies had voted for a Nazi resolution in the Reichstag on 17 May 1933,
urging, in cynically propagandistic terms, German equality at international
negotiations over disarmament. Pfilf refused to attend this session and
instead took the train back to Munich. She poisoned herself on the train.
In a farewell letter to a close friend, she wrote:

My dear friends, I have to go the last part of the journey myself. I greet all of
you and say thank you for your trust that I have always tried to gain. With all
best wishes to you and those at home and to our cause I bid farewell to you.

She survived, but was determined to die, although her socialist friends had
tried to discourage her from killing herself. Suicide, they thought, would
be a resignation to the Nazis. In June 1933, she wrote to her friend:

Because of the recent malheur on the train, my home journey was slightly
delayed. I leave today. I hope I will arrive at the destination. Of course, it
is a bit disloyal to all of you. Don’t be angry and don’t think it’s an escape,
which it isn’t. Say hello to all good friends... and all the best...

She committed suicide shortly thereafter and died on 8 June 1933.%°

It is hard to tell how many political opponents of the Nazis killed
themselves in the wake of the Nazi seizure of power. The Nazis often
killed or tortured political and racial opponents to death, and claimed
that these people had committed suicide or had been ‘shot while trying
to escape’ (auf der Flucht erschossen). ‘Suiciding’ opponents would become
a widespread instrument of terror in the Third Reich. One early case
was that of Ernst Oberfohren, parliamentary leader of the DNVP, the
Nazis’ coalition partner. The Nazis no longer needed the DNVP’s support
after the passing of the Enabling Act on 23 March 1933. He was found
dead in his office on 7 May 1933. The Nazis claimed that he had spread
rumours accusing them of having set fire to the Reichstag. According to the
police, Oberfohren had shot himself, while an exile publication, with some
justification, claimed that the Nazis had killed him.*® Another early case
in which the Nazis ‘suicided” a political opponent is that of Dr Friedrich
Odenkirchen, a city councillor from Diisseldorf. On 12 April 1933, the
national-conservative Nachtausgabe reported his suicide. In retaliation, the
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Nazis had taken him, like many others, into ‘protective custody’ on
corruption charges.*” Odenkirchen was found hanged in a room in the
town hall. Did Odenkirchen kill himself or did the storm troopers torture
him to death?®® When the Nazis declared that political opponents had
killed themselves in protective custody, they denied responsibility for
these killings. Furthermore, they denounced these people as cowards
who were not able to take the responsibility for their political actions
before 1933.

Especially in the early months of the Third Reich, the Nazis often
encouraged imprisoned opponents to kill themselves, even bringing them
rope with which to do it. For contemporaries, hanging was a particularly
disgraceful way of capital punishment, reserved for criminals.?* Giving
prisoners rope with which to hang themselves was therefore particularly
humiliating. After being arrested, Friedrich Schlotterbeck, a communist,
was told by Gestapo officers shortly before Christmas 1933: “The best thing
you can do is hang yourself... You’ll save yourself a lot of trouble that
way.”?® A man from Diisseldorf who had been arrested and interrogated by
the Gestapo in 1933 confirmed this practice. He later remembered that the
officer interrogating him had threatened: “We’ll make you talk. We have
very nice methods. Tomorrow your comrades can write of you that you
were ‘suicided by the Gestapo’.”

Political opponents were also ‘suicided’ in the concentration camps.
In the wake of the Reichstag Fire Decree of 27 February 1933 and
the Enabling Act of 23 March 1933, Nazi and state institutions set up
concentration camps. Around 45,000 inmates, chiefly communists, trade
unionists and social democrats, were held in the 8o or so concentration
camps in early 1933, alongside an unknown number of torture cellars. The
Nazis killed several hundred inmates of the concentration camps in 1933/34
and almost always denied responsibility.”® Take the case of Erich Miihsam,
an anarchist poet and playwright. Not only had he been involved with
Ernst Toller and others in the ‘regime of the Coffee House Anarchists’ in
Munich in 1919, but he was also Jewish. Initially, the Nazis took him to
the notorious Sonnenburg concentration camp, where the pacifist writer
Carl von Ossietzky and other political opponents of the regime were also
interned. Later, he was transferred to the Oranienburg concentration camp
near Berlin. After refusing to sing the Horst Wessel song, the Nazi party’s
anthem, he was badly maltreated and found hanged in a camp latrine on
10 July 1934. Despite Nazi claims that he had committed suicide, it is
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unlikely that Miithsam had killed himself:* Camp authorities did not have
the power to kill camp inmates until the outbreak of the war. The SS
still had to report cases of unnatural deaths to the judicial authorities; they
could not get rid of prisoners, which is why they deliberately misreported
murders as suicides.”* Camp commandants and guards declared that these
inmates had ‘been shot while trying to escape’ (auf der Flucht erschossen)
or that they had committed suicide, thereby trying to avoid judicial
investigations.”

Nevertheless, it is clear that concentration camp inmates committed
suicide in sheer despair over the abominably brutal treatment by the Nazis.
In Dachau, there were between six and seven suicide attempts per week
in 1937, according to reports of agents of the SPD in exile. In one such
case, the brother of a former communist Reichstag deputy, in Dachau
since 1933, had hoped to be released from Dachau shortly before Christmas
1936, following promises by the camp guards. When he was not released,
he tried to smash his skull with a hoe in despair. A camp guard stopped
him in order to maintain the total claim of the SS over the lives of inmates.
An hour later, he tried to hang himself with his braces. Once again, he was
stopped, this time by an inmate. Eventually, he slit his wrists with a piece of
metal and was found lying dead in a pool of his own blood.?® Uncertainty
as to whether they would ever be released was a common cause of despair
and suicide among prisoners.®’

There were also many genuine suicides within prisons. Albert Funk,
a former communist Reichstag deputy and trade-union leader from
Dortmund was arrested on 16 April 1933 by the police and taken to
prison. When his wife wanted to see him, she was told rather curtly
that her husband had poisoned himself in his cell. A contemporary exile
publication, while not denying Funk’s suicide, reported that the Nazis had
tortured Funk so badly that he, in despair, jumped out of the window into
the prison yard. The Nazis allegedly encouraged other prisoners witnessing
Funk’s death to follow his example. The guards reportedly shouted: “You
Moscow swine can jump out of here, too.””®

In April 1934, following the fiasco of the Reich Court’s acquittal of
Georgi Dimitrov, head of the Western European Bureau of the Communist
International and defendant in the Reichstag Fire Trial, Hitler set up the
People’s Court for all cases of treason, including working-class resistance.
In 1936 Otto-Georg Thierack, a radical Nazi lawyer, became its president.
Sentencing became much harsher. Between 1934 and 1939, the People’s
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Court sentenced around 3,400 people, almost all of them communists or
social democrats. Those who did not receive a death sentence were normally
sentenced to an average of six years in prison. In practice, communists were
often sent to concentration camps for ‘protective custody’ after their release
from prison.® Some members of the working-class resistance committed
suicide. Those in gaol and subject to Gestapo torture were afraid of
betraying their comrades by telling their names to the Nazis. Many deaths
of working-class resisters were in fact not suicides, although the Nazis
classified them as such, but murders. Even where they did kill themselves,
it would in many cases be more accurate to classify their cases as ‘assisted
suicide’. In May 1934, Erich Krause, known as ‘Franz’, appeared in
Disseldorf. ‘Franz’ and other communists printed leaflets and distributed at
least 5,000 copies to workers. When the Gestapo uncovered their group,
‘Franz’ committed suicide in the local Gestapo gaol. ‘Franz’ knew about
the group’s links to Berlin party groups. Maltreated by the Gestapo and
confronted with his assistant in the Gestapo office, he committed suicide
because he did not want to betray his comrades.'® Here was suicide as
an act of solidarity. Gestapo torture led to at least nine suicides and one
suicide attempt among political prisoners, probably communists and social
democrats, in the first three months of 1935 in the Diisseldorf area alone,
according to a confidential report by the Diisseldorf general state prosecutor
to the Reich Ministry of Justice.’®® There must have been many other
such cases here and elsewhere in Germany. They reflected the depth of
commitment—bordering on fanaticism in the case of the communists—of
many active political opponents of the Nazis in this period.

The Nazis did not only purge Germany of opposition politicians, they
also tried to get rid of those artists they regarded as ‘degenerate’ or ‘Jewish’
in their pursuit for a ‘pure’ Germanic culture and spirit. Many artists and
intellectuals left Germany in the wake of the coming of the Third Reich,
since the Nazis had expelled them violently from cultural institutions and
had made a living impossible for them in Germany. Previously established
and successful artists suddenly had to face the financial hardship and the
general uncertainties of life in exile. Among them was Paul Nikolaus,
the conferencier of the Kadeko Club in Berlin, and one of the leading
political comedians of the time. Unable, like many émigrés, to find work
in Switzerland, where he had fled, Nikolaus killed himself in a hotel in
Lucerne on 31 March 1933. In a patriotic suicide note, he emphasized his
love for Germany: ‘For once, no joke...I am taking my own life. Why?



8o SUICIDE IN NAZI GERMANY

I could not return to Germany without taking it there. I cannot work
there now. I do not want to work there now, and yet unfortunately I have
fallen in love with my Fatherland. I cannot live in these times.’*? Ernst
Ludwig Kirchner, the expressionist artist, shot himself in his Swiss retreat
on 15 June 1938. He had been expelled in July 1937 from the Prussian
Academy of Arts, and some of his works were shown in the notorious
1937 Degenerate Art Exhibition. Kirchner depended on the German art
market for his livelihood. Ill and strained by his marginalization as an artist,
he shot himself in the heart. Shortly before his suicide, he wrote: ‘I had
always hoped that Hitler was for all Germans, and now he has defamed so
many and really serious artists of German blood. This is very sad for those
affected, because they—the serious ones among them—all wished to, and

did, work for Germany’s fame and honour.”'*

\%

After coming to power, the Nazis increasingly were confronted with
suicides within their own ranks. In their regular reports on public opinion
in Nazi Germany, agents of the SPD in exile reported in early 1934:
‘Suicide rates dramatically increase. Over the last six weeks, 18 men of
the Berlin SA alone have killed themselves. The official suicide motive is
depression and disappointment.’** Indeed, there were many suicides within
the Berlin SA at that time. The SA had lost its role and sense of direction.
There was a growing dissatisfaction amongst storm troopers with the new
government. Top Nazis, including Hitler and Hermann Goring, and the
Wehrmacht leadership were anxious about the competition of the SA as a
huge potential new army. They became less enthusiastic about the SA and
its demands for a continuation of the ‘National Socialist Revolution’.?%
On 25 February 1934, Botho von V, a storm trooper and administrative
worker at the headquarters of the Berlin-Brandenburg SA died in his office.
Only months later, on 28 August 1934, after the Nazis had murdered
members of the SA leadership, including the leader Ernst R6hm, and
stripped the SA of its power on 30 June 1934 in what they called the ‘Night
of the Long Knives’, Botho’s mother, Ella von V, the owner of a bed and
breakfast, complained to the police. She did not believe that Botho had
committed suicide. An SA official had told her: Botho had died from a shot
from his boss’s revolver. He had, in fact, had an argument with his boss
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R about the general direction of Nazi policy. According to R, Botho had
had the nerve to say that ‘he had a different idea of National Socialism in
practice. He could not believe that these fat cats would remain in power.’
Many storm troopers, confronted with unemployment, and disillusioned
with top Nazis letting down the SA, shared this view, which prompted
some to take out their aggression upon Jews and others. All available
evidence suggests that Botho had indeed killed himself after a drunken row
with R. The official obituary, drafted by R and published in the Angriff,
a Berlin-based Nazi newspaper edited by Goebbels, simply claimed that
Botho had died in ‘a tragic accident’. The regime could not admit that
Botho had committed suicide, an act of weakness in the Nazi view.1%¢
There were many more suicides within the SA after the Nazi seizure
of power. The 24-year-old senior squad leader (Oberschatfiihrer) Richard P
from the Berlin working-class district of Kreuzberg shot himself on 18 April
1935. During an outing of his local unit to Blossin in Brandenburg, the
storm troopers had got very drunk at a pub. At around 1 am, P’s comrade
storm leader (Sturmfiihrer) Hans-Johannes H felt the need to relieve himself
in the garden of the pub. While H was squatting, with his pants pulled
down, P suddenly appeared and grabbed the revolver out of H’s belt and
shot himself. Although the SA had been deprived of any real political

influence a year earlier,'”’

ideas of class struggle still prevailed among
ordinary storm troopers. Bruno L, also a storm trooper, testified to the
police that P had complained to him about his inability to make a living:
‘Now look, what have you got, you’re making 100 Reichsmark a month
and for that you have to work, even an old fighter like myself. They
can all kiss my arse; the best thing to do is to shoot myself dead.’'%®
In fact, P had been sacked from his job at the German Labour Front,
although he managed to find another, if low-paid, position within the
same organization, probably because he was an ‘old fighter’ within the
Nazi movement. The criminal police concluded that P’s suicide had been
motivated by the reduction of his salary.'® P and most of his comrades
belonged to the group of storm troopers who had never known economic
stability or durable employment in the Weimar years and had never
managed to get permanent jobs and social recognition even under the new
regime. In this situation suicide reflected the disappointment that gripped
the movement after the seizure of power.

The deaths of storm troopers who had fallen into disfavour with the

Nazi leadership were also subject to police investigations. Needless to
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say, the police had no real interest in finding out whether the Nazis
had been responsible for these deaths. However, the investigation files
shed light on the ways in which the police decided what constituted a
suicide. In the Third Reich, unlike in the Weimar Republic, political
interest often determined the outcome of a suicide investigation. On
20 January 1934, Wilhelm Briickner, one of Hitler’s adjutants, wrote to
Rudolf Diels, at the time still head of the Prussian Secret Police Office, the
Geheimes Staatspolizeiamt (Gestapa) later to become the Gestapo.''® Briickner
complained that the disappearance of the staft leader (SA-Stabsfiilrer)
Helmuth U had not been resolved. U’s father had written several letters
to the Gestapa and Hitler, asking about the whereabouts of his son, who
had disappeared on 24 June 1933. Like many storm troopers, U was
unemployed, even after the Nazis came to power. After reporting his
son missing to the police, U’s father asked the police to start a murder
investigation on 26 July 1933. Reflecting a broad Nazi understanding of
the legal system, which saw above all Hitler as the final arbiter of law and
justice, U’s father insisted:

It may never come to pass in the new Germany that a fighter for the swastika
disappears without a trace, nor is it the Fithrer’s will that not even the parents
are told what has happened to their only son. Aside from everything else, it
is illegal. T will not rest until I have learnt the whole truth about this dark
incident officially.*!

Prompted by the order from Hitler’s staff, Diels set up a special commission
on 23 January 1934 and opened an investigation. The Nazis accused U,
a 27-year-old SA functionary, of having informed on the SA’s internal
affairs to the SPD and the Jewish-owned Ullstein publishing house. It was
a typical Nazi accusation against someone who had fallen into disfavour to
claim that they had had contacts with socialists and Jews. Count Helldorf,
leader of the Berlin SA, and later to become police president of Berlin, had
already accused U of spying for the communists and the political police
as early as 1931.""2 On 28 February 1933, U had therefore been cashiered
from the SA. This eviction had prompted U to issue the following request:

I would like to speak to my supreme SA leader Adolf Hitler in person! I have
full confidence that my Fithrer will give me an audience! I request that my
honour be fully reinstated. I can no longer bear this existence as a beaten,
discarded dog, and all of my hopes for this life and my once-proud goals

depend on this final report.**?
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Needless to say, U did not receive a response. During an interrogation
by some Nazi leaders, U, reportedly showing some remorse, had allegedly
confessed that he had been spying. Nevertheless, the Gestapa and the SA had
had to have him released, since there had not been ‘any opportunities for
police proceedings against U’. On 14 March 1934, Kurt Daluege, the Nazi
head of the Prussian police, was interrogated by a state prosecutor about U’s
whereabouts. Daluege denied Gestapa responsibility for U’s disappearance.
U’s corpse had not yet been found. Daluege declared that ‘suicide remains
a possibility, given U’s emotional outburst after his interrogation’. Brushing
aside any specific accusations against the Gestapa, Daluege speculated ‘that
U has been bumped oft by SA or SS men’. His former comrades killed him
in revenge after the Nazis had come to power. The state prosecutor as well
as the Gestapa thought that it was best to close the file, stressing that suicide,
an act of cowardice in the Nazi view, was the most likely explanation for
U’s fate.'"* Yet U’s father was still not happy about the outcome of the
investigation and accused the former standard leader (Standartenfiihrer) Karl
Belding of having killed his son. Belding was murdered in his turn on
30 June 1934, together with many other SA leaders, when top Nazis, led
by Hitler, wiped out the SA leadership in the ‘Night of the Long Knives’.
The Nazis accused the SA leadership of staging a rebellion.'** Thus the case
was brought to a convenient conclusion.

VI

The Nazis also settled old scores on 30 June 1934, and gunned down conser-
vatives disillusioned with the regime. Among them were the former Reich
Chancellor General Kurt von Schleicher and his wife, Vice-Chancellor
Franz von Papen’s secretary Herbert von Bose, and the right-wing intellec-
tual Edgar Jung. Without giving any credible evidence, the Nazis claimed
that these people had been conspiring with Rohm. In at least two cases,
the regime concealed murders as suicides to deny responsibility. At 1 pm
on 30 June, a very warm and sunny day, Kurt Gildisch, an SS officer
(Hauptsturmfiihrer) accompanied by two SS men, marched into the office
of Erich Klausener, a senior official in the Transport Ministry and head
of the Catholic Action, a popular Catholic movement. Gildisch claimed
during his post-war trial that Reinhard Heydrich, chief of the SS security
service, had ordered him to kill Klausener whom the regime saw as a
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potential threat. A few days previously, Klausener had given a speech at
the Catholic Action’s annual rally in Berlin-Hoppegarten, criticizing the
regime’s attitudes towards the Catholic Church. Also, Klausener had been
in charge of the Police Department in the Prussian Ministry of the Interior
in the Weimar years, investigating, among other things, the Nazi party’s
illegal activities. Upon entering Klausener’s office, Gildisch asked him
for some identification and then told him to accompany him to Gestapa
headquarters. Klausener packed his briefcase and fetched his hat. Suddenly,
Gildisch produced a 7.65 mm Mauser pistol and shot Klausener twice in
the back at close range. Gildisch then immediately called Heydrich from
the phone on Klausener’s desk, reporting the execution. Before leaving
Klausener’s office, Gildisch put his pistol into Klausener’s hand to cover up
the murder as a suicide. Gildisch left the Transport Ministry at 1:15 pm,
posting two SS guards outside Klausener’s office. Nobody was allowed in.
Klausener’s corpse was then taken to a morgue and kept locked away.
The regime claimed that Klausener had committed suicide. Heydrich had
Klausener’s body cremated to prevent any investigation. The Bishop of Ber-
lin, Nikolaus Bares, did not believe this version and celebrated a memorial
mass for Klausener. Canon law forbade the ecclesiastical burying of suicides
or celebrating memorial masses. Celebrating a mass for Klausener was thus
an open statement that the Catholic Church did not accept the Nazi claims
over Klausener’s alleged suicide. It was obvious that Klausener had been
murdered, yet the regime stuck to its version to deny responsibility.!*® Here
again was murder covered up as suicide.

The regime also declared that Gregor Strasser, the Nazi party’s chief
organizer until his resignation in 1932, had killed himself. In fact, he
was murdered in the Gestapa prison at 8 Prinz Albrecht Strasse. Leading
Nazis, including Hitler, Himmler, and Goring saw Strasser as a potential
threat to the regime because of his good contacts with the conservatives
around Schleicher. Strasser’s widow, depending on her husband’s two life
insurance policies, wrote to the Reich Ministry of the Interior, requesting
more details about the circumstances of her husband’s death. The insurance
companies followed their general policy on suicide and refused to pay
any money to Mrs Strasser. Despite Hitler’s Reichstag speech in which he
openly endorsed the murders and the passing of a law, giving the purge
subsequent retroactive legality on 13 July 1934, the Gestapa refused to give
out any information to the relatives of those killed, since this would have
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been an implicit confession that the Gestapa had murdered them. At the
Interior Ministry’s request, the Gestapa wrote to Mrs Strasser in October
1934, insisting that her husband had ‘passed away on 30 June 1934 at 5:20 pm
by suicide’. Some senior officials from the Reich Ministry of Justice were
unhappy with this outright lie. They were concerned about Mrs Strasser’s
livelihood. The Ministry of Justice’s officials intervened with the insurance
companies, telling them unofficially about the actual circumstances of
Strasser’s death. The insurance companies, though anxious to cultivate
good relations with the Nazi party, still did not want to pay any money to
Mrs Strasser. Eventually, after long negotiations between the Ministry of
Justice and the life insurance companies, Mrs Strasser received the money
in late 1935.1"7

After murdering parts of the SA leadership, Hitler was uncertain what
to do with the SA chief of staff Ernst Rohm, one of his oldest comrades.
At a garden party on 1 July, probably under pressure from Himmler and
Goring, Hitler agreed to have R6hm shot. Hitler was keen to give his old
friend the opportunity to kill himself. Theodor Eicke, the commandant
of Dachau concentration camp, was appointed to go to the Stadelheim
prison in Munich where R6hm was arrested. Eicke gave Rohm a pistol
and the latest issue of the Vilkischer Beobachter with the details of the alleged
Rohm putsch. Eicke hoped that this pressure would persuade Réhm that
shooting himself was the only action left to him. There was a widespread
belief among the SS, as we have seen, that shooting oneself out of honour
was acceptable in such a situation. When no shot was heard after ten
minutes, Ficke and two SS men went into Rohm’s cell and finished
him off. In his published announcement, Hitler justified this cold-blooded
murder with R6hm’s refusal ‘to draw the consequences of his treacherous
behaviour’.'*®

The ruthless purge of the SA leadership saw the consolidation of Hitler’s
dictatorship. In August 1934, Reich President von Hindenburg died.
His death graphically symbolized the completion of the Nazi capture of
power. The Nazis called a referendum in which they asked Germans to
endorse Hitler’s unification of the office of Reich President with that of
Reich Chancellor. Some historians have stressed the popularity of the
regime among ‘ordinary Germans’ at that time, allegedly reflected in the
reportedly almost unanimous yes-votes in referenda called by the Nazis.!®
In fact, the Nazis rigged the referendum and created a ‘terror-atmosphere’ as
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secret SPD agents reported. Altogether, at least § million Germans did not
endorse the law, either by voting ‘no’ or by spoiling their ballot papers.'2°
On 19 August 1934, the day of the referendum, the 21-year-old storm
trooper Erich G, a construction worker from Godrienen near Konigsberg,
was found hanged in the cellar of an SA club house. G, in charge of
security at a polling station, had cast his ballot paper and had voted against
the Nazi proposal. Under the Nazi dictatorship, there was, of course, no
secret ballot. After G had filled in his paper, the election clerk looked at
the ballot paper and then shouted: ‘An SA man with his honorary dagger
has voted like that]’ G’s superior was informed, and G was arrested. It
turned out that G and some of his friends, ostensibly dissatisfied with the
regime after the Nazi purge of the SA, had decided to vote against the Nazi
proposal.

After his arrest, G was stripped of his brown shirt and viciously beaten
by two storm troopers. Three hours later, two storm troopers found him
hanged in his cell. Afraid of this case’s potential impact on the foreign
press ‘by casting doubts over the genuinely free nature of the elections’,
the state prosecutor called for an investigation. G, a Catholic, was given
a funeral ceremony by a priest, who implied in his oration that G had
been killed by the Nazis. Two hundred people attended G’s funeral. The
Bishop of Koénigsberg announced his intention of writing to Hitler and
the Pope. The state prosecutor was nevertheless unimpressed by these
threats and insisted that G had committed suicide. He described how the
two storm troopers had mistreated G, allegedly just causing him ‘some
nosebleeding’. The Konigsberg court acquitted them of murder, but fined
them the rather modest sum of 20 Reichsmark. On 15 January 1935, the
court acquitted them altogether, since the SA had already punished them
by arresting them for a week. G had been killed. By claiming that G had
killed himself, the regime, concerned with its allegedly unanimous popular
support, denied responsibility for murdering a storm trooper dissatisfied
with the Nazis.'?!

So, suicide had a very strong political dimension especially in the wake
of the coming of the Third Reich. The regime began to ‘suicide’ some
of its opponents immediately after coming to power to deny responsibility
for killing them. Since the Nazis did not consolidate fully their power
until Hindenburg’s death, ‘suiciding’ was a particularly common strategy
in the Third Reich’s early years to prevent any judicial investigations
and to cultivate good relations with the conservative, law-abiding middle
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classes.'?? As the regime’s self-confidence grew vis-a-vis the judiciary, the
practice of ‘suiciding’ opponents probably became less frequent, at least
outside the concentration camps. On the other hand, there were also many
genuine suicides among political opponents of the regime. Finally, Nazis
disillusioned with aspects of the regime committed suicide. But were there
also suicides among those persecuted by the Nazis because of their race or
their status as social outsiders?

VII

The Nazis targeted people for not conforming to a socially and morally
acceptable lifestyle in the Third Reich. Many of these people committed
suicide.' The available evidence is sparse. Some cases have, nevertheless,
survived in the files which the Hamburg Police Authority compiled in ‘cases
of unnatural death’.'* On 3 January 1938, the 63-year-old tramp Martin L
was found hanged in a doss house in Hamburg. An inmate there since 1926,
L had recently been reported to the police for a homosexual offence under
paragraph 175 of the German penal code. The investigating policeman
declared: ‘It is difficult to know what reasons led to the suicide. One
can assume that L felt morally compromised because of his drunkenness,
which was revealed during the police officer’s interrogation, whereupon
his nerves gave way and he committed suicide.’'®® Probably carried out in
a brutal and threatening way, the police interrogation of L had, among
other factors, motivated him to take his own life.'?®* There is no direct
evidence that the police officers killed him during interrogation, but this
must remain a possibility. In Hamburg, local civil servants in charge of
the homeless had been making life more difficult for them since 1931,
amidst growing pressure on the welfare system due to mass unemployment.
Authorities were trying to get rid of homeless people. The radicalization
of such a policy in 1933 saw the deportation of vagrants to concentration
camps.'?’

The Nazis thought that homosexuals were a threat to the survival of the
Germanic race by refusing to have children; they were supposedly weak and
degenerate, and a danger to the state. In Imperial and Weimar Germany,
male homosexuals could be prosecuted under Paragraph 175 of the German
penal code. The Nazis were not slow to intensify the prosecution of male
homosexuals, especially after the purge of the SA leadership led by the
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openly gay Ernst Réhm. In December 1934 alone, the police are said
to have arrested some 2,000 men.'?® In Wiirzburg, a 32-year-old railway
worker named Julius H hanged himself in the Wiirzburg prison on 17 July
1935, following his arrest for homosexual offences.'® A few weeks before,
on 28 June 1935, Nazi and state authorities had made paragraph 175, which
concerned male homosexual relationships, more severe. Section 175 no
longer referred to ‘unnatural acts’, but simply to ‘indecency’. This looser
definition of homosexuality widened the scope of prosecution for the
authorities.’*® And from October 1936 onwards, a new Reich Head Office
for the Combating of Homosexuality and Abortion coordinated the efforts
of the Gestapo and the criminal police to target homosexuals. Between
1933 and 1935, only 4,000 men were convicted for homosexuality. After
the amendment of paragraph 175, more than 22,000 men were sentenced
between 1936 and 1938.13!

Many of those accused of having illegal homosexual relationships com-
mitted suicide to avoid the humiliation of public shame and long prison
sentences. In Berlin, a professor in custody attempted to take his life while
awaiting trial in 1936. And in March 1937, the 24-year-old worker Rudolf
Z, afraid that the police might force him to tell them the names of his
gay friends, gassed himself in his mother’s flat in Berlin. Shortly before
his suicide attempt, he penned a farewell missive to his mother. In total
despair, he declared, still emphasizing his loyalty to his former lover:

I don’t know what else I would have to confess...I don’t see any other way
out. Because of what I said today it’s over. I have never been interested in
anyone as much as ‘Hans’. But that [relationship] has been over for a while
and with it my passion for life. And now they’re going to grab him by the

neck. I just imagine being confronted by him. Anything but that. I'd rather

die. I loved him so much...'32?

He survived his suicide attempt, and was sentenced, like his former lover, to
one year and four months in prison. In its verdict, a Berlin court particularly
emphasized the fact that Z, a former storm trooper, and his lover, a former
block warden of the German Labour Front (Deutsche Arbeitsfront), must
have been aware of the wickedness of their relationship ‘in the knowledge
of the proceedings during the R6hm affair’.'®

Eighteen-year-old Herbert M, accused of prostitution, tried to kill
himself in 1939. In a note to his parents, he wrote: ‘Since I have no

more strength and am too afraid of everything, I want to say good-bye
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to you. Don’t mourn me, I'm not worth it because I know that I'm a
total sissy. But always this constant anxiety and my personal state of affairs
has just depressed me so much...” Here he seems to have internalized
contemporary ideas about the weakness of homosexuals. The police found
him and took him to the hospital of the Moabit prison. Eventually, he was
sentenced to one year and two months in prison and ‘subsequent security
confinement’ (anschliefender Schutzaufsicht)."** After serving their sentence,
many homosexuals were immediately rearrested by the Gestapo or the SS
and put into a concentration camp. Estimates suggest that between 10,000
and 15,000 homosexual men were taken to the camps between 1933 and
1945. There, they were subject to especially brutal treatment by both the
guards and fellow inmates, given that they were on the lowest rung of the
hierarchy of prisoners.'*

Others, who faced forced sterilization according to the Hereditary
Health Law of 14 July 1933, sometimes opted for suicide instead. On
15 January 1938, so-year-old Fritz Wilhelm S, who came from a working-
class background, killed himself in Hamburg. According to his brother,
the Hereditary Health Court had recently told him to appear at the local
Health Office for sterilization. After receiving this note, Fritz-Wilhelm,
not willing to accept the Nazi attack on his bodily integrity and his life, had
become depressed and begun to drink. He hanged himself.'*¢ Nazi policies
thus drove people into suicide. Seeing no way out, suicide remained the last
resort for keeping one’s dignity. It is hard to say whether suicides amongst
‘social outsiders’ really led to a substantive increase in suicide levels in the
Third Reich, perhaps making good the decline in economically-influenced
suicides, but this must remain a possibility.

VIII

At the same time, there were also ostensibly apolitical suicides. The
collection of suicide notes quoted in the previous chapter again offers
fascinating insight into the ways in which ordinary people, overwhelmingly
from the working class, justified their suicides. There is little indication in
these notes of a potential impact of Nazi discourses on suicide. Rather,
many ordinary people still felt the need to justify their suicides, as they
associated the act of self-destruction with disreputable and extraordinary

action, deserving of an explanation.'®’



90 SUICIDE IN NAZI GERMANY

Next to emotional problems, many Germans justified their suicide with
reference to their economic situation. A 44-year-old unemployed woman,
Erna J, from the Schoéneberg district of Berlin, left a suicide note on 14 April
1934 for the attention of the welfare office and the criminal police. Insisting
that she wanted to die, Erna declared: “You already know the reason for my
first failed suicide attempt ... Please don’t take me to the hospital; let me die
here in my home!**® Socio-economic deprivation, continuing well into
the Nazi years, was not denied at this very basic level of reporting. Max S,
an unemployed salesman, from the working-class Prenzlauer Berg district,
cut his arms with a razor blade, yet survived. The police commented that
his attempted suicide had been due to ‘economic deprivation’ (wirtschaftliche
Notlage)."**

On 14 April 1935, the widow Lina W was found drowned in a river
near Bad Nauheim, a spa near Frankfurt. In her suicide note she wrote to
her children: “Thank you very much for all you have done for me. Forgive
me, | am really so very sorry to leave you. Please don’t blame Paula. I
will really miss your kindness! Please send me the washing later. Wishing
you all the best, I remain your loving mother.”** The police commented
that she had been suffering from hallucinations. And indeed, her request to
her children to send her the washing after she was dead does testify to a
discernible degree of derangement.

On 4 February 1935, the 21-year-old hairdresser Irmgard K, from Berlin-
Schoneberg, gassed herself. While it is not clear whether Irmgard really
wanted to die, or whether her opening of the gas pipe was rather about
making her friends aware of her problems as a ‘cry for help’, remains
unclear. The fire service rescued her. The criminal police commented:
“The motive is lovesickness. Irmgard was in a relationship with a Reichswehr
soldier who broke off the relationship ...”*

More complex personal motives were at work in the case of the
29-year-old Hildegard B, wife of a civil servant, who gassed herself in April
1935 in Berlin. Leaving a suicide note to her husband, she wrote:

Even doctors couldn’t help me give up smoking. My only passion. Is this a
crime? You won’t buy me a skirt, won’t go with me to the theatre, nor to the
movies, nor to a concert. 'm only allowed to work. I told you five times to
wear a different suit so I could mend the black one. But you don’t do it and
today you show me your trousers and tell me that I'm not a good housewife. I
can’t accept that. God knows I lived only for my husband and my household.

The only vice that I could not give up were the cigarettes. Is that a crime?!*?
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Accusing her husband of not respecting her, B justified her suicide with
recourse to domestic problems. Was her suicide a cry for help to show
to her husband that something was wrong with her and their marriage?
The only background information we have is that B was drunk when
she wrote her suicide note, as an annotation of a police officer from the
Reinickendorf police station reveals. The reference to her inability to stop
smoking hints at the Nazi anti-smoking campaigns of the late 1930s and
early 1940s in which heavy smokers were denounced as enemies of the
health of the racial body.'*

Some suicides, however, did make explicit references to the political
situation. On 16 August 1933, the bricklayer and SS man Hermann S, aged
42, shot himself in his flat in Berlin. He wrote to his SS superior, blaming
his wife for his suicide:

Because my wife is setting me up for great pain and emotional difficulty, I
see that I must take the chance to part voluntarily from this life. It was with
great joy that I remained true to our Supreme Leader and Chancellor of the
People Adolf Hitler in SS Sturm 3/I11/42. Final, heartfelt greetings to you and
all of my dear comrades. I much regret that I will not be able to contribute
turther to the rise and completion of the Third Reich. I declare before God
and all mankind that my sense of honour will not allow me to let myself
be tainted by my wife’s many [mis]deeds. And by God, let my wife prove a
single case of adultery ... '**

Schmidt’s wife had accused him of adultery, and he felt the need, if not the
duty, to express to his superior that he was innocent and had not brought
the SS into disrepute. Here was the kind of suicide out of honour that
Himmler seems to have approved of.

Bella K, a 44-year-old middle-class woman, gassed herself on 11 July
1935, ostensibly after arguments over money with her husband. Her lucidly
written, rational-sounding suicide note, addressed to her daughters and
then to her husband, with no spelling or grammatical mistakes, suggests
that she was serious about her admiration for the Nazis. She seems to have
written the note after she had opened the gas pipe. She stressed that she
had sacrificed herself for the Nazis who would, she hoped, look after her
daughters.’*s She was aware that her children would be devastated to find
their mother dead:

My little girls! Forgive me, but it was just not working out. Remember me
with love, as I remember you. I made sacrifices to the very end. Heil Hitler!
Your Mother. Don’t stay in Berlin. Be brave and strong. Your mother is fine
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now. Stay with the movement and do your duty, even if it will be different
for you now. My life was dedicated to my husband and children. I was [his]
loyal companion with all my soul. But that is no longer possible. Thank WW
for his apprenticeship. You are free now. I wanted to fight alongside Adolf
Hitler, as I did in the years of struggle. I rose up the ranks and became young
again. But now you have destroyed it for me. I love you too much to keep
on living like this.

I know that I am doing you wrong, [but] today for the first time I am
thinking about myself and so am departing from this world. Say hello to my
sister Grete and thank her for all of her help. Tell my boy that I expect him
to become a good, honourable man and fighter. If people are going to reject
me, then I will leave voluntarily. If you had only granted me a proper chance
to relax just once but, as it is, I no longer know myself in this muddle. The
gap inside of me was unbridgeable. The responsibility is crushing me. Just
8 days in nature without having to worry about everything in household.
Now you’ll have to get along without me. Then maybe things will work
out. My head feels heavy. Farewell! Heil Adolf Hitler!

Only a few thousand Mark and this marriage that endured so much would
not have been split up. I really loved you beyond measure, but my energy is
gone. Mother.'*¢

She emphasized her loyalty to the regime and her expectation that the Nazi
party would look after her children. Bella bitterly complained about her

of

husband who had spent some thousand Mark, probably on alcohol, instead

giving it to her. She also lamented that she had been refused benefit.

Here was suicide as an act of revenge as well as despair, since Bella knew

only too well that her husband would feel guilty after her suicide.

Selma R, a war widow, aged 46, gassed herself in Berlin-R einickendorf

on 13 March 1936. She declared:

I’'m not killing myself because I feel guilty. My strained nerves also caused my
pale appearance and thus I decided to [get treatment| but now you can spare
the expense. I swear to the grave that there was no deeper reason that I was so
chatty. My thoughts certainly were not bad. What I said flowed freely from
many others’ mouths. This is a malicious plot and revenge of some colleagues
and my last request is that this matter be looked into. Frau D will confirm
that I campaigned for this cause. That I saved [money] is also not a crime, and
my [financial] relationships are clear and transparent, as befits a good citizen.
Isn’t it so amazingly scandalous, so many colleagues [ganging up]| against a
single one? I have always been serious throughout my life, which was bitter
and hard. If my colleagues don’t try to hide something, check into it. I would
have been a scoundrel if I had come out against our government. The only
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shame is that I couldn’t be loyal to our SPD government, even though it did
many good things for me, and that depressed me. I regretted this very much
and I swore to be true to my employer and to the flag to which I swore an
oath, but unfortunately I have been totally misunderstood. I leave you with a
final Heil Hitler.'*”

Her suicide was probably motivated by bullying. Selma had commended
the welfare policies of the SPD government, presumably of Prussia. This
had prompted her colleagues to bully her, and Selma was probably afraid
of being charged with accusations of ‘malicious gossip’.

Selma penned another farewell missive, this time to her siblings. In it,
she stressed her admiration for the Nazis and the legacy of her husband,
who had died in the First World War:

Dear siblings,

My final farewell. Forgive me. Hope you will always be alright because you
deserve it, you good souls, Selma. I don’t leave guilt-ridden; otherwise I
would be worthy of dying. I had the greatest sympathy for our great Fiihrer,
all statesmen and for the Third Reich and for my family. Never stopped to
thank God for that great achievement. What is a woman, used to suffering
like me, and a warrior’s legacy compared to an army of enemies? I would
have really loved to see my beloved Fatherland to get great and powerful.
This I wish wholeheartedly. Sieg Heil!!'*®

Selma had clearly written her suicide note under great emotional stress.
Probably afraid that the Nazis might retaliate against her siblings, she was
anxious about emphasizing her loyalty to the regime.

In another case, the 16-year-old school student Kurt R shot himself on
26 January 1938 in the Tiergarten. In his pocket, he had left a note, saying:
‘My father is to blame for my death to a great extent.” Kurt knew that his
father would be devastated to read this accusation. Kurt had had a serious
row with his father. From a hard-working, lower-middle class background,
his parents, owners of a small grocery shop, had sent Kurt to a fee-paying
grammar school. Kurt had just received a warning letter from his school
for disobeying his teacher. Kurt had been under the influence of wealthier
children. This had annoyed his father who thereafter refused to speak to
his son."* Here, too, therefore, was suicide as an expression of hatred.

On 27 May 1939, another adolescent, the 16-year-old Helmut G, an
apprentice toolmaker, tried to gas himself'in his parents’ flat in the working-
class district of Treptow. He had been playing a card game by himself.
After drawing the ace of spades, he decided to kill himself, leaving a note
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on the reverse of the card, saying ‘This card decided that I had to die. They
couldn’t stop it...” Helmut survived. His motive remains obscure. Sharing
the wider discourse that suicide was passed on by one’s ancestors, the
criminal police found a neat explanation in the fact that Helmut’s mother
had been diagnosed with mental problems some time previously.'*
Suicides from emotional motives also continued. On Christmas Eve
1938, the 43-year-old printer Hugo G dressed up as Father Christmas and
shot the lover of his wife before killing himself; this too was an act of hatred

and revenge—a calculatedly bitter Christmas present to his errant wife.'>!

IX

Some suicides were influenced by wider political and socio-economic
changes such as the Nazi seizure of power, the alleged Nazi elimination of
unemployment and the supposed strengthening of the national community.
Some groups of people were affected to a greater extent by these political
events, as was the case with those directly targeted by the Nazi regime. For
some people, Nazi policies thus created an environment in which suicides
occurred easily, as Durkheim proposed when writing on anomic suicide.'?
The concept of anomic suicide, if understood as an overturning of norms
and values on a private level, allows us better to understand some suicides
in the Third Reich. For people targeted by the regime, suicide, apart
from emigration, was very often the only way out of a desperate situation,
and one which allowed them to keep some form of dignity vis-a-vis
looming Nazi threats of torture or murder. To a degree, therefore, suicide
with a political connection may have replaced suicide from economic
motives.

By officially classifying the death of political opponents killed or tortured
to death as suicide, the Nazis denied responsibility for them, and accused
these people of being cowards unable to stand up for what they had
done. Additionally, Nazi eugenic and racial policies as well as the Nazi
persecution of political opponents constituted a condition of an anomie
for some. In some cases, suicide took place under direct pressure from the
Nazis.

The experience of ordinary people with suicide shows that it remained,
to a great extent, a private act devoid of wider political meaning. In the
long-term perspective on the history of death, which the French cultural
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historian Philippe Aries has considered, suicide was, indeed, a private act.'*?
Ordinary people, usually belonging to the working class, justified their
suicides after 1933 for the same reasons as in the Weimar Republic, namely
the lack of future prospects, brought on by unemployment or emotional
stress. Unsurprisingly perhaps, the Nazi regime did not manage to penetrate
fully the emotions and basic private resources of ordinary people—their
lives and bodies—despite the Nazi claim that people’s lives and bodies
belonged to the Tolk.

Suicide in the Third Reich from 1933 until 1939 was a paradox. On the
one hand, the Nazis saw it as a direct indicator of the social and political
stability, thereby heavily politicizing suicide discourses. On the other hand,
relatively few suicides can be directly related to political factors. The
fact that the Nazis, particularly immediately after Hitler came to power,
‘suicided” many of their opponents in order to deny responsibility for killing
them is, however, striking. All in all, there was a lack of any pattern to
suicide in the Third Reich’s pre-war years. Nazi racial policies, however,
had a clear impact on some suicides, apart from those already studied here.
These are the suicides of German Jews in the Third Reich, which will be
considered in the next chapter.



3

Suicides of German Jews,
1933—1945

In the Third Reich, suicide became a routine phenomenon among German
Jews. This chapter concentrates on Nazi Germany, but also goes beyond
the confines of the Third Reich: to exile, to Auschwitz, and to later
times. It focuses on German-Jewish suicides during the Third Reich and
analyses the links between Nazi racial policy and German-Jewish suicides.
There is a rich literature on the suicides of prominent Holocaust survivors,
such as Jean Améry, Paul Celan, Primo Levi, and Bruno Bettelheim, who
killed themselves decades after the final solution. The existing literature
suggests that these suicides can be broadly seen as the result of long-term
traumatization during the Holocaust. This literature is not very helpful,
however, as it brushes over the fact that not all post-war Jewish suicides
were carried out as a reaction to the circumstances of the Third Reich.
Some, of course, had other causes.!

What was the aggregate political significance of these suicides? This
question guided the research of two historians, Konrad Kwiet and Helmut
Eschwege, who treated the suicides of Jews in their 1984 monograph on
‘Jewish self-assertion and opposition’. They mainly focused on statistics and
argued that suicides of German Jews were not necessarily acts of resistance,
but nevertheless disrupted the deportations and therefore have to be seen as
acts of opposition.? Kwiet and Eschwege studied suicides of German Jews
in a wider context of other Jewish responses to Nazi racism, such as open
resistance, going into exile, or hiding.

To begin with, suicide rates among German Jews had been higher than
corresponding Catholic and Protestant rates since before the First World
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War. Regardless of this fact, German-Jewish suicides were a particular
response to Nazi racial policy. Marion Kaplan introduced the concept
of ‘social death’ to describe how German Jews were gradually excluded
from German society.> But the present chapter goes beyond her useful
survey of survivors’ memoirs written after the Holocaust that document
suicides at second-hand in the context of the camps. This chapter primarily
concerns the social and political context of German-Jewish suicides and their
individual motives, going beyond Kwiet and Eschwege’s largely statistical
analysis. It introduces hitherto neglected archival sources, including suicide
notes of German Jews. These sources allow us to assess the impact of Nazi
racial policies on individual suicides. This chapter also asks how far, if at
all, Jewish suicide was a form of resistance towards Nazism, or how far, on
the other hand, it was an act of despair and hopelessness.

II

In the months after the Nazis came to power on 30 January 1933, storm
troopers frequently and arbitrarily attacked Jews. Many Jews committed
suicide under the impact of this violence. A few examples must suffice to
illustrate the circumstances. The factory owner Hans Sachs from Chemnitz
shot himself on 18 March 1933 after storm troopers had tried to arrest
him.* The boycott of Jewish businesses on 1 April 1933 led to hundreds
of suicides among German Jews.® Max Reiner, a journalist who had been
working for Ullstein, the great Jewish publishing and newspaper business,
forced to retire in 1933, noted in his diary on 24 April 1933 that he had
recently been to a Jewish cemetery in Berlin. There he had seen many new
double graves. A friend told him that these were the graves of couples who
had committed suicide together.®

The severe measures and laws directed against Jewish professionals such
as the Law for the Renewal of the Professional Civil Service of 7 April 1933
and the creeping Aryanization of Jewish business not only caused severe
financial problems, but also resulted in the humiliation of many Jews who
had perceived themselves as Germans. On 3 April 1933, Dr Hans Bettmann,
a Jewish lawyer, shot himselfin a Heidelberg cemetery, after being dismissed
from court; and Professor Jacobsohn of Marburg University, upon being
sacked, committed suicide on 28 April 1933. Many Jewish doctors, whom
the Nazis gradually forced out of their jobs, killed themselves. These



98 SUICIDE IN NAZI GERMANY

doctors thought of themselves as Germans and not as Jews, especially
if, like Victor Klemperer, they were registered members of a Christian
church.”

Fritz Rosenfelder, a Jewish businessman from Stuttgart and a passionate
member of a local gymnastics association, shot himself in the summer of
1933. His club, like most sports associations at that time, was about to
kick him out, along with its other Jewish members. His suicide note,
reprinted in a contemporary anti-Nazi exile pamphlet, conveys his feeling
of stigmatization:

My dear friends!

Herewith my final farewelll A German Jew could not stand living with
the feeling that the movement with which the German nation wants to be
saved regarded him as a traitor. I depart without hatred and resentment.
An inner desire inspires me—may reason return in due course!... What a
Jew feels—you may understand from my action. How much I would have
preferred to sacrifice my life to my Fatherland! Don’t mourn—but try to
enlighten and to help the truth become victorious.?

The extreme anti-Semitic Nazi paper Stiirmer, edited by Julius Streicher,
Gauleiter of Franconia, quoted from Rosenfelder’s suicide note and com-
mended his suicide as a positive contribution to the solution of the Jewish
question in Germany:

If the Jew Fritz Rosenfelder wanted to contribute to a change of the attitude
of Germans towards the Jews, he died in vain. We think of him, now that
he is dead, without any feelings of ‘hatred and resentment’. On the contrary,
we feel happy for him and would not mind if his racial comrades sent their
regards in the same way. Then, ‘reason will have returned to Germany’, with
the Jewish question solved in a simple and peaceful manner...

To underline the point, the paper printed the story on its front page.’
Kwiet and Eschwege claim that the Jewish suicide rate dropped after
the boycott of April 1933, even after the promulgation of the Nuremberg
laws in 1935, since Jews initially felt less threatened by Nazi thugs and
thought that their legal position had been clarified.’® It is not possible
to verify this claim statistically since national suicide statistics from this
time did not specifically refer to Jews. However, what is clear is that the
criminalization of sexual relationships between those branded as racial Jews
and non-Jews in the Nuremberg laws did lead to some suicides that might
not have happened otherwise.! The Nazis were aware of rising Jewish
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suicide levels since 1933 and especially in the wake of the Nuremberg laws.
A Saxon Gestapo report from October 1935 dismissed the claim that Jews
had committed suicide in high numbers because of their bad treatment’.
The report was quite revealing, implying that many people were aware
of increased suicide rates among German Jews because of the regime’s
racial policies. In a similar vein, the Leipzig police president commissioned
a survey of Jewish suicides in Leipzig. The survey predictably concluded
that most Jewish suicides had had to do with ‘illness’, thereby denying any
potential Nazi responsibility.'?

Hertha Nathorff, a Berlin Jewish doctor, observed many suicides in the
wake of the Nuremberg laws. In September 1935, she noted in her diary:
‘A victim of the Nuremberg laws! Poor girl. She did not have anything
but her relationship with the Aryan man...and now this relationship
must be broken off. Therefore, she took Veronal. And such cases happen
every day.” Mostly, it was the Jewish partners of such relationships who
committed suicide. Courts treated Jewish suspects much more harshly than
their non-Jewish partners.*

On 22 March 1936, a storm trooper spotted a Jewish man, the 61-year-
old Isidor S, together with the non-Jewish 28-year-old Auguste B in a
hotel near Wiirzburg. Assuming that the two were having an illegal sexual
relationship, he reported them to the Gestapo. Isidor S was immediately
taken into custody. Auguste B was allowed to go home, since she had
to look after her five-month-old baby. Interrogated by the Gestapo the
same day, Auguste confessed that she had known ‘the Jew S’ since 1929
and that they had last had sex some four weeks previously and not at
the time of being caught by the storm trooper at the hotel. Probably put
under pressure by the Gestapo interrogation officer, she called herself a
‘complete, stupid bitch [gutes, dummes Luder]’, and confessed that ‘she
had heavily sinned’. She asked the Gestapo for leniency, not least because
of her child. Isidor S reminded the interrogation officer of his war service,
and claimed, although being aware of the Nuremberg laws, that he had not
been thinking of them while courting Auguste B. He also claimed that he
had not penetrated Auguste. On the night of 25—26 March 1936, seeing
the hopelessness of the situation, especially after Auguste B had confessed
under pressure, he hanged himself in his cell.'* It is a moot point whether
Isidor S really committed suicide or whether he was tortured to death
by the Gestapo. But his situation would not have occurred without the
Nuremberg laws. Moreover, in addition to this, Jews had to cope with a
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string of local anti-Jewish measures and violence throughout this period,
with only a brief and partial let-up in the first half of 1936, as the Berlin
Olympic Games loomed and the regime, as a consequence, did not want
to offend international opinion.'®

In 1937, the Berlin Jewish Community was so worried about the
growing number of suicides that it commissioned a study of it. Unlike the
Leipzig police’s survey, the aim of the Berlin Jewish community’s study
was to blame Nazi persecution for increasing suicide levels. The results
were reported in a Dutch press circular in November 1937. Whereas in
1924—6, there had been around 50.4 suicides per 100,000 Jews living in
Berlin, these levels had increased in 1932—4 when there were 70.2 suicides
per 100,000. This increase was partly due to the changing age structure of
the German-Jewish population. Generally, young Jews left Nazi Germany,
whereas older people remained. Elderly people are more likely to kill
themselves than young people.'® In addition, some of the increase was also
probably the result of the Great Depression. According to the Dutch press
circular, the Gestapo banned publication of this somewhat inconclusive
study, since it showed a link between Nazi racial policies and suicides
among the Jews.!”

The direct effects of the Nazi regime on Jewish suicides were clearer
to see after the Anschluss of Austria in March 1938. Here, anti-Semitic
violence outdid anything seen in Germany up to that point. All the
different stages of Nazi anti-Jewish policy and actions came together in a
tremendous outburst of violence meted out to Austrian Jews in the process.
Austrian Nazis humiliated Jews in public, forcing them to kneel down
on the streets and clean the pavements. Anna Freud asked her father, the
Viennese psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, immediately after the Anschluss,
whether it would not be a good idea to commiit suicide. Freud, who shortly
thereafter emigrated to England, is said to have responded: “Why? Because
they would like us to?’*® Hundreds of Austrian Jews committed suicide
amidst the open Nazi violence against Jews and suicide became an everyday
phenomenon.' In the ten days from 12 to 22 March, at least 96 Viennese
Jews committed suicide, including the cultural historian Egon Friedell who
jumped to his death out of a window on 16 March when storm troopers
tried to arrest someone else in his house. Even the Nazis acknowledged that
some suicides had to do with what they euphemistically called the ‘change
in the political situation in Austria’. Pleased about the many Jewish suicides,
Goebbels noted in his diary on 23 March 1938: ‘Many Jewish suicides in
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Vienna. Previously, Germans committed suicide. Now it is the other way
round.”® Nevertheless, concerned about the reaction of the foreign press,
Goebbels cynically downplayed the very high number of Jewish suicides at
a mass rally in Vienna on 29 March 1938. He declared: ‘In Vienna, there
are at present fewer suicides than before, with the main difference being
that some time ago only Germans shot themselves and now there are also
Jews [who commit suicide] ..."*!

The British News Chronicle reported in March 1938 ‘More Suicides as
Austrian Purge Goes On’, detailing that ‘doctors and chemists are pestered
by people asking for poisons or drugs to end their existence, which
seems to have lost all purpose.’® Nazi officials forced Viennese Jews to
sign a declaration committing themselves to their imminent emigration
and then told them that the ‘way to the Danube [was] always open’,
thereby encouraging them to kill themselves. After a Jewish shopkeeper
had committed suicide together with his family in Vienna, storm troopers
plastered his shop windows with placards saying ‘Please imitate’.?*> There
were so many suicides in March 1938 that Vienna’s death rate reached
a record high, a British newspaper claimed.?* The Anschluss, with its
accompanying anti-Semitic excesses, gave a tremendous boost to anti-
Semitism across the whole of Germany and was a significant step towards
the long-term Nazi aim: to purge Germany of the Jews.?®

On the night of 9 November 1938, the Nazis unleashed the next
anti-Semitic excess in what came to be known as Reichskristallnacht. The
Nazis set synagogues on fire across Germany and destroyed Jewish shops.
They murdered at least 91 Jews, according to official Nazi accounts—the
actual numbers were undoubtedly far higher. There were also hundreds of
suicides.?® Altogether, hundreds of Jews died in the wake of Kristallnacht, it
not one or two thousand.?” The pogrom clearly revealed that Jews had no
place in Nazi Germany.

On 11 November 1938, the Hamburg police investigated the suicide
attempt of Dr Emil H, a 73-year-old Jewish doctor, who had overdosed on
morphine. His sister told the police that he ‘had been depressed over the
last few days’, not least because he had been forced, like all Jewish doctors
across Germany, to close down his surgery for non-Jewish patients by the
end of September 1938.2> On 18 November, Dr H, having survived his
suicide attempt, appeared at the police station and declared: ‘As a result of
my tragic and personal circumstances, I have recently been so desperate
that I did not want to live any longer and attempted to take my life...’
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He did not dare mention the pogrom explicitly because he was afraid that
the Nazis might retaliate against his family. The shock of the violence and
the Nazi invasion of people’s homes meant a real loss of any security to
Jews. Many Jews who survived the pogrom were never the same again.
Dr H was determined to die, and finally succeeded in killing himself on
28 November. His wife went to the police station and handed in a death
certificate and two suicide notes, which the police typed up and put into
Dr H’s file. His first suicide note dates from 11 November 1938:

My dear Else!

It will be incredibly difficult to depart from you. I have loved you so
much. I thank you for all your love and faithfulness! Keep on loving the
children and grandchildren! Please apologize and think of me with love.
Your unhappy H. Say hello to Henny and thank her for all her love. I do not
want to be given a post-mortem, only if my insurance demands it. If that’s
alright for you, give my fur to E and my watch to my little godchild.

Jewish suicides in the Third Reich were generally not expressions of hatred
towards those left behind or against the own unloved self. Relatives usually
did not condemn suicides for violating the Judaic taboo on suicide.? In the
upsetting environment of the Third Reich, suicide became an acceptable
way out of despair. In his second, more desperate suicide note, which he
had written before his second and finally successful suicide attempt, he
underlined his wish to die: ‘My dear Else! I cannot live any longer and I do
not want to live anymore. Let me sleep quietly, do not call a doctor and
don’t let them take me to hospitall Thanks for all your love. Your H.”°
The atmosphere of fear and terror created by the pogrom prompted many
more German Jews to commit suicide.

In the direct aftermath of the pogrom, the Gestapo arrested at least
30,000 Jewish men across Germany and took them to concentration
camps.®’ Number 381 on the arrest list of the Hamburg Gestapo was an
elderly doctor, Salomon K. When the Gestapo agents showed up at his flat,
they did not arrest him, allegedly because he was very nervous after the
pogrom. Instead, the Gestapo agents searched the flat, and found one of
the bedrooms locked. Their suspicions aroused, they told the person inside
the locked bedroom to open the door immediately otherwise they would
break it down. The man inside turned out to be Martin C, a 46-year-old
Jewish musician, as the landlady told the Gestapo. Terrified of being killed,
he refused to open the door. Finally his landlady broke a glass panel in the
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door so as to unlock it from inside. When the Gestapo agents entered the
room, C had already jumped out of the window, probably since he did
not see any other way out to escape what he thought to be his imminent
death.?? Such actions were sometimes explicitly welcomed. In Hofgeismar,
a small town in Hesse, the local representative of the SS intelligence service,
the SD, reported on 17 November 1938: ‘Unfortunately, there have been
no suicides or cases of death at this time.”*

Weeks after the pogrom, 76-year-old Hedwig Jastrow, a former teacher
and feminist, wrote in her suicide note on 29 November 1938:

Nobody must undertake any attempts to save the life of someone who does
not want to live! It is not an accident, nor an attack of depression. Someone
leaves her life whose family has had German citizenship for 100 years,
following an oath and has always kept this oath. For 43 years, I have taught
German children and have helped them in all misery and for much longer, I
have done welfare work for the German Volk during war and peace. I don’t
want to live without a Fatherland, without Heimat, without a flat, without
citizenship, being outlawed and defamed. And I want to be buried with the
name my parents once gave me and inherited to me, which is impeccable.
I do not want to wait until it gets defamed. Every convict, every murderer
keeps his name. It cries to heaven.?*

As Jastrow was aware, Jews would be forced to carry the name ‘Sara’ or
‘Israel’ from 1 January 1939.> Emphasizing her Germanness and her service
to the German nation during the First World War, Jastrow refused to accept
her removal from German society. The notion of honour also plays an
important role in Jastrow’s suicide note as she saw herself ‘outlawed’. She
thought it better to die than break the law, which she found dishonourable.
The Nuremberg laws had reduced German Jews to the status of subjects
rather than full citizens, but it was the pogrom of 1938, and, on a more
practical level, the eviction from her flat, that destroyed Jastrow’s hopes for
the future. Rather than cope with more discrimination and humiliation,
she preferred to decide for herself when it was time for her to die. Her
suicide was indeed an act of self-assertion of her right to keep control over
her life and body.

The competition among various authorities to remove Jews from public
life as soon as possible particularly increased after Kristallnacht. Their financial
situation became even more precarious as a result of the billion R eichsmarks
the Nazis cynically forced the Jews to pay. In Berlin, the police president
ordered a ban on Jews (Judenbann) as early as December 1938. Jews were
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not allowed to visit places of public entertainment and culture in Berlin or
in any other part of Germany.>®

In 1933, there had been 525,000 Germans of Jewish faith. For the Nazis,
there were, of course, many more Jews in Nazi Germany than that because
they classified Jews by race and not by religion. Many Jews who committed
suicide in the Third Reich were highly acculturated. The Nazis persecuted
them simply because of their Jewish ancestry. By May 1939, only around
210,000 were left in Germany, excluding Austria. The violence of the
pogrom clearly showed that Jews were in physical danger in the Third
Reich, even if it had not been clear enough before. In Berlin, more than
half of the Jewish population emigrated between June 1933 and May 1939.
As noted earlier, those who had stayed were generally old.*’

Even some German Jews preparing to emigrate killed themselves. On
19 July 1939, 29-year-old Luise S shot herself on the banks of the Grieb-
nitzsee, a lake to the south of Berlin. The criminal police initially assumed
that she had been murdered, and therefore carried out an investigation.
After they identified the corpse, the police interrogated Luise’s sister,
IIse F, who had already emigrated to London, but was at that time in
Berlin to help her family move. Both Ilse and Luise were from a wealthy
Jewish family whom the Nazis had pressured to sell their country estate
after the pogrom of November 1938. Luise and her parents wanted to
emigrate to England and had already obtained the necessary visas. Jews
often found it difficult to find someone in Britain, or indeed in other
countries, who would vouch for them and get their case high enough on
the list of those who were allowed to enter the country. Also, leaving
Nazi Germany was very difficult, with many bureaucratic and financial
obstacles. The Nazis forced Jews preparing their emigration to go through
humiliating bureaucratic procedures and generally took away their money
and possessions before eventually allowing them to leave.®® Luise and
her non-Jewish husband just could not stand life in Germany any longer
‘as a result of the anti-Jewish laws’, as her sister told the police. Luise’s
husband had already left for East Africa, where he had tried to shoot
himself, but survived, though he lost an eye. Luise had been very nervous
and had also been addicted to sleeping pills and morphine. The criminal
police were embarrassed, since they could not directly blame official anti-
Semitic policies for her suicide. In the conclusion of the highly detailed
investigation report, the criminal police blamed her nervous state of mind
instead: ‘Ill, separated from husband and children, facing an uncertain
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future, she most likely killed herself. The result of the investigations so far
is suicide.”’

Some German-speaking Jews committed suicide in exile, such as Walter
Benjamin or Stefan Zweig. After the German invasion of France in 1940,
Benjamin left Paris and tried to escape to the USA via Spain. Held at the
Spanish border at Port Bou by Spanish officials, Benjamin was afraid of
being sent back to Nazi-controlled France. He overdosed on morphine on
26 September 1940. Stefan Zweig, a highly successful Austrian novelist who
had already emigrated to London in 1934, took an overdose of sleeping
pills together with his wife in his Brazilian exile on 22 February 1942.
Isolated from European culture and despondent about the rise of fascism in
Europe, Zweig and his wife saw no other way out than suicide.*

III

When the Nazis launched the Second World War in September 1939, the
situation for the Jews remaining in Germany became even more distressing.
In Stuttgart, the wife of Julius G, a §57-year-old textile merchant, proposed
to her husband that they should commit suicide together. They had just
been forced to sell their house in Stuttgart and were now living in a gloomy
two-bedroom flat. Imprisoned from November until December 1939 for
alleged currency smuggling, G was preparing to emigrate, when a supposed
friend fraudulently absconded with a substantial sum. G’s wife, Lini, killed
herself on 9 December 1939. In a suicide note addressed to her imprisoned
husband, she wrote:

Dear Julius!

It is incredibly difficult, so difficult that I cannot express it with words that I
have to leave you behind in your despair. You are a man, you are strong, but
I am too weak to take this long ordeal ... My thoughts are with you in your
cell, at day and at night, all the time, you are my husband. My last request to
you is to forgive and to condone what I had to do to you and think of me
with love nevertheless. I greet you for the last time and say farewell to you
for ever. Your Lini.*!

Here was suicide, presented as an act of resignation and despair vis-a-vis
the unbearable political situation that had impacted on Jewish private
lives. Rather than express anger or hatred, Lini G stressed her love for
her husband and her weakness as a woman, a reflection of the gender
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stereotypes she had obviously internalized. This emphasis on love towards
those left behind was common in Jewish suicide notes. Julius G decided
to try to survive, which he managed after emigrating to the United States
via Portugal in 1940. He wrote in his memoirs after the war and his return
to Europe: ‘I decided to live...I did not see another way out for myself,
either, but the thought [remained with me]| that a happy accident might
occur, that there might be political change. Or was it cowardice, which
initially prevented me from departing voluntarily from life?’*> Unlike his
wife, therefore, he could regard suicide as an act of strength rather than
weakness.

As the war continued, Nazi discrimination increased. Jews were not
permitted to leave their flats after 8 pm. In October 1940 Jews from
Baden and the Rhineland-Palatinate were deported to Southern France,
an event triggering many suicides.* Already impoverished because of Nazi
expropriation, German Jews received lower food rations, and many Jews
were drafted into forced labour. The introduction of the yellow star in
September 1941 further stigmatized the Jews and was also directed at
their removal from the public sphere. This ‘social death’ was certainly an
important factor creating an environment in which suicides could easily
occur.*

In October 1941, first systematic deportations of Jews from across
Germany began. By this time, only about 160,000 Jews were left in
Germany. In July 1941, according to an estimate based upon the files of
the Confederation of Jews (Reichsvereinigung der Juden), compiled on the
orders of the Gestapo, 36.4 per cent of German Jews were over 60.%
The long-term aim of the Nazis—to evict all Jews from Germany—now
materialized and finally led to mass murder in extermination camps from
1942 onwards (mass shootings of non-German Jews had already taken place
in Poland since 1939 and the Soviet Union since mid-19471).

Suicide was a common reaction to the deportations. According to a
list of funerals at the Jewish cemetery in Weissensee, 811 suicides were
buried there in 1942, compared to only 254 in 1941. On 23 March 1943,
Martha Liebermann, widow of the famous painter Max Liebermann, aged
85, was also interred in this cemetery. She had committed suicide after
receiving her deportation order.*® By then, there was a special ward in
the Berlin Jewish hospital dedicated to failed suicides, which, more clearly
than any quantitative data, suggests that suicide had become an everyday
phenomenon within the Jewish community. Doctors at the Berlin Jewish
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hospital were debating whether or not to treat people who had attempted
to take their lives, since they knew that once recovered they would be
deported and killed anyway.*’

After the beginning of the deportations, Nazi and state attitudes towards
Jewish suicides underwent a fundamental transformation. No longer did
the Nazis encourage Jews to commit suicide. At the beginning of the
deportations in 1941, the Berlin Gestapo issued deportation orders a week
before the actual deportation. But later, according to an eyewitness account,
the Nazis changed this policy and did not tell Jews in advance of their
deportation, because many Jews had used the interim to kill themselves.* In
Wiirzburg, if'a Jew who had been on one of the deportation lists committed
suicide, the local Gestapo rounded up another Jew to fill the place that had
become vacant.* The determination of the police and the Gestapo not to
be ‘cheated’ and to round up all Jews is confirmed by the fact that, once
the deportations had begun, policemen often inspected the pharmacy of
the Berlin Jewish hospital to ensure that no poison had been issued to Jews.
Herta Pineas, who had been working at the Levetzowstrae collection
point for the deportees in 1942, later remembered what had happened
to those who had attempted suicide, but who survived: ‘If not successful,
suicide was a criminal offence!” Typically of the Third Reich, this practice
did not have a legal basis. The Gestapo denied survivors any food and put
them onto the next available transport to the East.>°

IV

The wave of deportations of German Jews from 1941 until 1943 prompted
about 3,000 to 4,000 suicides.®® Nazi attempts to prevent Jews from
committing suicide were not effective. A study compiled for Goebbels
during the war, and presented to Hitler, calculated that the number of
Jewish suicides increased from 94 in the third quarter of 1940 to 160 the
third quarter of 1941, a rise of 70.2 per cent. Jewish suicide levels rose even
further in the fourth quarter of 1941, when there were 850 Jewish suicides
in the Altreich, an increase by a staggering 516 per cent compared to the
fourth quarter of 1940.5 The Nazi leadership was thus clearly aware of the
wave of German-Jewish suicides as a response to the deportations. Bruno
Blau, the long-time statistician of the Jewish Statistical Office who survived
the Third Reich in the Berlin Jewish Hospital, believed that around one



108 SUICIDE IN NAZI GERMANY

in four deaths of Berlin Jews in 1942 and 1943 had been a suicide. By this
time, the majority of German Jews lived in Berlin.®

The Berlin criminal police compiled suicide statistics from 1941 until
1944, including Jewish suicides.>* Like all suicide statistics, these numbers
are probably underestimates. More and more policemen were drafted into
front-line duty, so the police probably had even fewer resources to register
suicides. Not all Berlin Jews committed suicide within the Berlin police
district. On the other hand, the figures include Jews domiciled outside
Berlin, who committed suicide in the city. Nevertheless, the statistics give
a graphic indication of the problem. In 1941, the Berlin criminal police
registered 1,818 suicides of whom 332 or 18.2 per cent were Jewish. When
the deportations began in the last quarter of 1941, 40 per cent of the
suicides were Jewish. After the deportations commenced, Jewish suicides
made up roughly half of all suicides in Berlin and, at times, considerably
more than that.

Suicide levels clearly correlated with waves of deportations. The Nazis
torcibly evicted Jews from their flats and took them to the Levetzowstralle
transit-camp. According to Hildegard Henschel, the wife of the last chair-
man of the Berlin Jewish Community, many deportees took barbiturates
already at this stage to kill themselves to avoid the humiliation and terror
of deportation.*® Altogether, 13,374 Berlin Jews were deported to Poland
and to Riga, and 14,795 to Theresienstadt. Initial transports were bound
for Lodz, Riga, and Warsaw. From the autumn of 1942, transports were
bound for Auschwitz. The vast majority of Berlin Jews were deported in
the autumn of 1941 and in the first quarter of 1943. In March 1943 alone,
some 7,000 Berlin Jews were deported to Auschwitz.>” At these times,
suicide levels were particularly high. Many Jews knew that the deportations
probably meant death.5® This helps to explain the steep rise in suicide levels
in the third quarter of 1942. Most strikingly, more Jewish women killed
themselves than Jewish men. This trend remained until 1944. According to
most of the literature on gender and suicide since Durkheim as well as the
statistics presented earlier in this book, this was unusual. However, more
Jewish women than men remained in Berlin, and those Jewish women
who had stayed in Berlin were usually older than sixty years and often
widowed. Widows were unwilling to leave their familiar environment and
were socially isolated. This fact and the continuing everyday persecution
of German Jews were among the causes of their suicides.
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Younger Jews could leave Germany until the October 1941 ban on
Jewish emigration, although emigration was very difficult. During the
deportations, younger Jews could go into hiding. These options were not
really available to elderly German Jews who were seldom able to show
self~assertion in this desperate situation, except by committing suicide.
They preferred suicide over Nazi humiliation. German Jews were aware
that suicide levels had reached a new maximum. On 22 May 1942, Victor
Klemperer noted in his diary that there had recently been 2,000 Jewish
suicides in Berlin.%® In 1942, Jews committed 39.6 per cent of suicides
in Berlin. 886 Jews out of a total of 2,236 Berliners committed suicide
amidst new deportations to Theresienstadt in the summer of that year. The
Berlin Jewish suicide rate reached its climax in the third quarter of 1942
amidst a wave of deportations when 481 out of a total of 669 suicides were
Jewish, which means that 75 per cent of suicides were Jewish. The Berlin
suicide statistics also contain the numbers of suicide attempts reported to
the police. The determination to die was much higher among Jews. Of
those 1,138 people who survived their suicide attempt in 1941, only 64
were Jewish. Considering the numbers of ‘successful’ suicides in 1941, this
shows that only 19 per cent of Jewish men survived their suicide attempt
compared to 62.5 per cent of non-Jews. Jewish women were even more
determined to die, as only 14.5 per cent of them survived their suicide
attempt, which once again suggests a gender-reversal of traditional findings
on suicide.®

Most German Jews committed suicide by poisoning. Poison, especially
barbiturates such as Veronal, was, at least initially, easily available and
ensured a relatively painless and quiet death. Carrying potassium cyanide
and barbiturates was a matter of everyday routine for many Jews by this
time. Carrying poison gave Jews a strong sense of control over their fate, and
made them feel prepared for the eventuality. This culture of being prepared
to die by one’s own hand was an important stage on the road to suicide.
But obtaining such drugs became increasingly difficult because they were
extremely expensive and not easily available, as a doctor at the Berlin Jewish
hospital later remembered.®! Like many Jews, Illse Rewald was drafted into
forced labour in an armaments factory in 1941. She later recalled how one
of her friends had sold a Persian carpet for 1,000 Reichsmarks to buy some
Veronal. Her friend poisoned herself the following day. But this was by
no means unusual by that time, and Rewald remembered that ‘the suicides
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almost [did] not shock us anymore, we |[envied| everyone who [took] the
courage and who [did] not have to cope with the tortures’.®® Suicide had
become an everyday phenomenon among German Jews.

Foreign observers and ordinary people also knew of the suicides. In 1942,
the American journalist Howard K Smith, a correspondent in Berlin until
Nazi Germany declared war on the United States, published his account of
the October 1941 deportations:

The greatest number of suicides ... occurred among Jews still in Berlin when
the transportations first began. The pitiful little Jewish weekly newspaper
which the Nazis allowed the Jews in Germany to publish became filled with
death notices each week after the raids began. It was death one way or
another, and the sensible ones chose it the sooner and easier, rather than the
later and harder.®

Smith was right when he wrote that most Jewish suicides knew at this
stage that they would die ‘one way or another’. On 29 December 1942,
in the course of its campaign in December 1942 to broadcast news of the
persecution of the Jews, the BBC German-language service took up the
theme of Jewish suicides in its comedy show Kurt und Willi, in which
Kurt Kriiger, a teacher, and Willi Schimanski, a civil servant in Goebbels’s
Ministry of Propaganda, discuss political issues. Kurt reports that their
neighbour, an elderly Jewish woman, had just gassed herself after receiving
her deportation order. Willi replies: ‘No, my dear friend, a quick death
from gas 1s much better than starving to death in a cattle wagon or being
gassed as a guinea pig.’®*

\%

How did Nazi racial policies impact upon individual suicides? The following
investigation of suicide notes and police reports gives a voice to those
who committed suicide. The many suicides must have overwhelmed the
criminal police. The investigation reports are very short, giving almost
no background information on the individual suicides. We do not know
much about their lives, hopes, and expectations but it is striking that many
Jewish suicides explicitly referred to their personal histories in their farewell
missives. Take the case of the pensioner Dora G from Prenzlauer Berg,
a working-class district in the centre of Berlin. She gassed herself in her
kitchen on 4 March 1943. She was due for deportation and announced her
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suicide to her non-Jewish husband and her neighbours. She left a suicide
note, written under great stress and almost unreadable, on the kitchen table.
In it, she declared:

For forty long years I have been married to Aryans, in my first marriage in
America ... For 34 years married to an Aryan, had no contact to Jews, brought
up the children in an Aryan way and took them to holy Communion,
exercised no Jewish influence on them ... did not marry according to Jewish
faith, 1905 in America, married according to Protestant rituals ... never did
any harm to anyone, always worked (as a girl and as a woman) ... I am only
sorry for my dear ill husband, I like to die, there I am safe.®

Dora G’s suicide note reads like a public complaint against the Nazis. She
emphasizes her Aryan and Protestant identity. She did not feel Jewish and
refused to accept being deported like the other Berlin Jews by the Nazis.

In a similar case, Margarete L, a s8-year-old widow from the middle-class
Wilmersdort district of Berlin, took cyanide on 4 March 1943. L had been
married to a lieutenant-colonel and had received her deportation order for
that day. She had told her friends that she would under no circumstances
accept her deportation. In her very brief suicide note, she too underscored
her German identity as an officer’s widow: ‘I depart from life voluntarily!
Margarete Sara L, b Levy, widow of a lieutenant-colonel ...’*® Most Jews
who committed suicide in the Third Reich were highly acculturated,
like Margarete L and Dora G. Both referred to their ‘Germanness’. This
was common in German-Jewish suicide notes. Some Jewish men who
committed suicide even wore their medals from the First World War when
they killed themselves, emphasizing their German identity. The Judaic
taboo on suicide did not apply to them.®’

While most Jews committed suicide in private, people sometimes wrote
suicide notes to make their desperate situation public.® They rightly
assumed that the police and other Nazi institutions would read their suicide
notes. Contrary to their intentions, Jewish suicides did not shock Nazi
authorities, so Jewish suicides were not political weapons. During the
deportations, suicide was above all an action to keep control of the self and
to evade the deportations and what came after.

In most cases, those Jews who had attempted to kill themselves in Berlin
but failed were taken to the Jewish hospital, where they usually perished.
Take the case of 64-year-old Harry S from the middle-class Halensee
district. He overdosed on sleeping pills at his home on 13 March 1943. The
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police commented on his death at the Jewish hospital rather laconically:
‘Reason ... : fear of evacuation. Relatives already evacuated ...”® The police
did not send a telegram to the state prosecutor, which would have been
the usual procedure with non-Jewish suicides. In some cases, the police,
understaffed due to the war, did not even bother to contact doctors to
establish the cause of death. When neighbours found Frieda B, a 6o-year-
old widow, dead in her flat in Potsdamer Strale in Berlin, the police did
not call a doctor, since ‘as has already been mentioned, she has been dead
for a few days...".”° This circumvention of standard procedure suggests that
the police did not care how Jews died.

In Rathenow, a small town near Berlin, the local police found Martha
W, a 60-year-old housewife, gassed to death. She had been driven to suicide
not only by the threat of the deportations but also by Nazi intimidation
and terror following her having called Hitler a ‘crook, gangster etc’ in
anonymous letters. Probably following Martha W’s denunciation by the
letters’ recipients, the police had ordered her to appear at the police station
for investigation on 11 January 1943. But Frau W refused to show up.
She told her non-Jewish husband that she had indeed written these letters
and she would ‘not go the way her relatives had gone’, since she was well
aware that this would mean death. The police concluded: ‘It can, therefore,
be assumed that Frau W was aware of being investigated for libelling the
Fihrer and that she knew about her arrest and probable deportation. Thus
she opted for suicide.’”!

People facing their immediate deportation sometimes chose very violent
means of suicide, which reflected their sheer despair. On 23 August
1943, two Gestapo officers rang the doorbell of 48-year-old Sophie Z in
Berlin-Wilmersdorf to arrest her for deportation. The first officer remained
downstairs to secure the entrance, while the other one ran upstairs to the
second floor to break down Frau Z’s door. Then, suddenly, she opened
the lavatory window and leapt into the backyard. She died on the way to
the Jewish hospital.”?

The deportations in early 1943 were accomplished in a particularly cruel
and humiliating way in Berlin. Following the widespread bombings of
German towns, the Nazis became more radical in fulfilling their plan to
get the Jews out of Germany.” On 6 March 1943, Helene M, Ella H and
Bruno H, all in their early sixties, were found dead in the Levetzowstral3e
transit camp. They had managed to smuggle in sleeping pills and, in a last
attempt to keep their dignity, took them together and died. The criminal
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police laconically commented: ‘Reason of the deed is fear of evacuation.””*
‘Evacuation’ was a Nazi euphemism, as Jews well knew.

After 1943, when most German Jews had either emigrated prior to 1941
or had already been deported, the large-scale deportations from Berlin and
other German towns stopped and the suicide rate sank drastically.” Jews
still in Germany were facing increasing terror and persecution. Some 10,000
Jews hid during the deportations.”® When Jews in hiding were discovered,
some committed suicide.

On 12 February 1943, Hanna S, from the expensive Frohnau neighbour-
hood in North Berlin, reported to the police that a couple called Lohmiiller
had been staying in her neighbour’s house for four months without regis-
tering with the police. Frau S had become suspicious. She did not like her
neighbours, who were very rich, and so she decided to denounce them
to the police. The police duly arrived and interviewed the suspect, Herr
Lohmiiller, who had lots of suitcases and food stamps with him, since he
had allegedly been preparing to travel to Cologne. The police checked his
identity papers, which turned out to be genuine, and then left. On the same
day, the police saw his wife (who had also been staying at the rich people’s
house) and immediately took her to the police station. She asked for a glass
of water, when suddenly ‘a cyanide-like scent was smelled in the room’,
as one of the policemen noted in the protocol. She died immediately. A
few weeks later, on 3 March 1943, the Berlin Gestapo Head Office noted
that the Lohmiillers had actually been the Jewish couple, B, who had gone
underground. They only learnt this after finding Herr Lohmiiller, ie Herr
B, hanged in the Grunewald on 27 February 1943.”

Having non-Jewish spouses initially protected some Jews from de-
portation, following Hitler and Goring’s decree defining ‘privileged’ and
‘non-privileged’ mixed marriages in the winter of 1938. Once their non-
Jewish partner had died, they too fell prey to the Nazis.” The actor Joachim
Gottschalk, one of the most popular German film stars of the time, had
been banned by Goebbels from appearing in any film unless he divorced
his Jewish wife (this pressure on mixed marriage couples was common,
with the Gestapo coercing partners, especially non-Jewish women, to
divorce their Jewish spouses). He refused. When his wife and daughter
received their deportation orders, they all committed suicide together on
6 November 1941.7°

The 46-year-old Hertha D from Stettin was found gassed in her non-
Jewish brother-in-law’s flat in the working-class district of Kreuzberg on
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30 October 1944. Her non-Jewish husband had been killed on the Eastern
front five months previously. She had lost her ‘privileged’ status and had to
wear the yellow star. Refusing to accept that the Nazis branded her a Jew,
she repeatedly failed to collect her yellow star from the Stettin Gestapo
office. She travelled to Berlin instead to visit her brother-in-law whom she
told that she would ‘under no circumstances return to Stettin, but rather
take her life’. Since she had failed to comply with Nazi regulations, she
faced immediate deportation. She preferred to die by her own hand.*

The repressive mechanisms of the Nazi regime were still enforced,
perhaps more radically than before, right up until the German surrender.
Victor Klemperer records, for example, that all remaining Jews in Dresden
were being rounded up for deportation and killing as late as the first
two months of 1945.8! Some Berlin Jews killed themselves in 1945, since
they were unable to endure the racist policies of the Nazi regime any
further. But only very few Jews were left in Berlin, once the single
biggest Jewish community in Germany. Many had married non-Jews
and had managed, with many difficulties, to evade deportation only to
find themselves summoned by the Gestapo at the start of 1945. On
Is January 1945, the Reich Security Head Oftice ordered the deportation
to Theresienstadt of all Jews living in mixed marriages.®* On 6 January
1945, the criminal police in Hermsdorf, a quiet Berlin suburb, reported
the suicide of the Judge Heinrich P and his partner Charlotte A who
was, according to the Nuremberg laws, half-Jewish. A initially survived,
but later died in hospital. The suicide note, which they had written
together and left for the attention of the police, reveals their refusal to
accept the anti-Semitic policies of the regime: ‘“To police investigators!
Since we were prevented from living together, we have decided to die
together. Please do not give any trouble to our housekeeper, FL, who was
loyal to us for many years. She has had nothing to do with our deaths.’®
In Hamburg, 43-year-old Erna M, who was married to a non-Jewish
husband, took an overdose of sleeping pills on 14 February 1945. Her
husband, Hans, had found his wife unconscious at home. He told the
police very coolly that his wife had been ‘very sad’ about her imminent
deportation.®*

The 69-year-old widow Natalie G, who was also Jewish according to
the Nuremberg laws, overdosed on sleeping pills on 11 March 1945. Her
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non-Jewish husband had died a few days previously and thus she now faced
deportation. She left a suicide note:

My last will and testament. I...have decided that because my beloved
husband is gone, I, too, will leave this life voluntarily. It is my wish that
we be buried together ... and that this wish be granted. I am so weary of
life and have been through so much that I cannot dissuade myself from this
course. I am now the third victim in my family. Kind regards to all of my
neighbours.?®

Natalie G explicitly mentioned the known deaths of her relatives, a
reference to the fact that they had killed themselves for the same reason.

VI

Most of the Jews who were deported to the concentration or death camps
either died on the way or were murdered in the camps themselves.®
Needless to say, many of those who allegedly committed suicide in the
camps had, in fact, been murdered or tortured to death by the SS.
SS attitudes towards suicide of camp inmates underwent a fundamental
transformation once killing on a mass scale had begun. No longer did
guards encourage prisoners to commit suicide. The SS severely punished
suicide attempts, since suicide was an expression of self-determination.
Suicide ran counter to the Nazi total claim over the lives and bodies of the
inmates.®’

Scholars suggest that there were relatively few suicide attempts in the
concentration and death camps during the Holocaust. Under extreme
life-threatening conditions ‘there is a tremendous increase in the self-
preservation instinct’, one scholar notes, based on memoirs of survivors
of concentration camps. The inmates’ depersonalization allegedly did not
allow them to reflect on suicide. This was particularly common among the
so-called Muselmdnner, inmates who had lost their individuality and desire
for self-preservation, but were also so apathetic that they lacked even the
will to kill themselves.®®

Some did, however. Evidence from the Mauthausen concentration
camp, set up by the Nazis near Linz after the Anschluss, confirms this view.
On 8 September 1942, the Hamburg lawyer Otto B, a Jew, committed
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suicide by running into the electrified fence there. The SS wrote to his wife
that her husband had been cremated and that she could apply for a death
certificate by sending in 72 pfennigs.®* In a PhD thesis written in 1943, the
Austrian Jew Paul Neurath, an inmate of Dachau and Buchenwald after
the Anschluss, before he emigrated to the USA, draws an intriguing picture
of SS attitudes towards suicide, which, at least at this stage, were entirely
arbitrary: ‘If a guard wants to drive someone into suicide, he subjects him
to chicanery until he [the inmate] cannot stand it any longer; if he wants to
kill him immediately, he does; but if he wants to prevent the suicide, the
man who has undertaken the failed attempt receives 25 lashes.”*®

The author Jean Améry, a survivor of Auschwitz who committed suicide
himself in 1978, remembered later that ‘only relatively few had decided to
run into the barbed wire ...", since inmates were so afraid of being severely
punished by the SS for attempting suicide that they did not dare try in case
they failed. If the SS or Kapos (prisoner functionaries) caught people during
their suicide attempt, they would usually kill them in a particularly cruel
way.”" In contrast to this, the psychoanalyst Bruno Bettelheim, himself
a former inmate of Dachau and Buchenwald, claimed: ‘Psychologically,
most prisoners in the extermination camps committed suicide by submit-
ting to death without resistance.””® But in these circumstances, resistance
would have been suicide too. Hermann Langbein, an Austrian survivor
of Auschwitz, confirmed this. Suicide, Langbein claimed, was always a
widely discussed idea at Auschwitz, due to the constant and unbearable
torture and humiliation inmates had to endure. But there were relatively
few suicides there, since the individuality of the inmates had been totally
destroyed.” However, this depersonalization does not seem to have been
the only, or even the principal reason for the relative lack of inmate suicide
in Auschwitz. Comparison with other death camps puts the situation into
a different perspective. Auschwitz was divided into an extermination and a
labour camp: for those who were not taken to the gas chambers immedi-
ately on arrival, there was always some hope of survival. In a camp purely
dedicated to extermination, such as Treblinka, the situation seems to have
been different, and suicide out of sheer despair was so widespread that the
SS forced Jewish inmates to go on night-watch to prevent other inmates
from killing themselves. Nevertheless, many Jews committed suicide, either
by taking poison they had found in the luggage of those who had already
been gassed, or by hanging—a slow and painful way of dying.** German
Jews usually had the means to commit suicide with sleeping pills without
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suffering much pain, while poorer Eastern European Jews often chose more
violent methods such as jumping out of windows, hanging or exposing
themselves to shootings by camp guards.”

VII

Nazi racial policies, the removal of Jews from the public sphere and the
deportations amounted to an overturning of normal life and its norms and
values that increased the likelihood of suicide, prompted by the collapse
of hope in the possibility of a future. Jewish institutions—synagogues,
community centres, schools, clubs, and societies—had been destroyed in
the wake of 1938, and Jewish society in Germany had been atomized as
well as ostracized.”® German Jews who committed suicide during the Third
Reich were not simply alienated from existing society. Rather, they were
convinced that the society in which they could exist had been destroyed.
To be sure, many German Jews, if they did not emigrate, initially tried to
adapt to life in Nazi Germany, at least until the pogrom of 1938. Suicide
levels mounted each time the Nazis launched direct actions (the April 1933
boycott of Jewish shops, the Anschluss, and the pogrom of 1938), but also
subsided temporarily afterwards.

Jewish suicides in the Third Reich were not simply acts of despair.
Suicides very often tended to be carefully planned by the time the
deportations had started. Maintaining some form of dignity was probably a
more important motive than pure despair. In the overwhelming majority of
cases, those German Jews who committed suicide were highly acculturated
and did not feel Jewish. They did not accept being branded by the Nazis
as ‘racial’ Jews. Most suicides discussed above did not feel bound by Jewish
religious taboos on suicide. In her 1943 essay “We Refugees’, Hannah
Arendt discussed the problem of Jewish refugees’ suicides. She remarked:
“We are the first non-religious Jews persecuted—and we are the first ones
who ... answer with suicide.”®’

Comparatively few Jews committed suicide in the concentration or
death camps during the Holocaust. For all the arbitrary decisions that
governed life and death in the camps, the highly-regimented rule-bound
environment gave inmates a structure to their lives. The common means of
committing suicide with dignity, such as poison, were not readily available.
Killing oneself by running into the wire was not a dignified or honourable
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end, but a kind of surrender to the superior forces of the camp’s brutal
environment. The terrible punishments meted out to failed suicides were a
deterrent. In a single-purpose extermination camp like Treblinka, suicides
were most probably acts of despair. The Nazi regime radically changed
the ways in which German Jews experienced suicide. Suicide could no
longer be an expression of hatred and anger towards those left behind.
Despite Jewish religious proscriptions against suicide, it became a routine
phenomenon as the last resort for keeping one’s dignity vis-a-vis Nazi racial
policies that eventually left no freedom for Jews—other than suicide. In
the end, this is what mattered, far more than the question whether suicides
of German Jews in the Third Reich were intentional acts of defiance or of
political opposition against the Nazis’ murderous policies.”® In the totally
exceptional situation of German Jews in the Third Reich, suicide had a
clear pattern. The history of the suicides of German Jews reminds us of the
fact that few Jews left in Germany after November 1938 were young. They
could not be expected to start a new life elsewhere or go into hiding.



4

Wartime suicides, 1939—1944

On 1 September 1939, Germany launched the Second World War by
invading Poland. In a bloody campaign, Germany quickly subjugated
Poland. The suicide rate closely mirrored Germany’s fortunes in the war.
The Nazis, concerned with the use of statistical data by the enemy, stopped
publishing statistics in 1941/42. Thus the statistics published in 1941/42
only go up to 1939."! However, the unpublished files which Goebbels as
Reich Propaganda Chief compiled personally for Hitler still contain some
useful information for 1940 and 1941. Whatever their reliability, these are
the only statistics available for this period. According to these files, suicide
levels dropped quite significantly in 1940. In the Altreich (German pre-1938
territories) there had been 6,326 suicides in the third quarter of 1940, and
in the same quarter of 1941, only 5,986, a drop of 5.4 per cent.?

There is no evidence of what the Nazis thought about this decrease, but
one can speculate that they associated the drop in suicide levels with the war,
and the alleged strengthening of the national community. Popular support
for Hitler was at its highest when Germany overran Denmark, Norway,
the Netherlands, and France—Germany’s most powerful opponent in the
First World War—in stunningly successful military operations in 1940.
In Berlin, too, suicide levels declined in 1939, a trend that lasted until
1942. Indeed, at times of German victories, fewer people killed themselves.
Germany’s military successes came to halt in late 1941 after the attack on the
Soviet Union in June 1941.* The Berlin suicide rate rose in 1942. (Given
that there were very few Jews left in Germany and Berlin at this time, the
upsurge in Jewish suicide rates probably did not significantly affect overall
rates.) When Germany’s military fortunes turned in 1942, and Germans
were increasingly subject to Allied bombings, more people committed
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suicide. The increasing difficulty of everyday life in this situation clearly
played a role. In a sense, economic factors were coming back into play.
People were bombed out, their family and friends killed, their menfolk
dead, missing, or captured in increasing numbers. Rations became tighter
and food more difficult to obtain. But this was not all. The policies of the
Nazi regime also played a role. This chapter tells the familiar story of the
Third Reich at war from a different, individual perspective. This chapter’s
material goes beyond Nazi reports on public opinion which many historians
cite in support of the now fashionable hypothesis that the behaviour of
‘ordinary Germans’ during the Second World War is best understood in
terms of consent and collaboration with the regime. Powerful, individual
cases of suicide cast into doubt this argument and emphasize the significant
role of Nazi terror in keeping the German population at bay.®

II

The war led to an immediate escalation of legal terror by the Nazi regime.
Draconian new laws were brought in, and even relatively trivial offences
now met with very severe punishments. As in the opening phase of the
Third Reich, this led to a number of suicides of people hunted down by
the Gestapo and mortally afraid of the consequences. The following case
illustrates this atmosphere of terror.

On 2 September 1940, following the German military successes in
France, Johann R, a 44-year-old servant from Marktbreit near Wiirzburg,
shot himself. He had been in serious trouble with the Gestapo ever since an
SS man had denounced him. The SS man allegedly overheard R, who was
apparently drunk, say in February 1940: ‘If the war is not over by July 1940,
we’ll lose it.” In March 1933, an emergency decree had been passed on the
prevention of malicious attacks against the government. From December
1934 onwards, the regime and the judiciary enforced a new law against
‘malicious attacks’” on the state and the Nazi party. The Nazis and the courts
deliberately defined very broadly what constituted an offence under this law
to intimidate and possibly suppress open criticism of the Nazi state.® These
laws were applied with particular severity during the war. In the same
conversation, R had reportedly confessed that he was still a communist.
The Gestapo, without checking whether the SS man’s allegations were
true, arrested R on 20 February 1940 and accused him of undermining
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the war effort. Courts, especially towards the end of war, often meted out
death sentences on those charged with this offence. The officer in charge
of R’’s interrogation noted: ‘R’s statements are likely to cripple or destroy
the German Tolk’s will to defensive self-assertion, particularly because R
made these statements to members of the armed forces...” The Gestapo
also searched his flat, but found neither compromising material nor any
proofs of his membership in the Communist party. The local police of
Marktbreit wrote to the Gestapo that R had allegedly been involved in the
1930 murder of Horst Wessel, a Nazi martyr. This claim was not true at
all. The local Nazis, including the Mayor and the local Nazi leader, hated
him and described him ‘as a Communist and archenemy of the National
Socialist Reich’. R, threatened by brutal Gestapo officers, stated during his
interrogation on 21 February 1940 that he had not wanted to undermine
the war effort. Almost certainly forced by the Gestapo to confess in order
to save his life, R signed the following declaration:

What I once told Gretl R about my participating in the murder of Horst
Wessel didn’t correspond to the facts...But in this case, too, I was just
boasting. Based on the explanation of charges against me, I can see that I
deserve to be punished. I accept it. When I am again free, I will behave such
that I will no longer come into conflict with the law.

The Gestapo also forced him (like others) to sign a declaration that he
had been ‘given a severe warning’ and that he would have to reckon with
‘indefinite confinement in a concentration camp’. R was terrified of being
taken to a concentration camp. He thought this would have meant his
death. R died after his suicide attempt on 5 September 1940, a few days
before his trial was due to begin.”

Others, too, killed themselves after the Gestapo had opened proceedings
against them, as the case of Julius S, a 63-year-old retired businessman,
shows. On 3 October 1940, he jumped out of the window of the
Gestapo office at Aschaffenburg, a small town on the River Main. He died
immediately. His neighbour, Maria M, a postman’s wife, had denounced
him to the Gestapo on the previous day for listening to the BBC, which
was not only illegal but punishable by death.® Maria M, it turned out, was
one of Julius S’s tenants. He had recently complained about her children
making too much noise; and she had warned him that he should not make
too much fuss, given that he was listening to foreign radio stations. As in
most denunciations, Maria M’s motivation was not primarily political, but
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personal.® When the Gestapo called on Julius S the following day, they
found him listening to the BBC, whereupon they arrested him. Frightened,
Julius S jumped out of the window and died.**

The war against the Soviet Union, planned from the outset as a war

of extermination,'!

also witnessed a new dynamic of radical Nazi policies
against those considered politically or racially undesirable. Four personal
fates illustrate the escalation of Nazi terror. The first case is that of Matthius
M, a 71-year-old locksmith from Lower Franconia. He hanged himself in
prison on 17 October 1941, four months after Germany invaded the Soviet
Union. A vagrant, Matthius M, who had been prosecuted and arrested
some 5o times already, was now arrested for ‘vagrancy and violation of
the Malicious Gossip Law’. Reportedly, M had claimed that the German
soldiers fighting the British in North Africa were unaccustomed to the
desert climates and thus they would not return home. Furthermore, M had
allegedly said that Germany would not win the war in 1941. He claimed
that he had been a member of the SA, and that he had even shaken hands
with Hitler at a Nazi party rally in Frankfurt am Main in 1930. But this did
not help him. He was sent to prison. Probably aware that he would never
be released from penal institutions or the concentration camps, Matthiaus
M hanged himself.*?

The second case is that of 23-year-old Margarethe von R from the
Osthavelland on the outskirts of Berlin. Local policemen reported her
suicide on 23 February 1942. Margarete von R had swallowed an overdose
of 20 sleeping pills. The police commented: ‘Reason for the suicide:
fear of punishment as a consequence of her immoral conduct (continuous
refusal to work, loitering, venereal disease).’*®> Margarethe von R’s allegedly
immoral way of life, and her refusal to work, reduced her to the status of
an asocial in the view of Nazi authorities in spite of her noble descent. She
probably feared police authorities would send her to a concentration camp
or to a Labour Education Camp (Arbeitserziehungslager), camps run by the
Gestapo. During the war, the police were granted new powers to detain
anyone the Nazis deemed racially or morally deviant, and policies against
such undesirables became more radical.™

The third case is that of 44-year-old Heinrich K. On 4 Septem-
ber 1943, he hanged himself with a gauze bandage in a Nauen police
prison cell. He had escaped from the Neuengamme concentration camp
near Hamburg, but the police recaptured him. He knew that he faced
execution.'” The fourth case is that of 44-year-old postal worker Otto P.



WARTIME SUICIDES, 1939— 1944 123

On 19 December 1943, members of the 3oth police precinct in Hamburg
found him dead in the police station’s arrest cell. P had been jailed for
stealing parcels sent to front-line soldiers, a capital offence under the Racial
Pest Decree (Volksschidlingsverordnung) of § September 1939. Theft of goods
was common because of rationing. Afraid of being executed, P hanged
himself. The criminal police laconically commented: ‘In this case, one can
say with certainty that this crime was not caused by another person; there
is no need for further investigation, and this is clearly a suicide of a thief
of soldiers” mail ...”** As Germany’s fortunes in the war turned, the regime
intensified its pressure on the civilian population, increasingly terrorizing
those who fell out of line.

After the outbreak of the war, courts also massively extended the
death penalty.’” As popular support for the regime began to decline
after Germany’s failure to defeat the Soviet Union by winter 1941, the
Nazis considered even more draconian measures to suppress any potential
unrest. They feared that criminals, asocials, and political enemies would
undermine the war effort." At a lunchtime meeting on 20 August 1942,
Hitler complained that German courts meted out sentences that were far
too lenient at a time when soldiers, in Hitler’s view ‘positive elements’,
were being killed in the war. Reflecting notions of Social Darwinism,
Hitler insisted that ‘negative elements’, including criminals, must be killed
in much larger numbers to make up for this loss of ‘eugenically valuable’
men. Hitler and other Nazis thought that if the judiciary continued to
mete out ‘lenient’ sentences, a new 1918 might be possible. Back then,
political criminals, with the help of degenerates, had staged a disgraceful
revolution and had thereby destroyed Germany, Hitler thought, conflating
notions of political opposition, criminal behaviour, and racial degeneracy.
Hitler ordered the judiciary to disregard existing laws and act according
to Nazi ideas of ‘healthy popular feeling’.’ In October 1942, Minister
of Justice Thierack insisted: ‘It goes without saying that the looter who
assaults the belongings of our national comrades after our enemies’ terror
attacks deserves only death.” By that time, Thierack was sending out regular
directives to German judges, thereby effectively undermining the long-
established German tradition of judicial independence.? In the autumn of
1942, Thierack ordered ‘asocials’ singled out from prisons for ‘extermination
through labour’ and the killing of those held in ‘security confinement’. In
a speech at Breslau on s January 1943, Thierack insisted: ‘It is not right
that the idealist dies outside and the inferior scum is preserved inside.” A
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summary of this speech in the Volkischer Beobachter reiterated Thierack’s call
for the ‘ruthless extermination and extirpation of incorrigible criminals’.?!
The radicalization of the criminal justice system terrified people and led
repeat-offenders to commit suicide. Two cases show how these radical
policies impacted on individual suicides.

The first case is that of Johannes R, a 39-year-old metal worker from
Darmstadt, a town heavily attacked by the Allies in September 1944.
Accused of being a racial pest (Volksschddling), R hanged himself with his
tie in his cell of the Darmstadt gaol on 9 August 1944. Arrested a few days
before, he confessed that he had sold the contents of seven pieces of express
luggage which he had obtained on the black market, increasingly a place
where Germans bought and exchanged rationed goods. Afraid of the death
penalty, R killed himself. In a letter to his wife, he justified his suicide:
‘Dear wifel When you receive this letter, I will be dead already. It is better
that way. Farewell and don’t forget your Hans! I am very sorry that I am
hurting mother and you so much, but in the end this is my only refuge.
Again my best wishes to all my loved ones at home. Farewell ...

The second case shows how Nazi terror was specifically directed against
an individual. On 3 March 1943, the deputy Gauleiter of Mainfranken wrote
a letter to the Gestapo to complain about the factory owner Georg H from
Wertheim near Wiirzburg. The local Nazi party had denounced him. The
deputy Gauleiter branded Georg H a war profiteer:

I have been told in confidence that Georg H...has made irresponsible
remarks about the Fiihrer and the war. Aside from that, he is a profiteer. H
apparently spends a lot of time in Wiirzburg and spends lots of money, great
sums of which he has earned because of the war, lives the high life, and says
more or less that in Stalingrad 400,000 German soldiers had to die because
Hitler didn’t follow his generals’ advice and that the Fiihrer is unsparingly
sacrificing German lives... If this man is such a conspicuous profiteer and a
criminal agitator, we must get hold of him. Perhaps we can arrange for the
SD to investigate him ...

The Nuremberg branch of the SD could not prove that Georg H had made
such allegations. Nevertheless, probably in retaliation, the deputy Gauleiter
ensured that Georg H was drafted into the Wehrmacht as an ordinary
soldier. H shot himself on 10 September 1943 near Karlsruhe, according to
the local Gestapo which had kept observing him, ‘after a major drinking
bout’. The Gestapo’s threats to confine him to a concentration camp seem
to have been a major motive for his suicide.?
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After Hitler’s attack on the legal system in 1942 and his appointment
of Thierack to the office of the Reich Minister of Justice in the same
year, the legal system increasingly served as a means of terrorizing and
exterminating deviants. Although popular knowledge of the full extent of
the concentration camp system is notoriously difficult to ascertain, people
were terrified. The cases discussed above furthermore suggest that many
people, like Margarethe von R, were terrified by imprisonment in other
penal institutions, too, as the conditions in prisons dramatically deteriorated
amidst the escalation of legal terror in the war.?*

Suicides from such motives continued till the end of war, as Nazi
terror increased. On 15 February 1945, Minister of Justice Thierack set up
drumhead courts martial (Standgerichte) in regions near the front line. These
consisted of a judge, a Nazi party officer, and a Wehrmacht officer, who
were to sentence everyone to death who in their opinion undermined the
war effort by trying to give up fighting or making ‘defeatist remarks’. Often,
those sentenced to death by the Standgerichte were hanged in public.?® In the
administrative chaos that accompanied defeat, Himmler decreed on 3 April
1945 that everyone trying to surrender was to be shot without trial. Most
civilians were at that time generally concerned with ensuring their survival,
rather than with showing ideological commitment to the Nazis.?® Take the
case of 25-year-old Annemarie E; she was found gassed in her mother’s
kitchen in Karlshorst, an eastern suburb of Berlin, on 18 February 1945.
She had just been sacked from her job as a typist in the county office of
Niederbarnim near Berlin for making a defeatist remark. Since the Gestapo
had started an investigation, which would probably mean her death at this
time, she preferred to die by her own hand.?”

Men who had sex with other men who became known to the authorities
were also subject to increasing Nazi terror during the war. Obsessed with
male homosexuality, the Gestapo claimed in 1941 that there were four mil-
lion homosexuals in Nazi Germany. The police often obtained confessions
from ‘homosexuals’ by coercion and torture. The only way to combat ho-
mosexuality, the Gestapo thought, was to castrate homosexuals. Other in-
stitutions, including Wehrmacht doctors, wanted to ‘cure’ homosexuals by
giving them the opportunity to prove themselves in battle. There were also
medical experiments on homosexuals, using hormone treatment.?® While
legal conviction rates for homosexual men fell after the beginning of war,
other agencies, such as the Gestapo, intensified their extra-legal persecution
of men who had sex with other men. During the war, the Reich Ministry
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of Justice took up the Gestapo’s view and included the forcible castration
of homosexuals in the draft law against community aliens, illustrating the
radicalization of anti-homosexual attitudes within the Nazi state.> Homo-
sexual men were normally treated very badly in prisons and concentration
camps, reflecting contemporary anti-homosexual stereotypes.

Four cases illustrate the radicalization of the Nazi persecution of male
homosexuals. The first case is that of Franz B, an inmate of the Sachsen-
hausen concentration camp. Accused of having had sex with other men
while in the camp and put on trial in Berlin in May 1940, B testified that
an SS officer had suspended him from a wooden post, a normal punish-
ment in the concentration camps and a particularly cruel way to torture
inmates. Franz B had probably been rearrested on release from prison on
the Gestapo’s order. In despair, he hanged himself with his jacket. He
survived because the jacket tore.>

The second case is that of Walter Z, aged only 15 years. On 24 February
1942, Walter was run over by a train near Falkensee. The police wondered
whether Walter had committed suicide, especially after his mother had
accused an anonymous man of murdering him. Walter, it turned out, had
been suffering from syphilis, which he had caught while having sex with
men. His friends and his boss, probably trying to ingratiate themselves
with the police, accused him of having been lazy and effeminate. These
accusations included the claim that Walter had avoided his service in the
Hitler Youth. His colleague at work, the 15-year-old Kurt R, told the
police that Walter had told him that his partner, a Luftwafte soldier, looked
like Hermann Géring. ‘He did not say whether he is as fat as Hermann
Goring’, he added.®' Although the police did everything they could to find
the unknown man, they never found him. Walter’s mother even accused
the lawyer of one of Hitler’s favourite actors (whose name cannot be
given for legal reasons) of having been Walter’s partner. The police duly
interrogated the actor on 13 May 1942. He denied any accusations against
his lawyer.>?> Walter likely committed suicide because he knew he would
face a serious sentence, and also by this time indefinite confinement in a
concentration camp, if the police caught him.*

Fear of indefinite confinement in a concentration camp also prompted
other homosexual men to kill themselves, as the third case reveals. On
2T June 1944, the stationmaster of the Berlin-Wannsee station found the
33-year-old librarian Walter S unconscious in a train compartment. S
had overdosed on sleeping pills. He died the following day in hospital.
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He had been working at the National Socialist Welfare Organization
(Nationalsozialistische Volkswohlfahrf), but had just been sentenced to nine
months in prison for ‘unnatural intercourse’. Awaiting his prison sentence,
he was despondent about these accusations and planned his suicide very
carefully. On 15 June 1944, he called on a doctor, who prescribed him 25
Veronal pills. He also penned a suicide note, addressed to an aristocratic
female friend in Bonn. Walter S declared: ‘My dear and honourable
Countess! A life such as the one I have before me is no life at all. And so I
strip myself of it. Please take a nice souvenir for yourself. Take my watch
as a token of my gratitude. My last thoughts will be with you. Walter S.”*
Afraid of his confinement in a concentration camp, Walter S preferred to
die by his own hand.

The fourth and final case brings home the fear and desperation of a man
the regime targeted as a paedophile. A Berlin court charged 17-year-old
Harry S with having homosexual relationships in January 1945.>* A month
earlier, on the morning of 13 December 1944, the criminal police tried
to arrest a man who had allegedly seduced Harry at his fashionable West
Berlin flat. To arrest the ‘homosexual seducer of the young’, the police
pretended that they wanted to speak to a female opera singer who also
lived in this flat, but nobody let them in. This refusal annoyed them, and
they were about to call a locksmith to unlock the door, when they again
rang the doorbell. As they did this, the police heard a gunshot, and this
time the opera singer did open the front door. A grisly scene was revealed.
Dr Paul K, a 41-year-old first lieutenant in the Luftwaffe had shot himself,
but was sitting in an armchair, apparently still alive. He died on his way to
hospital. Desperate about his likely confinement to a concentration camp,
and already cited for ‘unnatural intercourse with men’, Dr K committed
suicide.?

The Luftwaffe, as well as the Wehrmacht leadership, had been concerned
with homosexuality for a long time. Army psychiatrists advised the Wehr-
macht leadership to take a tough stance on soldiers who had homosexual
sex. In the spring of 1943, Field Marshal Keitel, one of the Wehrmacht’s
leaders, insisted that ‘true’ homosexuals, those with a genetic disposition,
were to be handed over to the civilian authorities for punishment. Those
soldiers only caught in a single homosexual incident were to be put under
surveillance in special punishment units. How to detect ‘true’” homosexuals
remained an unresolved question for the army leadership until the end of
the war.*
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In many cases, those accused of homosexuality were handed over to the
criminal police and the Gestapo and confined to concentration camps. This
would have probably also been Dr K’s fate. The Law for the Prevention
of Hereditarily Il Offspring of 14 July 1933 enabled courts to order the
sterilization of the ‘congenitally ill’. Sex offenders, like Dr K, were to
be castrated, according to the Law Against Dangerous Habitual Criminal
and Sex Offenders of 24 November 1933. The 1935 revision of paragraph
175 broadened the scope of what constituted homosexual offences. Prison
doctors could arrange for the castration of suspects even before the case
had gone to the court. The Nazis thought that castration would eliminate
not only the homosexual sex drive, but the criminal drive, too.*® Facing
castration and confinement to a concentration camp, Dr K committed
suicide.

These suicides had their origin in the Nazi legal and extra-legal terror,
which increased as the war went on. Nazi terror dramatically affected the
lives of people accused of deviant behaviour. The Nazi racial utopia did not
leave any space for these people and systematically terrorized them. In this
context, suicide was an act of desperation, but also a last resort of showing
some self-assertion. Many people persecuted by the Nazis preferred to die
by their own hand, rather than face confinement to a concentration camp,
castration, or, indeed, the death penalty.

III

Ordinary, conforming German citizens came under extra pressure during
the war, too. Unlike in 1914, most ordinary people did not welcome the
outbreak of war in September 1939, afraid of its implications for their
everyday lives, which, for those old enough, had been so badly affected
by the First World War. Take the case of s2-year-old housewife Olga K,
from the working-class district of Hamburg-Altona. On 7 December 1939,
the Hamburg police investigated her death. She had jumped out of a
window. Her husband, a tramway conductor, told the police: ‘Since the
war [began|, my wife has been very nervous. She does not find her way
around... She’s always complaining about ration cards, which she could
not get used to...In a word, she did not move with the times.”* Olga
K had experienced the First World War, of which she probably had very
bad memories, especially of malnutrition.* Like many Germans, she was
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unenthusiastic and anxious about the new war. She felt unable to cope
with her new situation. When her husband complained about her failure
to adjust to the new everyday challenges, he implied that Olga’s suicide
expressed her refusal to follow Nazi exhortations to mobilize everything
and everyone for the war effort and simultaneously distanced himself from
her deviant conduct by implying thereby that he did not refuse ‘to move
with the times’. One cannot ultimately know whether the war’s outbreak
alone caused Olga to jump out of the window, but it is telling that her
husband emphasized this possible suicide motive in his interrogation by the
police.

Despite the lack of enthusiasm in September 1939, popular support of
the regime was massive in the early stages of war, reaching its peak in
June 1940 after Hitler’s successful conquest of France, for many Germans,
the arch-enemy. This and other Blitzkrieg victories raised hopes among the
population that the war would soon be over.** Gradually, especially after the
first Allied bombings of German towns in 1941/2, there was anxiety about
the air raids and concern about the everyday hardships caused by the war.
As the war went on, Germans on the home front increasingly felt its impact.
Of course, the war had been affecting people’s lives since its beginning.
Many men had to join the armed services. Food and other consumer
goods were rationed. This directly affected the lives of people, especially of
women, who were usually responsible for running the household. There
were constant air-raid precautions, including blackouts at night, and many
people, especially women, were drafted into the war effort.*?

Full-scale Allied bombings of German towns began in 1942. Life became
more difficult for ordinary people, as goods and foodstuffs became scarcer
and black-marketing increased. The Allied bombings became more severe
in 1942/3.* From 1943, the British and the Americans bombed German
towns following a round-the-clock-bombing strategy. Estimates suggest
that about one third of the German population suffered directly from
the bombings. More than 25 per cent of German houses were destroyed.
Almost five million people had to evacuate their homes because of the
bombings. Around 300,000 people were killed.** In Hamburg suicide
numbers increased from §53 in 1942 to §85 in 1943, an increase of 6 per
cent, likely related to the bombings in 1943.* And in Frankfurt am Main,
the criminal police recorded a substantial rise in suicide levels in the wake
of the heavy bombings of March 1944. Eleven cases in Frankfurt resulted
supposedly from ‘depression, during which the act is committed because



130 SUICIDE IN NAZI GERMANY

they fear bombings or because they lost everything because of them’.*
Whatever the truth of this claim, relating suicides to the Allied bombings
was convenient for the Nazi regime, since this allowed the Nazis to stress
German victimhood due to what they called Allied ‘terror raids’.

The Allied bombings of Hamburg, also known as Operation Gomorrha, in
July and August 1943 were some of the heaviest bombing raids of the war
and left at least 34,000 people in Hamburg dead and 125,000 injured. The
raids left 9oo,000 Hamburgers homeless. Half of the flats were destroyed.*
SD agents reported on 29 July 1943 a ‘feeling of insecurity and hopelessness’
among people as a direct reaction to the raids on Hamburg.** On 2 August,
the SD reported that ‘various Anglo-American terror attacks on Hamburg
have triggered a pronounced shock-effect among the population in all
parts of the Reich’. The same report continued to lament ‘rumours about
alleged unrest in Hamburg’. Alarmingly, it went on to allude to the
revolutionary situation of 1918: ‘These totally unfounded rumours have
created a situation throughout the Reich whereby people speak of a
“November mood”, since the German people cannot stand these attacks
and protests against them.’* Yet people were so shocked by the extent
of the destruction and so busy with securing their livelihoods that they
did not turn against the regime.® The Nazis, concerned with popular
support, yet at the same time rigidly persecuting any dissent, managed to
contain this potential of popular dissatisfaction until 1944 by mounting
a propaganda campaign that promised German retaliation for the Allied
bombings. SD reports from early 1943 referred to high hopes among
civilians for retaliation. When the Allies invaded Normandy on 6 June
1944, it was clear to many Germans that the Nazis’ propaganda campaign
had failed and that the war was lost.>!

Suicide was an extreme response to the bombings. Files on suicides in the
wake of the bombings are sparse. The police did not have many resources
for documenting suicides in the chaotic milieu of the bombed-out cities.
Some individual files have survived in Berlin and Hamburg. They shed
light on individual reactions towards the bombings. Friedrich S, a roofer,
aged 68, from Berlin-Schoneberg lost his house in an Allied bombing.
He committed suicide on 23 March 1943 in an allotment in Falkensee on
Berlin’s outskirts. Allegedly, he was so despondent about losing his house
that he shot himself. The criminal police blamed his suicide on ‘nervous
breakdown after losing his home in an air raid’.52 The raids had destroyed
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Friedrich S’s livelihood and he did not see any other way out other than
suicide in the chaotic environment of the bombed-out city.

In Hamburg, many suicides related to the bombings took place some
months after the Gomorrha raids when people had realized the full extent
of the destructions. On 17 December 1943, 35-year-old Peter T died in
the University Hospital at Eppendorf. He had tried to kill himself on
24 September 1943. The police ascribed his suicide to ‘depression’. His
wife explained to the police that they had lost their house, together with
all of their belongings and savings, in a bombing. She declared:

My husband could not get over this loss and day by day became more and
more pensive ... He could no longer stand to see the rubble in the city and
could no longer sleep. My husband was constantly afraid of new terror attacks
and repeatedly announced his suicidal intentions. He often said that he would
hang himself when the alarm sounded the next time.>?

But not only men concerned with their livelihoods committed suicide in
the wake of the bombings. On 8 January 1944, 62-year-old Paula W, a
butcher’s wife, hanged herself from an apple tree in Rahlstedt, on the
outskirts of Hamburg, where she and her husband had been evacuated
after the bombings. Returning to Hamburg was hard, especially because
Allied bombings continued until April 1945, killing at least another 5,000
people and leaving about 6,000 injured.** Like many, Paula W and her
husband had lost all of their property in the bombings and found it hard
to re-establish themselves. Her husband told the police that Paula ‘had lost
her zest for life. Although she had never expressed suicidal thoughts, we
always suspected suicide was a possibility with my wife.’%®

Richard], a s9-year-old dock-worker, hanged himself on 7 January 1944.
His wife told the police that their family had been split up, with their son
missing since the bombings and their daughter evacuated to Warnemtinde
on the Baltic Coast near Rostock. Following the bombings, Richard and
his wife, like many other Hamburgers, had been relocated to Nordhausen
in the Harz mountains. They decided to return to Hamburg because they
did not want to settle in an unfamiliar environment. His wife later told the
police that Richard worried about future bombings:

My husband always worried that we would move back here and be in danger
again. I reassured him repeatedly and told him that if anything were to
happen, then we would be in the same situation as other people and that we
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would overcome it. But my husband wouldn’t settle down and he couldn’t
get over our deeply missed son.>®

In Berlin, people also directly related suicides to Allied air raids. On
18 January 1944, a female corpse was found near the Plétzensee penitentiary
after a bombing. It turned out to be the s1-year-old widow Frau K. Her
daughter told the police, after she identified her mother, that the deceased
‘suffered greatly from the bombings and the general difficulties caused by
the war’. Erich K, Frau K’s husband, also found a suicide note. Frau K,
ostensibly suffering from a nervous depression, declared: ‘Farewell, forgive
me for doing this. Dear Erich, you had to suffer a lot because of me.””
Many more people must have committed suicide in the wake of Allied
bombings. The regime was increasingly unable to cope with the impact
of the bombings, more and more suppressing any dissent among the
population and increasing terror against German civilians.

1A%

The increasing Nazi terror affected not only Germans. Ever since the war
began, large numbers of foreigners had been working in Germany. In the
summer of 1941, there were almost three million foreign workers. In 1942,
Fritz Sauckel, the Plenipotentiary for Labour Mobilization (Arbeitseinsatz),
systematically brought in more foreigners, especially from the Soviet Union.
By the summer of 1944, some 7.6 million foreign workers were in Germany.
The largest contingent, 2.8 million, were from the Soviet Union, followed
by some 1.7 million Poles.*® The Nazis were concerned that the foreigners
were a serious threat to the ‘preservation of the German Volk’s purity of
blood’.*® The SS Security Service warned in 1942: ‘The conscription of
many millions of German men into military service, the lack of a general
prohibition against sexual relations for foreigners, and the incorporation of
additional foreign workers, have all increased the threat of infiltration of
the blood of the German T0lk.’®® Yet, sexual contact between Germans
and foreigners had in fact been outlawed. From 1939 onwards, the Nazis
banned such contact with prisoners of war, including sexual relationships.
The Nazis claimed that this rule was necessary because of concerns over
racial purity, alongside sabotage, espionage and the undermining of morale.
The Gestapo and the Wehrmacht raided foreign workers’ camps to prevent
such contact, though without much success. Courts often meted out stift’
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prison sentences and humiliating public punishments on German women
who had been cheating on their husbands with foreign workers. These
punishments included the public shaving of women’s heads. In October
1941, Hitler personally banned such public punishments.®* But the general
enforcement of the ban of these relationships continued. The March 1940
Polish decrees, which the Nazis later applied to Soviets too, reflected
Nazi racist notions. Many German women who had been caught having a
relationship with Polish or Soviet men were sent to concentration camps.
Polish or Soviet men were often sentenced to death by special courts. From
1942 onwards, following an agreement between Thierack and Himmler,
‘racially inferior’ foreigners, such as Poles and Soviets were no longer dealt
with by the German judiciary but by the SS and the police. This agreement
led to an upsurge in executions of Poles and Soviets, since the police
and not the courts now decided which foreigners were to be executed.®
The Security Service wanted to ban all sexual contacts between Germans
and foreigners to reassure German soldiers that ‘the wives they had left
behind would come to no harm’.® The following cases reveal the impact
of these policies on women who were afraid of being investigated by
the Gestapo.

On 5 January 1942, the Hamburg police reported the suicide of 25-year-
old Elfriede S. Her husband had been drafted into the Wehrmacht. She had
turned on the gas. Although the fire service rescued her, she later died in
hospital. The police commented: ‘One can see that the motive for the act
was fear of confrontation with her husband in that he is currently in Norway
and will soon come home on leave. During her husband’s absence, she let
herself get involved with Dutch men and through her careless lifestyle ran
up debts.’®* The threat of soldiers” wives being unfaithful to their husbands
was constantly present during the war. This notion reflected sexual double
standards, since soldiers were usually allowed to go to brothels while at
the front. As one historian has argued, based upon an extensive study of
Disseldort Gestapo files, both the regime and ordinary people suspected
many soldiers’ wives of having illicit sexual relationships with foreign
men. It seems likely that Elfriede’s mother had denounced her to the
Gestapo. Although her mother claimed that she liked Elfriede’s Dutch
lover, Elfriede had been owing her rent for two months. Feeling unable
to settle her personal problems with Elfriede, Elfriede’s mother, like many
denouncers, turned to the Gestapo.® Elfriede killed herself, afraid of being
persecuted by the Gestapo which had begun to investigate her.
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Twenty-seven-year-old waitress Hildegard S, from a working-class
neighbourhood in the centre of Berlin, gassed herself in her kitchen
in January 1942. Her husband, a soldier on the Eastern Front, could not
believe that his wife had killed herself and therefore asked the criminal
police to investigate her death. Like most other soldiers whose wives were
cheating on them with other men, Hildegard’s husband had not reported
his wife to the police authorities before, since this would have undermined
his own position as a man. If he had denounced her, he would have seemed
a weak husband. Hildegard worked at a pub near the Silesian Railway
Station in East Berlin, an area traditionally dominated by prostitution,
gambling, and crime. With her husband being away at the front, she had
become more independent and enjoyed her new freedom. She had got to
know many soldiers on leave and slept with them. The police confirmed
that she had killed herself, and complained that ‘the deceased had been
involved with men and drank a lot. She allowed men to take her home, if
she had not to be taken home due to her drunkenness.’®®

In Lower Franconia at least two young soldiers” wives killed themselves
in August 1942. Such suicides seem to have been quite common, since
the SD made special mention of it in an official report on public opinion.
The SD was worried that German women dating foreign workers would
hurt public morale. Other women in the same region of Lower Franconia
tended to blame the Nazis for women dating foreign men, and implicitly
for such suicides, because the Nazis had let foreigners into Germany in
the first place.” Nevertheless, the Reich Ministry of Justice insisted on
14 January 1943: ‘German women who engage in sexual relations with
prisoners of war have betrayed the home front, done gross injury to their
nation’s honour, and damaged the reputation of German womanhood
abroad.’*®

Thirty-four-year-old worker Hildegard R gassed herself in her flat in
Potsdam on 14 April 1943. The criminal police related her suicide to the
fact that she had cheated on her husband with several prisoners of war.
Unlike most other men in this situation, her husband had filed for divorce
since he probably found it disgraceful that his wife had affairs with foreign
men while he served at the front.®

Despite such liaisons, the Nazis and many ordinary German workers
treated foreign workers, particularly those from the East, quite badly.
Racism became a matter of everyday routine for many Germans.” Living
conditions for foreign labourers from the East were catastrophic. They were
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subject to starvation, beatings, and the death penalty for petty offences. The
situation for many foreign workers from the East, away from home in an
unfamiliar environment, was hopeless and desperate.

On 1 September 1941, the Halle senior state prosecutor (Oberstaatsanivalr)
accused the 25-year-old Polish foreign worker Georg N of a violation
against the Malicious Gossip Law. Allegedly, Georg N, drafted into forced
labour at a Merseburg ammonium factory, had declared in a local pub in
mid-May 1941: ‘If he had a machine gun, he’d go back to the military
and shoot. Everthing was much nicer in Poland before the Germans came.
They did not bring good fortune to Poland. The Germans are shit for him.’
Georg’s open criticism of the brutal German suppression of the Poles and
his intention to resist the German occupation were unacceptable for the
Nazis. He faced a death sentence by the Halle Special Court. Georg hanged
himself in a Halle prison cell on 1 September 1941, exactly two years after
the German attack on Poland.™

Michat S, a 17-year-old Polish worker at a paper factory in Wittenberge
near Berlin, committed suicide in a particularly cruel way on 3 June 1942;
he lay down on a railway line so that the incoming train decapitated
him. Although the terrible living conditions he and other foreign workers
faced most likely motivated his suicide, the criminal police laconically
commented: ‘Reason for the suicide: S had expressed suicidal thoughts
to his co-worker. The suspected motive for the act is homesickness.’”?
Fear of Nazi terror prompted 39-year-old Czech Franziska W, a Czech
foreign worker at one of the armaments factories in Hennigsdorf, near
Berlin, to overdose on sleeping pills on 3 January 1943. She died a few days
later in hospital. According to the police, W had made defeatist remarks
and the Gestapo had started proceedings against her, which would have
normally meant her death.” Fear of the death penalty led to many more
suicides among foreign workers, especially towards the war’s end when the
regime became increasingly radical in its policy to exterminate ‘community
aliens’. In February 1945, the police of Eberswalde, near Berlin, found the
Russian foreign worker Nikolai K, aged 29, hanged. Probably struggling
with hunger, like the overwhelming majority of foreign workers from the
East, K had stolen some foodstuffs to survive. The police commented ‘fear
of punishment because he has... perpetrated a number of serious thefts’,
implying that K would have been executed for his thefts, as was the rule at
that time.”* Twenty-five-year-old Soviet citizen Maria T, a forced labourer,
drowned herself in a lake near Berlin in March 1945. The criminal police
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stated tersely that she had escaped from a foreign workers’ camp. She feared
punishment, which those days almost certainly would have meant death.”
Such acts must have been common among foreign workers.

A%

It was not only the bombings that affected people at the home front.
Fear and anxiety about the impact of an ever more likely German defeat
became widespread after the Sixth Army’s defeat at Stalingrad in early
1943, ‘the greatest single blow of the war [to German morale]’.”¢ Many
people saw Stalingrad as a turning-point. Nazi propaganda had promised
an imminent German victory over the Soviets there.”” On 3 February
1943, a man from Hamburg noted in his diary: ‘Stalingrad has been
reconquered by the Russians ... how was that possible? Why doesn’t Hitler
control the situation? Why does he let an enemy that is already defeated
force him into such actions?””® And an SD report of 4 February noted:
‘The report of the battle of Stalingrad’s end has led to a great shock
among the entire people.”” After the German defeat at Stalingrad and the
Allied declaration at Casablanca to fight Nazi Germany until unconditional
surrender, Nazi leaders demanded the total mobilization of Germany’s
economy and society, lest the war would be lost and Germany overrun by
Bolshevik terror. The Nazis increasingly referred to their struggle to power
during the Weimar Republic. Nazi leaders tried with some success to
mobilize the various party organizations for propaganda purposes. Civilian
defence was put under party control with the appointment of the party
regional leaders as Reich Defence Commissioners. Goebbels and other
Nazi leaders disseminated the view that winning the war was a possibility,
if not a historical necessity, given that the Nazis had survived their bitter
defeat on 9 November 1923 and had risen to power again by means of
violent struggle.®

At that time, men began to kill themselves out of despair at Germany’s run
of defeats and fear of what would come after the fall of the Third Reich.
On 10 February 1943, a few days after the battle of Stalingrad ended,
s3-year-old senior civil servant and Regional Labour Leader Dr Kurt
Leopold von F, a captain in the First World War, blew out his brains in
his flat in Potsdam. F, probably afraid of being labelled a coward, justified
his action in a suicide note, addressed to his father, a former general. The
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police perused his farewell missive and complained ‘that he no longer
believed in a German victory. He would have to kill his father, his wife and
his daughter, he writes, when Bolshevism overwhelms us, ie the German
Volk. There is no longer any doubt that this will happen, according to his
note.’®! In F’s opinion, there was no doubt that the Bolsheviks would flood
into Germany and rape his wife and daughter, in which case it would be
his duty to shoot the women. Because of the defeatist impact that news
of F’s suicide might have on the German public, the criminal police kept
its investigation secret and denounced F as mad, even as it forwarded the
report to the Reich Security Head Office. Stalingrad prompted F’s belief
that he and his family lacked a future, and that he as a German officer
would be required to maintain some sense of honour regarding his and
his family’s lives and bodies amidst the threat of a Soviet invasion. This
case confirms, at least to some extent, the anti-Russian and anti-Bolshevik
stereotypes keenly advocated by the Nazis, which built on a long tradition
of German anti-Russian propaganda that went back to the First World
War.®? F’s suicide was not an isolated response to the German defeat at
Stalingrad. On 9 March 1943, Walter von D, a 6o-year old retired major
general, shot himself near Berlin. His wife told the criminal police that
her husband had ‘portrayed Germany’s future in the blackest of colours
and completely lost belief in a German victory’. The report went on, ‘the
person concerned no longer agreed with the state’s leadership and he has
always been an outsider, as is well known here’.®®

Suicides reflecting despair at Germany’s imminent defeat continued. Karl
S, a s6-year-old teacher from Woeissensee, a Northern district of Berlin,
killed himself on 21 August 1943 after a failed suicide attempt, for which
he feared being held accountable. Karl S was concerned about not being
sent with his pupils to a child evacuation (Kinderlandverschickung) camp, a
scheme designed to send children from ‘areas threatened by air attack’ to
the countryside for six-month spells.®* In his unusually long suicide note,
addressed to his wife, he referred to his despondency about Germany’s
future and his fear of a Bolshevik victory:

Dear Mama!

The stupidity of tossing myself from the window because I wasn’t going to be
sent away with the children is something I only realized today because of its
inevitable consequences. I stigmatized myself as a criminal, as my colleagues’
behaviour after the fact proved. It happened in a moment of panic; I lost
my nerves because until that moment, I firmly believed that I would be sent
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away with the children. Since this attempt will surely be reported and aside
from being sacked I can also expect additional punishment, I can find no
peace. Paranoia has overtaken me because I will probably be arrested by the
police when the train with the children departs. I can no longer bear this
kind of life. A happy life with you, dearest Inge, and with our most beloved
daughter 1s also unthinkable because any possibility to make a decent living
in the future no longer exists on account of the war, which appears to me
a lost cause because of Bolshevism’s invincibility and because America has
entered on our enemies’ side. The first and last reason for my despondency
is that victory is a lost cause. Many, including you, don’t think that the end
will be so bad, and I envy you and from the bottom of my heart I wish that
everything will go well for you and our little Elke without me. I thank you
for all of the good things that you have done for me over the years. My
unnatural death will cause you lots of sorrow and pain, but you’ll overcome
it and in a short while it will be all over. And besides, unnatural death seems
to me hereditary, since too many of my relatives have chosen this path. Well,
I bid you both farewell and for the last time, a heartfelt greeting from your
unhappy daddy.®®

Like many, Karl S was convinced that the Soviets and the Americans
would defeat Germany. Karl S had clearly internalized Nazi ideas about
the hereditary nature of suicide. The Nazi leadership condemned such
politically motivated suicides, which they thought subversive and cowardly.

Soldiers afraid of fighting in a war that could not be won also committed
suicide. Erich S, a 43-year-old Wehrmacht recruit, gassed himself in his
flat in Brandenburg, a small town near Berlin on 26 April 1944. According
to the police, who condemned his death as cowardly, he had committed
suicide: ‘Probably because he was afraid to be sent to the frontline.’®®
Similar cases were reported in the nearby town of Eberswalde, following
the drafting of all men, aged between 16 and 60, into the Volkssturm, which
had been established on 18 October 1944, the anniversary of the 1813
‘Battle of Nations’ in Leipzig against Napoleon.?” On 1 February 1945,
amidst the threat of the Soviet invasion of the area around Berlin, 47-year-
old forest worker Erich D drowned himself after having cut his throat. The
police investigation concluded that his suicide was due to his ‘fear of being
drafted into the Volkssturm’.®® Nazi terror and fear thereof prompted many
to commit suicide, especially after 1943. Nazi terror also affected ordinary
people, as we have seen, and not only social outsiders and foreign workers.
Many Germans worried at this time about surviving the war, rather than
about ideological issues.®® Public morale did not remain good until the
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war’s end.”® These powerful individual case studies suggest that the now
fashionable argument of ‘ordinary’ Germans’ collaboration and consent
with the regime during wartime is deeply flawed. Ordinary people did not,
unlike in liberal democracies, have a free choice between supporting or
resisting the regime and the war. It is time for historians to overcome this
‘voluntarist turn’ and emphasize the crucial role of Nazi terror in keeping
the German population at bay.”!

VI

Resistance towards Nazism revived during the war. In February 1942,
the Gestapo exposed one of the largest communist resistance groups, the
Uhrig group, and arrested its leaders Robert Uhrig and Josef Romer.
Altogether, the Nazis arrested some 200 members across Germany. The
police murdered sixteen of them before trial and at least 36 received death
sentences. At around the same time, members of a communist group in
Mannheim, the Lechleiter group, were also arrested. Nineteen members
were sentenced to death. Two committed suicide.”? There were also
suicides within the Berlin communist resistance group the ‘Red Orchestra’.
Its members, among them Harro Schulze-Boysen, a first lieutenant in the
Luftwafte, Arvid Harnack, an official in the Reich Ministry of Economics,
and their wives, Mildred Harnack-Fish and Libertas Schulze-Boysen, had
been supplying the Soviets with military secrets. In late August 1942, the
police began to arrest members of the ‘Red Orchestra’. Altogether 139
men and women had been arrested by March 1943. The courts meted out
death sentences on the overwhelming majority of them. Some of those
arrested by the Nazis committed suicide because they did not want to
betray their friends to the Gestapo under torture. At least three members
of the ‘Red Orchestra’ attempted suicide in prison. During a Gestapo
interrogation Walter Husemann jumped out of a window on the top floor.
Hans Kummerow, another member, smashed his spectacles and swallowed
the glass. He survived, and slit his wrists. Mildred Harnack-Fish, executed
on 15 February 1943, is said to have attempted suicide by swallowing
drawing pins.”

A wider but looser coalition of conservative groups and individuals
tried to assassinate Hitler on 20 July 1944. Most of those involved in the
assassination plot wanted to restore a pre-democratic Germany that would
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include recent German territorial acquisitions.** The military members of
the resistance were very often characterized by a strong sense of honour
and duty. On the night of 20 July 1944, Wehrmacht and SS troops loyal to
Hitler put down the military insurrection in Berlin. General Ludwig Beck,
one of the leaders of the putsch, asked General Fromm who had arrested
him for permission to commit suicide instead of being shot. Fromm granted
Beck his last wish, reflecting an old military tradition. Beck shot himself
twice but survived, until Fromm ordered a soldier to finish him oft.*®
Henning von Tresckow, chief of staff of the Second Army at the Eastern
Front and one of the leaders of the plotters, killed himself on 21 July
1944 with a grenade, before the Nazis could arrest him.** Major von
Oertzen, also complicit in the plot, committed suicide on the same day in a
Wehrmacht barracks in Berlin. After flushing some compromising material
down a lavatory, Oertzen managed to obtain two hand grenades, which
were lying about on a corridor. He then asked for permission to go to
the lavatory again. There, Oertzen exploded the first grenade. His guards
thought him dead. A wounded Oertzen suddenly exploded the second
grenade in his mouth. He died instantly.”” On 28 July, Lieutenant-Colonel
Werner Schrader committed suicide in his barracks in Zossen, near Berlin.
His suicide note captures the feeling of many of those complicit in the plot:
‘T won’t go to gaol; I won’t allow them to torture me.’*®

Many more officers complicit in the plot committed suicide in the wake
of 20 July 1944. In a powerful reminiscence of his service in the First
World War, General Otto von Stiilpnagel, Military Commander of France,
also part of the plot, shot himself near the battlefield of Verdun. Generals
loyal to Hitler had ordered him to report in Berlin. He survived, though
blinded. The People’s Court later sentenced him to death. He was hanged
like most of the other survivors of the plot.” The Nazis accused Field
Marshal Erwin Rommel of being disobedient to Hitler’s orders and of
being involved with the assassination attempt of 20 July 1944. They gave
him the opportunity to kill himself by taking poison in late 1944 rather
than being court-martialled. Rommel took the poison and received a state
funeral. A court martial would have shed negative light on the Nazi regime,
not least because Rommel was very popular.t®

The Nazis persecuted members of the plot until the end of the war, as
the following case reveals. On 10 March 1945, Baron Kurt von Plettenberg,
a lawyer and estate manager of the Hohenzollern family, killed himself by
jumping down the staircase of the Reich Security Head Office in Berlin.
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The Gestapo had arrested him two days before, but they did not tell
Plettenberg’s friends and relatives how he died. The Nazis would have
executed Plettenberg, so it is highly unlikely that they ‘suicided’” him. In
the death register of the Kreuzberg district of Berlin, Plettenberg’s death
was officially classified as ‘suicide by jumping from the 2nd floor of Prinz-
Albrecht-Str 8.” Plettenberg, like Tresckow and others, did not want to
betray his friends by telling the Nazis their names under torture.!®! Nazi
terror therefore gave a new impetus to the military tradition of suicide out
of honour in the aftermath of the failed 20 July plot.

VII

As the war intensified and a German victory became increasingly un-
likely, suicide levels rose within the armed forces.’®? Between 1 April
1939 and 30 September 1941, the army’s Health Inspectorate (Heeres-
Sanitdtsinspektion) registered a total of 1,196 suicides. Between April and
September 1943, there were at least 6,898 suicides within the army.'** After
the Allied invasion of France in the early summer of 1944, suicide levels
rose within Luftwaffe units stationed there, according to a Luftwafte circular
of T August 1944 captured by the Allies. It complained, without giving
any numbers: ‘Since the beginning of the invasion, the number of suicides
and attempted suicides has increased considerably.” The circular identified
‘psychological burdens brought on by fighting, terror raids on the home-
land and temporary cancellations of [soldiers’] vacations etc’ as the likely
motives.'” Many soldiers were unable to cope with the stress of the war.
In May 1944, after several defeats of the German army on the Eastern and
Southern Fronts, Martin Bormann, head of the party chancellery, sent a
lengthy telegram to Heinrich Himmler’s adjutant in which he complained
that there were too many suicides within the Wehrmacht. In his telegram,
Bormann demanded commitment from soldiers in a typically Nazi manner
and asserted sovereignty over the bodies of every German. Bormann
reiterated the views of Freisler and other Nazis on suicide and insisted: “The
life of the individual belongs to the Iolk. Therefore, he may not voluntarily
bring his life to an end. If he does it nevertheless, he forgets his duty vis-a-vis
his Volk. This is particularly the case during the war.”'® The Nazis thought
that suicides of soldiers, and by implication, of civilians on the home front,
were cowardly. According to the Nazis, suicides must be treated as acts of
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desertion, since people tended to justify them by cowardly motives such as
‘fear of punishment’ and ‘nervous breakdowns’. The telegram continued
to lament that ‘investigations revealed that suicide was chosen even in
circumstances in which brave fighting and tireless work for the Volk were
still possible, more courageous and more honourable’. Those who had
failed their suicide attempt were to be shot, according to Bormann, as they
had violated their duty to the people’s community (Gemeinschaftspflicht).
While there is no evidence that this decree was implemented, its message
was clear: soldiers and civilians must keep fighting until the last bullet.
Deciding the fate of one’s own life and body was only permissible under
grave circumstances, such as when a soldier faced captivity. Reflecting
Social-Darwinist notions of the survival of the fittest, the Nazis did not
condemn the suicide of incurably ill or wounded soldiers. Nevertheless,
anyone facing punishment had to show that ‘he could atone for this
deed only by bravely sacrificing his life for the entire Volk (Volksganze)’,
as they would relieve the body of the TVolk of useless elements when
they exterminated themselves. Bormann wrote a final draft of his anti-
suicide decree on 17 July 1944.'° By this time, the Allies had landed in
France. He also endorsed the suicide of Germans facing ‘Soviet captivity’,
whose survival might be a threat to the Volk. He implied that such
suicides would be honourable and almost a duty. Bormann’s decree neatly
summarizes the major Nazis’ views on suicide; Himmler ‘fully agreed
with it’.""7

Bormann may have been thinking of General Friedrich Paulus’s refusal
to die what the Nazis considered a ‘heroic’ death in Stalingrad in February
1943. Hitler had appointed Paulus, the supreme commander of the Sixth
Army in Stalingrad, a field marshal even though the battle of Stalingrad had
already been lost in January 1943. Hitler had expected Paulus to kill himself
by dying a heroic soldierly death in order to ‘have freed himself from all
sorrow and ascended into eternity and national immortality’.'® Paulus did
not kill himself, but surrendered to the Soviets. Hitler neither referred to
Selbstmord or Freitod in this situation because he considered heroic suicide
fundamentally different from the suicides of ordinary people, which he and
the Nazis condemned. The minutes of Hitler’s briefing with his generals on
1 February 1943 reveal Hitler’s anger about Paulus’s failure to die a ‘heroic’
death by shooting himself. Hitler thought that such a death would set a fine
example for other soldiers facing similar situations in the war. The Nazis
had long promoted the idea of heroic death, glorifying German casualties
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in the First World War as blood sacrifice, essential to Germany’s rebirth.'®

Drawing upon the Roman model of Stoic suicide, Hitler shouted: “The
pistol—that’s an easy one. How cowardly to shrink back in fear of such a
thing! Hah! Better to let oneself be buried alive! And in such a situation
where he knew completely that his death was the precondition for holding
out in the next redoubt ...’

Dismissing Paulus and his staff as cowards, Hitler was worried about the
effect of Paulus’s capture by the Soviets on the morale of ordinary soldiers:
‘T am really hurt by this because the heroism of so many soldiers is wiped
out by a single, characterless weakling...” Furthermore, Hitler found it
unacceptable and disgraceful that a German officer surrendered his life and
body to the Bolshevik sub-humans who would put him into a ‘rat cage’,
where he would be forced under torture to tell secrets.!"!

Other top Nazis agreed with Hitler’s views on heroic death. On 1
February 1943, Goebbels, still uncertain about Paulus’s fate, noted in his
diary: ‘In light of the situation, his [Paulus’s] only option is an honourable
soldier’s death.” On 2 February, Goebbels voiced his worries about Paulus’s
failure to kill himself. Concerned with the impact on German morale
of Paulus being captured by the Soviets, he opined: ‘Based on Colonel
Martin, I can tell how this news affects army officers. He is deeply
depressed and declares that it is almost time to take off his uniform.’*'
Hitler and Goebbels were also concerned over Paulus being put on trial
by the Soviets. In fact, what happened was possibly even worse for Hitler
and Goebbels. Paulus went with 90,000 German survivors of Stalingrad
into Soviet captivity, where he became active in the National Committee
Free Germany (Nationalkomitee Freies Deutschland), a communist union of
German soldiers that aimed for an unconditional German surrender and
prepared anti-Nazi propaganda. Only released in 1953, Paulus settled in
East Germany, where he died in 1957.1%

The Nazis encouraged ‘heroic’ death and fighting until the bitter end,
but resented suicide as an act of resignation or surrender. Nazi concerns
over suicide as a cowardly act found expression in an article in Das Schiwarze
Korps, the SS journal, on 30 November 1944. While we do not know
whether suicide rates were rising at this time, this article’s publication at a
time when the Nazis had almost certainly lost the war was significant. The
article insisted: “We don’t believe that the individual human being controls
his own fate; his Volk does. He does not have the right to withdraw from

the Volk as long as he is able to benefit the 'olk and harm the enemy.” The
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article furthermore dismissed suicide as typical of bourgeois values which
the Nazis wanted to eliminate: ‘In the bourgeois world, suicide played the
strange moral role as a kind of overarching indulgence.” It warned: “The
Volk that will experience the future is not the one that has the most suicides
on its honour rolls, but rather the Tolk whose unyielding men bridge
the abyss with their sense of duty, responsibility, loyalty and honour.”***
In 1945, top Nazis would not follow this exhortation, however, as we
shall see.

Nazi discourse emphasized that the individual did not have the right
to suicide. A Wehrmacht guideline on the burying of dead soldiers from
1937 reflected this idea. The order insisted: ‘Members of the armed services
who have committed suicide must not be buried in the fields of honour.
They are to be interred elsewhere in the cemetery...”*"> And the names of
soldiers who had died by their own hand must not be given to the Nazi
party because their names were not to be read aloud in ‘party ceremonies
honouring heroes’.!

If soldiers committed suicide for reasons which Wehrmacht psychiat-
rists deemed unjustified, such as ‘cowardice’ or their inability to adapt
to front-line duty, Wehrmacht authorities usually refused paying a pen-
sion to suicides’ relatives under the regulations on War Service Damage
(Wehrdienstbeschddigung). Wehrmacht authorities awarded pensions only to
40 per cent of all suicides whose cases were examined by the psychiatrists

of the German army.'"”

Leading army psychiatrists agreed that soldiers did
not have the right to commit suicide. Like Gottfried Benn, they also saw
suicides as acts of cowardice or inherited weakness. In-house psychiatrists
examined the cases, using character references written by the superiors of
the suicidal soldiers.

Towards the war’s end, there were tendencies within the Nazi leadership
to ban suicide, an endeavour that had failed in the mid-1930s, although the
Wehrmacht leadership had already been denouncing suicides as cowards.
In 1942, the supreme command of the Wehrmacht decreed: ‘Suicide
during the war is desertion. During war, the life of the soldier belongs
to the fatherland alone, which needs it for its protection. No soldier
has the right to dispose freely of his life.” Reflecting Nazi discourses on
suicide, the circular dismissed soldiers’ suicide motives as ‘cowardice or
weak will’."#

Some of the cases examined by Wehrmacht psychiatrists, usually pro-
fessors of psychiatry who had been drafted into the army, have survived in
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the archives. In Berlin, Max de Crinis, a Nazi involved in the euthanasia
murders and holder of the chair in psychiatry at the Charité hospital, was
in charge of examining psychiatric disorders and suicides of soldiers within
the Third Military District Command (Wehrkreiskommando 1II).'** Here,
superiors of suicidal soldiers had openly blamed the increasingly terrible
circumstances on the Eastern Front. The murders of partisans, Jews, and
Soviet civilians, not to mention increasing German casualties, caused so
much unbearable stress for some soldiers that they could not see any other
way out than to shoot themselves. De Crinis usually dismissed such motives
and rejected any pension claims, since he thought such suicides cowards,
unable to face the reality of total war. One case from de Crinis’s files is
particularly striking. When the 44-year-old second lieutenant Max B shot
himself on 30 May 1942, de Crinis, rather surprisingly, recognized his
widow’s pension claim. The medical certificate read:

His superiors speculated that B probably took to heart the many shootings of
partisans and gypsies that he had to lead; [and] that he ended his life in a state
of mental derangement. Since there is nothing negative from the point of
view of heredity, one can safely assume that B fell into a reactive depression
as a consequence of the particular effect of the military situation in which he
ended his life.

As in many other cases, the report of B’s superior presumably influenced de
Crinis’s judgement.'® Recent research on the ‘crimes of the Wehrmacht’
has shown that no German soldier was shot for refusing to participate in
the crimes of the Wehrmacht at the Eastern Front. However, some people
like B, who obediently carried out mass executions, were so upset by doing
so that they went on to shoot themselves.!?!

In Hamburg, the psychiatrist Hans Biirger-Prinz, like de Crinis also
notorious for his involvement in euthanasia murders, was in charge of
issuing psychiatric certificates for soldiers of the Tenth Military District
Command (Wehrkreiskommando X). Reflecting wider psychiatric and med-
ical discourses on suicide, Biirger-Prinz thought that suicides of soldiers,
even if they were not acts of cowardice, resulted above all from inherited
psychiatric disorders, not from wider social circumstances. He too rejected
most claims for pensions; in fact, most of the suicides he examined had sup-
posedly been prompted by ‘fear of punishment’, when soldiers were afraid
of the draconian punishments meted out by Wehrmacht courts for indiscip-
line, disobedience, and even for minor offences such as returning late from
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leave.'?? In a medical certificate on behalf of Friedrich F, a reserve captain
who had committed suicide, Biirger-Prinz wrote on 11 January 1943:

According to the files, there have not been any mental problems in F’s
family ... he was a member of the 6th Army. F eagerly dedicated himself to
his duty; he was conscientious, calm, modest... He was very depressed by
his experiences of Stalingrad and fixated on them so strongly that he was
no longer interested in art, the hobby he otherwise loved passionately. The
presumed motives for F’s depressive turn: the experiences of Stalingrad can
only be regarded as a secondary motive for his depressed mental situation ... In
this particular situation, military events cannot be presumed to be the cause.
However, a special case can be made here because of his good character, his
earlier participation in the First World War and the extended duration of his
deployment...'??

As a Nazi, who did not want to blame F’s death on Hitler’s eventually
suicidal strategy at Stalingrad, Biirger-Prinz would not recognize F’s front-
line experiences as a primary suicide motive. Effectively, F had been
suffering from a psychiatric disorder, but the positive references to his war
service in the First World War ensured that Biirger-Prinz would make a
special case for F’s relatives receiving a pension.'

As the German armies lost one battle after another, Hitler and the Nazi
leadership realized that a German victory would be impossible. Hitler and
the Nazis constantly radicalized the war as a result up to the point of
self-destruction. Contrary to a widespread interpretation, Hitler and the
Nazis did not merely lose their sense of reality. For the Nazis, victory
became a secondary matter. They were more concerned with ‘bloodshed,
racism and death’.’?® If the war could not be won, then the Nazis wanted
at least to destroy totally their racial and political enemies. Even in total
defeat, they believed, heroic self-sacrifice could set a precedent for future
generations to keep fighting the Jews and the Bolsheviks.!2¢

Goebbels considered the use of suicide missions as heroic precedent for
Germans to keep fighting. The concept of suicide missions of the German
Luftwafte originated with Albert Speer in late 1943, one year before the
Japanese began to use kamikaze airplanes.'?” Unlike in Japan, where suicide
was generally an acceptable and honourable way to die, suicide was, of
course, a Christian taboo in Germany. Nazi demands for suicide missions
reflected not only Nazi notions of total mobilization, but also Nazi disregard
for Christian ethics. Speer suggested that manned airplanes should bomb a
dam near Moscow, which was out of the range of German planes unless
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the pilots went on a one-way mission. In May 1944, Speer suggested
such missions (Totaleinsatz) to Hitler. Goebbels’s diaries confirm Speer’s
suggestion and reveal his enthusiasm for this radical strategy.'® According
to Goebbels, Speer suggested on 29 August 1944 to man the 17 1, a flying
bomb used since summer 1944 for attacking Belgium and south-eastern
England. Goebbels noted in his dairy: “The I 1 weapon is to be manned
by a special squadron that will fly to its death into the English fleet at
Scapa Flow. One might thereby achieve great successes. The members of
the death squadrons, who apparently signed up voluntarily and in great
numbers, are already being trained.’*?’

The SS also shared this idea of total mobilization. In November 1944, the
SS paper Das Schwarze Korps propagated the idea of heroic self-sacrifice. It
printed the unsolicited letter of Bernhard B, a young Wehrmacht sergeant,
who volunteered for deployment on a manned torpedo. His unit rejected
his application, allegedly because too many soldiers had already volunteered
for suicide missions, as the SS journal was only too pleased to note. Asking
Das Schwarze Kotps for help to get into a suicide unit, B declared: ‘Please
don’t think that you are dealing with someone who was tired of life or
that sorrow or despair drove me to take this step... My brother fell on
the Eastern front in 1941. If you ask me for the reason for my behaviour,
I can only reply: “Because I am German.” Heil Hitler!” Predictably, Das
Schwarze Korps welcomed B’s implication that it was every German’s duty
to sacrifice himself for the fatherland. To underline the point, it reprinted
B’s concluding sentence twice on the same page.'*°

Goebbels’s enthusiasm for suicide missions continued, as a German
victory became more and more unlikely. On 30 December 1944, Goebbels
wrote in his diary: ‘Self-sacrifice should now be applied on a large scale in
the German Wehrmacht’s struggle. There is a vast amount of young men
in the German lolk who are prepared to die for the Fatherland a certain
death, a symbol of the German youth’s high and unshakeable fighting
spirit.”*** In March 1945, when German defeat was certain, Hitler agreed
with Goebbels’s plan to send 300 fighter planes on suicide missions against
Allied bomber planes. Eventually, Goebbels himself was disappointed with
the failure of this mission."** There is some evidence that the Luftwaffe flew
self-sacrifice missions against Soviet bridges across the River Oder in April
1945. Thirty-five pilots of the Leonidas squadron, based in Jiiterbog, near
Berlin, allegedly died after destroying two bridges. Before their mission,
pilots reportedly signed a declaration, saying ‘I am above all clear that the
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mission will end in my death.”"** Indeed, many of these pilots were Nazi
fanatics who had volunteered for the self-sacrifice mission.'** The concept
of self-sacrifice (Selbstaufopferung) fundamentally differed from Selbstmord,
which the Nazis condemned as a cowardly action, as noted earlier. Dying
a soldier’s death was more dignified than negotiating for peace, the Nazis
thought.”* The notion of self-sacrifice would feature very prominently in

1945, as we will see in the next chapter.



5

Downfall

In the spring of 1945 the Third Reich met its end in a massive wave of
suicides. We know little about this unprecedented suicide epidemic and its
origins. Suicide was an extreme reaction to the decline and fall of the Nazi
regime and to Allied occupation. The war’s final period from July 1944
until May 1945 was by far the most lethal and violent one for Germans.
More German soldiers and civilians died than in all the previous years of
war put together.! Nevertheless, suicide, violence of individual Germans
directed against themselves, does not feature in debates on the public
memory of the Second World War. Instead, debates on public memory
focus on other acts of violence that Germans experienced towards the end
of war, such as rape, mass Allied bombings, and expulsion from the East,
not to mention the massively destructive and aggressive policies of the
Nazis. This silence is perhaps because suicide is a topic that does not easily
allow for simplistic and moralizing views of Germans as victims and others,
including the Allies, as perpetrators, or the other way round.?

The suicides which occurred in Germany before the Nazi regime’s
downfall had in common a general feeling of insecurity and the lack
of a future perspective. Contemporary observers such as Thomas Mann
shared the view that the Nazi suicides were acts of raw cowardice. On
23 April 1945 Mann wrote in his diary at his home in Pacific Palisades
what the American media had reported about events in Germany that were
geographically distant, but emotionally close to him. He was quite happy
about ‘the many suicides among the Nazi bigwigs, finally...”.> When he
learned of Hitler’s death by suicide in the bunker of the Reich Chancellery
on 30 April 1945, the American journalist William L Shirer, who had
lived as a correspondent in Berlin until 1941, declared: ‘In fact, I have
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always been certain myself that that was what he would do in the end’,
thereby seeing the Third Reich as an ultimately suicidal regime.* Another
contemporary observer, the Norwegian correspondent Theo Findahl, who
witnessed the decline and fall of the Third Reich in Berlin, suggested that
the end of the Nazi regime directly confirmed what Hermann Rauschning,
one of the early analysts of the Third Reich, had written in 1938, namely
that Nazism was a directionless revolution of nihilism, that would end in
1945 in self-destruction and total chaos. This basic diagnosis was correct,
even if it lacked precision.®

Hitler, for one, was not unfamiliar with suicide. It affected him personally
several times. In September 1931, Hitler’s niece Geli Raubal died in his
Munich flat. Accounts of Raubal’s death differ. One author claims, based
upon an eyewitness account, that Geli’s death was an accident, not least
because there was no suicide note.® Since only relatively few suicides
leave farewell missives, as we have seen, this assessment is not altogether
convincing. The police investigation of Geli’s death revealed that Geli shot
herself. Saddened by her death, Hitler soon considered leaving politics, and
reportedly contemplated killing himself as well. Eva Braun, his new lover,
shot herself in November 1932. She survived. As with many deliberate
non-lethal suicide attempts, Braun’s act was probably a ‘cry for help’ to
force Hitler to care for her. Her second ‘suicide’ attempt in 1935, when
she allegedly overdosed on sleeping pills, did not happen; it appears in
Braun’s ‘diary’ which is a forgery.” In December 1932, when Gregor
Strasser, pleading for a Nazi toleration of the conservative von Schleicher
cabinet, challenged Hitler’s supreme authority as leader of the Nazi party,
Hitler, ostensibly nervous and furious, is said to have threatened: ‘If
the Party falls to pieces, I shall end it all in three minutes with the
pistol.”®

According to Sebastian Haffner, writing in 1940, Hitler was ‘the potential
suicide par excellence’, able to risk everything, including his life ‘to preserve
or magnify his power’.? Suicide was always an option for Hitler, who was
trying to follow the Roman example in which failed leaders fell on their
swords. Indeed, in his Reichstag speech on 1 September 1939, the day
Germany attacked Poland, Hitler prophesied that in the event of defeat,
he was ready to make any sacrifice, including suicide. After demanding
total sacrifice from the German people, he declared: ‘I now wish to be
nothing other than the first soldier of the German Reich. Therefore I have
put on that tunic which has always been the most holy and dear to me.
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I shall not take it off again until after victory is ours, or—1I shall not live
to see the day!’*® Suicide in the event of defeat was already on his mind.
Hitler’s personal suicidal tendencies probably reflected a wider problem
of the Nazi dictatorship, namely the inability of a form of government
based largely upon Hitler’s ‘charismatic authority’ to reproduce itself or
to attain ‘normality’ or routine. The longer the Third Reich lasted,
the more it destroyed all routine patterns of government and the more
expansionist and destructive it became, culminating in self-destruction in
1945. As Ian Kershaw has shown, Hitler’s ‘charismatic authority’ linked
‘the social motivations which forged the bonds with Hitler, the peculiar
expression of personalised power that was a chief characteristic of the form
of political domination in the Third Reich, and the destructive dynamic of
Nazism’. Unlike the Soviet Union which did not break down after Stalin’s
death, the Third Reich was, therefore, doomed to collapse with Hitler’s
death."

In 1943, the psychoanalyst Walter C Langer analysed Hitler’s mind in a
study commissioned by the American Office of Strategic Services. Langer
too suggested that Hitler would commit suicide. He prophesied:

Not only has he frequently threatened to commit suicide, but from what we
know of his psychology it is the most likely possibility ... In all probability,
however, it would not be a simple suicide. He has much too much of the
dramatic for that, and since immortality is one of the dominant motives we
can imagine that he would stage the most dramatic and effective death scene
he could possibly think of. He knows how to bind the people to him, and if
he cannot have the bond in life he will certainly do his utmost to achieve it
in death ...'?

His basic prediction was correct, even if the psychological trimmings
were not. When a German victory became increasingly unlikely, Hitler
characterized suicide as a straightforward option at a military briefing on 30
August 1944: ‘It’s only (the fraction) of a second. Then one is redeemed
of everything and finds tranquillity and eternal peace.””> On 30 April 1945,
when the military situation had become totally hopeless and Soviet troops
were progressing towards the Reich Chancellery, Hitler killed himself
together with Eva Braun, whom he had married a few hours earlier in his
bunker.'* Other top Nazis were hardly surprised when they heard about
Hitler’s suicide. Goring declared during an interrogation in October 1945:
“We always knew that the Fuehrer would kill himself if things were coming
to an end. We always knew that. There is not the least doubt about it.”*®
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Many Nazis committed suicide in 1945. Along with Hitler, top Nazis like
Joseph Goebbels and Heinrich Himmler all committed suicide. Bernhard
Rust, Reich Minister of Education, killed himself on 8 May 1945. Himmler
committed suicide in Allied captivity. He bit into a capsule of potassium
cyanide which he had carried in his mouth at an interrogation centre
near Liineburg on 23 May 1945 after the British had identified him and
had ordered him to strip naked. A British eyewitness complained about
Himmler’s easy death, given the crimes he committed.'® Reich Minister
of Justice Thierack, responsible for the radicalization of the German
legal system described in the previous chapter, killed himself in a British
internment camp in October 1946.'7 Field Marshal Walter Model, a Nazi
who had declared his loyalty to Hitler after the failed assassination attempt
of 20 July 1944, shot himself in a forest near Diisseldorf in late April 1945.
He did so to avoid surrender.*®

When hearing the news of Hitler’s death, some Nazis reportedly com-
mitted suicide immediately, thereby following their leader into death.
Goebbels, Hitler’s official successor as Reich Chancellor, had his children
poisoned before requesting a SS guard to shoot his wife and himself. In a
letter on 28 April 1945 to his stepson Harald Quandt, Goebbels claimed
that his death would set a heroic precedent for a new Germany which
would ‘survive this war, but only if it has precedents at hand on which it
can lean itself”.'” Suicide figures among the party and SS top echelons were
staggering. Eight out of 41 party regional leaders who held office between
1926 and 1945 and 7 out of 47 higher SS and police leaders committed
suicide, followed by an unknown number of lower Nazi officials. For these
Nazis, life was impossible after the Third Reich’s downfall. Fear of Allied
retribution and the notion of self-sacrifice may well have motivated these
suicides. In the Army’s top echelons, suicide was also widespread, perhaps
because of the Army’s complicity with Nazi crimes. According to a 1950
statistic, $3 out of $54 army generals, 14 out of 98 Luftwafte generals and
11 out of §3 admirals killed themselves.?°

Upon learning of Hitler’s death Gauleiter Jakob Sprenger of Hesse-
Nassau and his wife committed suicide on 8 May 1945 in the Tyrol,
a region where many leading Nazis had fled.?’ On the same day, Nazi
Germany unconditionally surrendered to the Allies. Some top Nazis im-
mediately committed suicide. Josef Terboven, Gauleiter of Essen and Reich
Commissioner in occupied Norway, committed suicide in a spectacular
way on 8 May 1945, detonating so kilograms of dynamite in his bunker.
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Wilhelm Rediess, higher SS and police leader in Norway, shot himself in
Oslo on the same day. Odilo Globocnik, responsible for the mass murder of
Jews in occupied Eastern Europe, bit on a cyanide capsule on 31 May 1945
in Austria after the British had captured him. Rudolf Héss, formerly com-
mandant of Auschwitz, claimed in his autobiography, written whilst he
was awaiting trial in Cracow in 1946, that upon hearing of Hitler’s death
he immediately thought of committing suicide together with his wife and
children in northern Germany. Hoss emphasized his loyalty to Hitler as
well as his fear of being prosecuted by the Allies for the unparalleled crimes
he had committed. He declared:

On our escape we heard on a farm that the Fithrer was dead. Upon hearing
this, my wife and I simultaneously thought: Now we have to go, too! With
the Fithrer being dead, our world had also fallen. Did it make any sense to
live? We would be persecuted and searched for everywhere. We wanted to
take poison...

He went on to claim in a rather unconvincing manner that he and his
wife decided ‘for our children’s sake’ not to do it.?* In Berchtesgaden,
home to Hitler’s alpine residence, some Nazis listening to the radio
broadcast of Hitler’s death in a pub supposedly went outside and shot
themselves.?

Some Nazi suicides interpreted their deaths as fighting Judaeo-Bolshevism
until the last bullet. At his last meeting with the Gauleiter, on 24 February
1945, Hitler insisted:

What this Jewish pest does to our women, children and men in these
areas is the cruellest fate that a human brain is capable of concocting.
There is only one way of opposing this Jewish-Bolshevik extermination of
mankind (Volkervernichtung) and its west European and American pimps: the
deployment with utmost zeal and dogged steadfastness of all the strength a
merciful God allows man to find in the most difficult times in the defence of
his life. Whatever becomes weak must fade away.**

Hitler decided that the German people were not worthy to survive. Speer
claimed that Hitler told him on the night of 18 March 1945:

If the waris lost, then the Tolk will also be lost. This fate is unavoidable ... After
all, the Volk would then have proved the weaker nation, and the future would
exclusively belong to the strongest nation of the east. What would remain
after this fight would in any event be inferior subjects, since all the good ones
would have fallen.?s
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On 19 March 1945, Hitler decreed that the German infrastructure must
be destroyed so as not to hand it over to the Allies. The Nazi regime and
the civil administration slowly disintegrated. Now that total victory was
impossible, ‘at least defeat could be total’, as one historian perceptively
noted.?® Dying a soldier’s death was more dignified than negotiating for
peace. The significance of dying a violent death dated back to the initial
period of the party’s struggle for power (Kampjfzeif) and the experience
of 1918, which had led to an idealization of the soldier’s death in Nazi
discourse, such as in the Nazi cult of Horst Wessel. This corresponded
with Nazi notions of a distinctly masculine way of dying. In this way,
the suicides of Nazi leaders in 194§ were not understood as suicides
as such, but as heroic self-sacrifices undertaken for the future of the
Nazi creed.?”

The author Wilhelm Pleyer penned a lengthy propaganda article, entitled
‘Risk of One’s Life’, along these lines on 28 March 1945 in the Vilkischer
Beobachter. He claimed that ‘to risk one’s life does not merely mean to
die, but also to really stand up for a cause...and the desire to sacrifice
one’s personal existence’.?® Pleyer wanted to encourage people not to
give up resisting the Allied enemies. ‘Self-sacrifice’ rather than cowardly
surrendering was the way to maintain one’s ‘honour’, the same newspaper
claimed on 16 April 1945.?° Likewise, in the most expensive German colour
film hitherto made, Kolberg (1945), for which Goebbels had written most
of the dialogue himself, the people of Kolberg, a town in Pomerania which
had allegedly not surrendered to Napoleon in 1806/07, served as a heroic
precedent for Germans facing an ever more hopeless military situation.
Only a stoic attitude and a readiness to sacrifice oneself could thus lead to
the final victory.?°

In a way that strongly characterized the Nazi regime’s final months,
the self-historicization of the Nazi leaders drew upon references to famous
heroic deaths in history. Goebbels is said to have read out passages from
Carlyle’s history of Frederick the Great to Hitler in the bunker. In these
passages, Frederick the Great contemplated suicide by poisoning himself
when the military situation had seemed hopeless to the Prussians in 1757
during the Seven Years War.?! In a radio speech, Goebbels claimed on
28 February 1945 that Frederick the Great had only known ‘victory or
death’. In the same broadcast, circulated in most German newspapers on
1 March 1945, Goebbels alluded to the Stoic heroism of Roman leaders
such as Cato of Utica. Cato had preferred to die rather than surrender his
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life and body to Caesar’s mercy. Anticipating his wife’s and his own suicide
and the murder of his children, Goebbels declared that he ‘would not find
it worthwhile to live ... neither for his children nor for all those whom I
loved’, but would prefer, if Germany were defeated, ‘cheerfully to throw
away his life’.>> Thus, Roman political suicide and not the highly-ritualized
voluntary suicides of the Japanese Allies served as a seeming precedent for
Nazi leaders. According to rumours circulating among diplomats of those
few states still represented in Berlin, Goebbels had glorified suicide at a
press conference on 3 March. A conservative German diplomat allegedly
commented upon Goebbels’s speech dryly: “The Nazi leadership could
long ago have set a good precedent by doing away with themselves. That
would have been a blessing for Germany and the world.”*

Nazi leaders thought that suicide or rather ‘heroic self-sacrifice’ allowed
them to retain a sense of honour, separating them from the bulk of a
German population increasingly unwilling to continue fighting. It placed
them in control of the decision of when and how to die. Hitler and other
Nazi leaders did not see their suicides as acts of despair.>* Hitler thought of
his decision to stay in the bunker and die by his own hand as honourable in
contrast to ‘cowardly escape or even surrender’ and as a heroic precedent for
German troops to keep fighting. In his political testament of 30 April 1945,
he blamed the Jews for unleashing the Second World War and portrayed
his imminent suicide as an act of heroic self-sacrifice.* He insisted:

May it become, at some future time, part of the code of honour of the
German officer, as it is already in our Navy, that the surrender of a district
or of a town is impossible, and that the leaders here, above all, must march
ahead as shining examples, faithfully fulfilling their duty unto death.*¢

A radio broadcast on 1 May 1945 claimed that Hitler had died in action,
‘fighting for Germany until the last gasp’.*’

But not all Nazi suicides staged their deaths as acts of heroic self-sacrifice.
Robert Ley, the Labour Front leader, killed himself in the Nuremberg gaol
on 24 October 1945. He had been indicted on all four counts put forward by
the International Military Tribunal trial. Rather than trying to die a heroic
death, Ley was desperate, as the way in which he died reveals. He strangled
himself with a towel that he had attached to the cistern of his lavatory.
He regarded himself as a ‘German and a National Socialist’, as he wrote
in a letter to his lawyer on the day of his suicide, ‘but not a criminal’.*®
Unlike Ley, Goring, the other Nazi leader who committed suicide in
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Nuremberg, did not try to shirk his responsibility for Nazi crimes. He
was completely unrepentant. As the Allied interrogation protocols show,
Goring did not believe in the legitimacy of the Tribunal, and thought that
the Allies were trying to take revenge on the Nazi leadership. When the
Tribunal condemned him to death by hanging instead of death by firing
squad, as he had demanded, G6ring committed suicide on the night before
his execution on 15 October 1946 by taking cyanide (there is no certainty
over whether he had hidden the poison in his cell or whether a guard
had supplied him with it). Death by hanging was a method of execution
traditionally associated with dishonour and disgrace.? Allegedly, he told
his wife at their farewell meeting ‘you may be sure of one thing... they
won’t hang me... no, they won’t hang me’.** Less grandiose motives for
suicide should not be underestimated. Hitler and some other Nazis were
aware of the unheroic death of Mussolini and his mistress, who had been
shot by partisans and were then hung upside-down in public in Milan on
27 April 1945.#' Hannah Arendt’s essay on ‘Organized Guilt’ written in
November 1944 prophesied that those responsible for war crimes and mass
killings ‘would not go the way of rebellion, but of suicide—just as many
have gone already in Germany, where there is apparently one suicide wave
after another...”.** There was, of course, a notable lack of guilt among
the top Nazi leaders, but fear of retribution may well have prompted their
suicides.

II

In the weeks preceding the German surrender, suicide became almost a
routine phenomenon in Germany, as a report written by the SS security
service (SD) in March 1945 suggests: ‘Many are coming round to the idea
of doing away with themselves’ and ‘suicide in sheer despair at the certainty
of approaching catastrophe is the order of the day’.** Suddenly, suicide lost
its status as an extraordinary act, and was even discussed at a service in
the Berlin Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church in early March 1945. Here,
Gerhard Jacobi, the local pastor, spoke out against suicide as an immoral
act, for which in his view only the Nazis were to blame. He told Jacob
Kronika, a Danish correspondent:

The danger of a suicide epidemic exists. Again and again I am sought out by
members of my parish, who confide in me that they have secured cyanide.
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They see no way out. The person chiefly responsible for the increase in
suicidal tendencies is Dr Goebbels. He drummed it into the people that the
Russians will bring hell in their wake. These horror stories have certainly
had their impact. All Berliners know that the Russians will soon be in Berlin,
and they see no alternative—other than cyanide.**

Jacobi’s vivid illustration of the danger of a suicide epidemic nevertheless
foretold the way in which members of the Soviet army would indeed
behave in Germany. Many suicides did indeed occur in the immediate
context of the approaching front, preceding the mass suicides of the
Nazi elite. Nazi propaganda had exhorted Germans to hold out and keep
fighting the ‘Bolshevik-Mongol hordes’. On 26 April, the Panzerbdr, a Nazi
propaganda news-sheet for German soldiers, sketched a horrific scenario
that Germans would have to face in case they lost the war. One captured
Soviet major had allegedly said: “We’ll work the German scum until they
croak.* (Nazi propaganda did not mention, of course, that the Germans
had done the same, and worse, to the Soviets.) The Nazi demonization of
the Red Army, including for example eyewitness accounts of Bolshevik
atrocities in Nemmersdorf, a village in East Prussia, in October 1944, helped
to create a suicidal atmosphere.* In a leaflet distributed in February 1945 in
Bohemia, Nazi propaganda claimed that if the ‘Bolshevik murderer-pack’
were victorious, ‘incredible hatred, looting, hunger, shots in the back of
the neck, deportation and extermination’ would follow immediately. In an
appeal to the prowess of German men, the leaflet demanded from German
men ‘to save German women and girls from defilement and slaughter by the
Bolshevik bloodhounds.’*

Red Army soldiers did indeed commit crimes such as the rape of German
women, beginning in East Prussia in early 1945, and continuing towards
the west as the Red Army advanced.*®* Margret Boveri, a journalist who
documented the impact of the war’s end on German women in a diary,
described on 3 May 1945 the failed suicides of German girls who had been
raped by Red Army soldiers. Her very sober style suggests that rape, like
suicide, had become a normal phenomenon by this time: ‘Afterward they
were totally shattered, would happily have poisoned themselves, but had
no poison; they found razor blades and wanted to slit their wrists, but for
whatever reason, put it off.’#

Many women committed suicide in anticipation of being raped by
Red Army soldiers or afterwards. Numbers vary considerably and are
unreliable because many women did not report these sexual attacks and
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many women were raped repeatedly. Some historians suggest that Soviet
soldiers raped up to 1.9 million German women at the end of the war.
In Berlin alone, Red Army soldiers raped between 20,000 and 100,000
German women. Probably more than 10,000 Berlin women died in the
aftermath of being raped, often by suicide.’® The 17-year-old Lieselotte
G from Friedrichshagen, an eastern suburb of Berlin, committed to her
diary on 29 April 1945, a few days after the Soviet occupation of her
suburb:

On the first day, about one hundred suicides in Friedrichshagen are said to
have occurred. It’s a blessing that there is no gas supply, otherwise some
more people would have killed themselves. We might perhaps also be dead.
I was so desperate! ... My German Fatherland had to come to this, now that
we have been handed over, without any rights, to the powers of foreigners.>!

Like Lieselotte G, many Germans in the eastern parts could not cope with
Soviet occupation. After all, Nazi propaganda had claimed that the Soviets
were subhuman beings. Carrying cyanide capsules was common in the
months around the end of war; in Berlin, for example, the local health
authority allegedly distributed capsules of postassium cyanide and women
carried razor blades in their handbags. In some cases, people were anxious
to store cyanide in the right way to ensure that it would not lose its lethal
effect, as Boveri noted later with some surprise. Since Boveri’s own dose
of cyanide had not been recently renewed, she would not have died, as
she later admitted.*? Hitler allegedly gave cyanide pills to his secretaries as a
farewell gift; and members of the Hitler Youth are said to have distributed
poison to the audience of the last concert of the Berlin Philharmonic on
12 April 1945.%* Though these reports may be exaggerated they nevertheless
capture the subjective feeling among many Germans that everything was
coming to an end.

In the Tempelhof district of Berlin, the wife of an old professor
committed suicide by taking sleeping pills immediately after the Soviets
arrived in late April 1945, as their landlady later remembered.>* On
5 May 1945, the journalist Ruth Andreas-Friedrich wrote in her diary
about the shock of Germans about the Red Army’s arrival: ‘I shudder.
For four years Goebbels told us that the Russians would rape us. That
they would rape and plunder, murder and pillage ...”>> Many other women
committed suicide because they were afraid of being raped. Take the
case of Hanna von B. She poisoned her eight-year-old daughter and
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then swallowed an overdose of sleeping pills in February 1945 in the
upper-middle-class Lichterfelde suburb. Her husband, a captain in the
Wehrmacht, testified: ‘The news that the Russians had reached the Oder
depressed my wife greatly. She feared that she and her child would fall into
Russian hands. She told me often that she would end her life before that
happened.’s®

Any suicide raises the question of the relationship between a suicide
and those left behind. One historian argues that suicide in 1945 was ‘not
only a consequence of fear and despair, but...also of anger and hatred’,
and that these two emotions reflected the psychological breakdown of
German society.®” But this point is hard to verify, as the case of Hanna
von B suggests. In her suicide note, she expressed her love towards her
husband; she did not express any feelings of anger or hatred towards him:
‘My dear good one, dad... We won’t change plans any more, daddy, and
my only wish is to put this plan into practice very calmly for Peterl’s
[her daughter’s] sake. We love you very much...”® Hanna probably felt
that her husband was unable to protect their daughter and herself from
the invading Russians.®® Many Berliners vividly recorded the suicidal
atmosphere of the early months of 1945. Hertha von Gebhardt, from the
middle-class Wilmersdorf suburb, noted in her diary on 26 April 1945, as
the battle for Berlin still raged, that ‘Frau K [is] totally fragile, and wants
to take her own life. We keep trying to make sure that she does not run
outside.’®

Allied bombings continued to affect the everyday lives of ordinary
people until the surrender. Many Berliners killed themselves after losing
their property during some of the very heavy air raids on Berlin in 1945.
In the chaotic context of 1945, the Allied bombings had an even more
profound impact on German morale than before. On 31 March 1945, for
example, the 39-year-old Erna M jumped to her death off the landing on
the fourth floor of a staircase. Her husband had gone missing in action
on the Eastern Front and she had lost her flat in Pankow, in north-
eastern Berlin, in a bombing raid. Blaming the Allies for Erna’s suicide,
the criminal police noted: ‘The deceased became melancholic over recent
events ... then her flat was totally destroyed in one of the last terror raids. She
lost everything.’*! In Hamburg, heavily bombed in 1943, as we have seen,
the 67-year-old pensioner Hermann P shot himself on 15 February 1945.
The police investigation revealed that he had told his wife: ‘I just wanted
to see whether the pistol is working... If the house caught fire during a
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bombing, and I did not have the opportunity to get out of the flat, I would
not want to burn alive, as you will understand.’s?

Suicide levels reached a clear maximum in Berlin in April 1945. At the
climax of the battle of Berlin, no fewer than 3,881 people killed themselves.
The suicide rate was at an approximate 242.7 per 100,000 population: that
is, approximately five times higher than in the previous years.®* Altogether,
7,057 suicides were reported in Berlin in 1945, an underestimate, given the
administrative chaos that accompanied German defeat. There is no reliable
or more precise statistical breakdown of these numbers concerning the age
and sex of the suicides. According to one source, however, 3,096 women
and 3,091 men committed suicide, turning upside down the traditional
pattern of more men than women committing suicide.®* Mass rape is the
obvious explanation for this, along with the fact that a high proportion
of men were either dead, at the front, or in captivity. Drawing wider
conclusions merely from statistics about motivations for suicide is difficult,
if not impossible.

III

In order to understand the suicide epidemic, we must turn our attention
to individual cases. Individual cases have survived in the files of the Berlin
general state prosecutor and the criminal police. These institutions were
hardly politically neutral and probably receptive of the Nazi idea of heroic
‘self-sacrifice’. Ordinary people too committed suicide because they lacked
any future perspective for the time after the imminent defeat. In a sense,
they thought they would not survive the end of the Third Reich.

One of the most immediate problems Germans faced was the uncertainty
concerning their families’ whereabouts. Suicide was common especially
among those who had fled the eastern territories of Germany from the Red
Army or those who had had to leave their families behind. Leading civil
servants and party members, such as Dr Rudolf S, a head of department
in the Reich Ministry of Propaganda, committed suicide for this reason.
The criminal police noted after they found him shot dead in his office in
Goebbels’s Ministry on 22 April 1945: ‘All circumstances suggest that S did
the deed himself ... The present, general conditions and fear for his family
have to be assumed to have been the factors motivating him. S did not know
what happened to his family, but it is likely that they fell into enemy hands.’®®
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The SS officer Alwin V committed suicide with his wife on 4 February
1945 in the expensive Zehlendort district, reportedly because of hope-
lessness regarding the fate of his family. According to his sister, he had
been depressed: ‘My brother-in-law told me of the refugee trains and how
miserable it was for him. I assume that he was also thinking of his parents in
East Prussia, and that the same things would happen to them.’*® Alwin felt
unable to help his parents, and this feeling of powerlessness prompted him
to die together with his wife. He was probably also afraid that the Allies
would take revenge on him and his family. In Potsdam, the 73-year-old
widow Ida K gassed herself in her kitchen on 8 February 1945. The police
commented: ‘Reason ...: Fear of the Russian invasion.’®” And on 25 March
the double suicide of the 37-year-old carpenter Erich A and his 3 5-year-old
wife Margarete was reported in Potsdam. According to the police, Erich
A had written in a suicide note ‘life did not have a point. Reason....: the
current situation.’®® The reports of local police stations in the countryside
around Berlin and Potsdam yield similar cases. For instance, the s3-year-old
dressmaker Frieda B was found dead from poisoning herself on 1 April
1945 in Wittenberg. The police stated tersely that her suicide had been
prompted by ‘melancholia, due to the current situation’.® What is striking
about these police reports is that they all mention topoi like ‘the Russians’,
‘the current situation’ or ‘the war’. The police and the authors of the suicide
notes felt no need to explain them further. That the authors did not clarify
the reasons for their suicides suggests that they believed that their relatives
would know what they were talking about. Even if Nazi propaganda was
not to blame for all suicides, then, it had created a common language and
set of identifications for the masses of Germans who were living this war
experience.

In the areas that were occupied by the Soviets in early 1945, suicide
took place on a mass scale. Plenty of eyewitness accounts are available
in the edition of ‘Documents on the Expulsion of Germans from the
East’ that a team of historians around Theodor Schieder edited under
the aegis of the Federal Ministry for the Expelled in the early 1950s.7° A
female clerk of the city council of Schonlanke in Pomerania, for example,
claimed that during the approach of the Red Army in February 1945, the
following events occurred: ‘Out of fear of these animals from the east,
many Schonlankers ended their lives (around 500 of them!) Whole families
were wiped out in this way ... 7! And a Protestant pastor from Schivelbein,
a village in Pomerania, reported the following about the arrival of the
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Red Army in March 1945 (note the shock with which he registers the
disregarding of the religious ban on suicide by his congregation): ‘After a
short time we heard what sorts of tragedies played out in just a few short
nights. Whole, good, churchgoing families took their lives—drowned
themselves, hanged themselves, slit their wrists, or allowed themselves to
be burned up along with their homes.””? And in Demmin, a town in Lower
Pomerania, some 700 to 1,000 people are said to have committed suicide
directly after the arrival of the Red Army.” In Teterow, a small town in
Mecklenburg, the burial register counted some 120 suicides in May 1945
alone.”*

In Darmstadt, in western Germany, the local court was heavily occupied
in issuing death certificates for those who committed suicide while fleeing
the Red Army in the winter of 1944/45.7> At this stage, often facing financial
problems and unable to remarry while their partners were officially still
alive, many refugees applied to the courts for help. They wanted to know
conclusively if their relatives were dead because this knowledge made it
easier for them to come to terms with their own past.”® In one case, the
owner of a drugstore, Kurt P, originally from Hammer in Pomerania, a
place in an area with a very high suicide rate towards the end of war,
received the information he had sought. On 21 October 1954 a Darmstadt
court certified the death of his wife who had ‘died during the Russian
invasion, probably through suicide’.”” In a similar case, the 37-year-old
farmer Franz Karl H, from Zorndorf near Konigsberg, applied in July
1946 to the local court in the nearby district town of Dieburg for a death
certificate for his daughter and his two grandchildren. In his testimony, he
declared how the ‘Russians’ had invaded their village on 12 February 1945:
‘As a result of the events taking place then, our daughter E became so
mentally exhausted that she killed her two daughters, aged one and a half
and five years, and then drowned herself.’”®

Killing one’s children and then oneself was quite common at the end
of the war. In Berlin, the 45-year-old Corporal Max K shot his two
sons, aged 8 and 15, before killing himself on 2 April 1945. According
to the criminal police, his wife had tried in vain to stop him. The police
commented that the ‘reason for the deed is... the fear of the approaching
enemy’.” As noted above, Goebbels and his wife murdered their six chil-
dren with poison before killing themselves. In her final letter to her adult
son by her first marriage, which she wrote to him from Hitler’s bunker on
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28 April 1945, Magda Goebbels announced her suicide and the murder of
her children:

The world that will come after the Fiithrer and National Socialism will not be
worth living in, and therefore I have taken my children away. They are too
dear to endure what is coming next, and a merciful God will understand my
intentions in delivering them from it. We have now only one aim: loyalty
unto death to the Fiihrer. That we can end our lives with him is a mercy of
fate that we never dared to hope for.®°

Suicide, in combination with killing one’s family, implies a very high
degree of hopelessness and identification with Nazi propaganda concerning
the cruelty of ‘the Russians’. Fathers and, in some cases, as we have seen,
mothers, killed their children before they took their own lives because
they did not see a future for themselves. The fact that it was mothers who
killed their children, before taking their own lives, reflected in a sense the
changed role of German men since the beginning of the war: men had
failed.®!

Suicide rates rose, though not dramatically, in some western parts of
Germany, too. There were 42 suicides in Upper Bavaria during April
and May 1945. In previous years, there had only been between three
and five suicides during these months. Many Nazis and people from
Protestant regions of Germany, now occupied by the Red Army, had
fled to Upper Bavaria at the end of the war, which may help explain
why there were more suicides than previously.®? In Hamburg, too, some
killed themselves. Numbers were significantly lower than in Berlin and
there was no sharp increase at the end of the war. In April 1945, only
56 people committed suicide in Hamburg, according to a report by the
British Control Commission in Germany.®® On s February 1945, the 71-
year-old pensioner Otto V was found gassed to death in his flat in the
Fuhlsbiittel suburb. His lodger told the police that V had believed that
‘the Russians would come here’, under whom ‘he did not want to live’.
Although there was no evidence at all that the Russians would occupy
Hamburg, the criminal police commented: ‘Supposedly, V could not adjust
himself to the situation, since he was afraid of the Russians conquering
[Hamburg].’s4

Two West German psychiatrists wrote an article in 1949 in which they
analysed the trend of the suicide rate in northern Baden and Bremen.
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They noted a sharp increase in the suicide rate in 1945. Even so, levels
were still lower than they had been in 1939.%* In Frankfurt am Main, a
largely Protestant city, there were fewer suicides per 100,000 people after
the surrender of the city in March 1945 than during the war.®

In the small village of S6del in Hesse, occupied by the Americans, the
68-year-old businessman Hermann V was found hanged in his garden on
19 March 1945. He left a farewell letter to his wife and children that said:
‘T am really very sorry to leave you, but you should not think badly of me,
the war made me do it.”®” Not far away, in Friedberg, the district town,
a man aged 35 hanged himself on 4 February 1945. The cause, according
to the local constabulary’s report, was depression. His wife then killed
her two young children before cutting her own wrists.?® While there is
considerably less evidence of suicides in this area than in the countryside
surrounding Berlin, the two cases from the Friedberg area suggest that at
least some Germans living in the West also thought that life was not worth
living after the end of the war. Many Germans felt the absence of a future
perspective, as though life would be insupportable after the destruction of
the Nazi regime, regardless of the ideology of the occupier. Nevertheless,
despite the rise in suicides that accompanied the hardships and chaos of
the last months of the war and the first months of peace, western parts
of Germany did not see a wave of suicides on the scale occurring in
areas further east, where panic and fear of the Red Army caused people
to kill themselves in extraordinary numbers. Fear of the Red Army was
therefore one of the main motivations for suicides among German civilians
at this time.

1A%

The suicide epidemic of 1945 took place in three overlapping phases.
The first one began in the eastern territories of Germany as early as in
January 1945 when the Red Army had already begun or was about to begin
to occupy east Prussia and Silesia. The second one occurred around April
and May 1945 when many Nazi officials, from the top to the bottom of the
party hierarchy, took their lives. The final wave took place after the Allies’
arrival. Nevertheless, while suicides had different individual motives, the
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sheer magnitude of this suicide wave suggests that many Germans had some
common motivations for killing themselves. The suicide wave certainly
sheds light on the collective emotions of fear and anxiety towards the end
of the war.

Contemporaries were not slow to comment on this suicide epidemic.
The Catholic psychiatrist Erich Menninger-Lerchenthal noted ‘organized
mass suicide on a large scale which had previously not occurred in the
history of Europe’. He declared that ‘there are suicides which do not have
anything to do with mental illness or some moral and intellectual deviance,
but predominantly with the continuity of a heavy political defeat and the
fear of being held responsible’.®* The Protestant August Knorr insisted that
the suicides were directly caused by paganism and by the secular views
of the Nazis. He evoked Goethe to demand an end to suicide as such:
“Will the bells of Easter Morning prevent the “‘Faustian man” from taking
the bowl of poison ...?"*° Reinhold Schneider too, an influential Catholic
writer, argued for a return to traditional religious values. He insisted in
1947 that ‘suicide is the certain symbol of the confusion of all order, and it
means sin and outrage’.”!

Suicide in 1945 was not just about showing support for, or identification
with the regime and its leaders, however. It resulted in many cases from
the coming-together of many different motives, including nervousness and
depression in the chaotic and destructive milieu of bombed-out cities and
war-torn countryside, where survival often seemed difficult in the extreme.
Needless to say, fear of the behaviour of Red Army soldiers should also
not be underestimated, nor should the lurid warnings of Nazi propaganda.
Women in particular resorted to suicide to avoid rape or because of
shame after it had occurred. The belief that the Red Army posed a threat
to life even led to many suicides among convinced Christians. Many
contemporaries felt a complete breakdown of norms and values. To many
people who committed suicide, politics, war, and everyday life were not
perceived as separate things, but came together in a tremendously difficult
time, where life seemed wholly deprived of any future purpose. Moral,
psychological, and religious norms and values had collapsed. For the mass
of Germans, life had been restructured to promote an eventually suicidal
campaign of war, and when this failed, killing oneself became culturally
and socially acceptable in a culture of suicide in defeat. The lack of a future
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was understood to apply to the German people in general, and found its
expression by the common fears that they had and the common language
they used to describe them. Each suicide had a profound impact on friends,
families and relatives. They all had to come to terms with their losses on
a very personal and emotional level. The chaos, misery and disorientation
spanned the end of war and the beginning of the occupation. It would be
some time before they were overcome.



Conclusion

After the Nazi regime’s collapse in 1945, Germans continued to commit
suicide, but not in such high numbers as in the Third Reich. The low suicide
rates (if compared to the socially and politically turbulent Weimar and Nazi
years) mirrored the relative political stability and the slow beginning of
the economic miracle in the new West German democracy. However,
communist East Germany displayed much higher suicide rates than West
Germany. East German rates were on average 150 per cent higher for men
and 170 per cent for women than corresponding West German figures.
One historian largely dismisses any significant impact of political factors
on the suicide rate and explains the GDR’s high suicide levels with East
German society’s Protestant heritage. Thuringia and Saxony had displayed
very high suicide rates since the nineteenth century. Protestant regions, of
course, generally display higher suicide rates than Catholic areas, where,
under the impact of a strong cultural taboo, local and state institutions
responsible for dealing with suicides tend to report suicides as accidents.
Yet many Protestant East Germans increasingly opted out of the church.
Moreover, such a deterministic explanation of suicide rates largely brushes
over individual suicide motives, stripping those who took their lives of
their individual agency.!

Suicide, at once the ‘most private and impenetrable of human acts’ as well
as a social phenomenon can only be properly understood if one studies it
simultaneously on macro-, micro-, and discourse levels. This book suggests
a new history of Nazi Germany, one that combines traditional social history
with cultural history, concerned with individual fates and circumstances.
This history focuses on individual agency and experience within its wider
social and political context. Individual attitudes and experiences towards
suicide must be placed into their wider social and political context. Yet
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perceptions and representations of suicide give us a fascinating insight into
the ways people responded to the social and political events in Weimar and
Nazi Germany that had a profound emotional impact upon their everyday
lives. Combining these distinct perspectives is difficult because public
suicide discourse operated on a very different level. The public discourse
on suicide concerned broader analytical diagnostic arguments which were
frequently ideologically or politically motivated. Sometimes the macro- and
the micro-level overlapped, as in cases where suicide notes incorporated
the socio-economic diagnosis popularized in the daily press. In these cases
suicides explicitly linked their own difficulties to wider social pressures.

This personal-social link was particularly clear in Weimar Germany.
Suicide served as an ultimate means of ending people’s personal misery,
which they associated with the German defeat of 1918, the inflation of 1923,
the Great Depression and the generally unstable political and social system
of the Weimar Republic. At key moments of economic crisis, suicide
rates increased sharply amongst the groups most affected. Theologians,
scientists, statisticians, politicians, and newspapers referred to suicide to
illustrate what they perceived as the Weimar Republic’s miserable social
and political conditions. This discourse helped to undermine the legitimacy
of the Weimar Republic. The Nazis, and also the communists, promised to
clamp down on suicide by overcoming the political and social factors that
allegedly triggered it, notably unemployment. The Nazis blamed the suicide
rate on the lack of living space, German reparations payments, and the
economic misery that resulted from these factors. The communists stressed
the evils of capitalist exploitation. Social and political difficulties clearly
affected ordinary people to the extent that they killed themselves. Men in
particular justified their suicide with the fact that they were unemployed
and confronted with a collapse of their traditional environments. In Weimar
Germany, state institutions, such as statistical offices, were concerned with
rising suicide levels. However, Weimar state institutions did not really do
much to prevent people from killing themselves. This they left to church
institutions which, also following a nationalist, anti-Republican rhetoric,
could not really prevent people from committing suicide since they had
lost much of their moral authority in the wake of secularization.

In Nazi Germany, suicide levels failed to decline, despite Nazi claims
to be building a people’s community that would give no cause for
suicide. Social dislocation and economic deprivation still prompted many
people to commit suicide. In the Third Reich, discourses on suicide
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shifted from a largely socio-economic interpretation of suicide (which had
been common in the Weimar Republic) to something more complicated
and contradictory. Nazi thinking about suicide revolved around two
main ideas which stood in some irreconcilable tension with each other:
were suicides inferior people whose eradication from the racial body
was to be encouraged; or were suicides irresponsible egotists who had
the nerve to prioritize their own concerns before the national interest?
Reports on suicides ostensibly motivated by unemployment or other
socio-economic reasons disappeared from newspapers. But unpublished
sources tell a different story.

Nazi politics had a direct impact on many suicides. Political opponents
of the regime committed suicide in the wake of the Nazi seizure of power.
Especially in 1933 and 1934, the Nazis ‘suicided’ political opponents,
denying responsibility for killing or torturing them to their deaths. Some
of those directly affected by Nazi policies, such as the Hereditary Health
Law, the persecution of political opposition, and racial policies, committed
suicide. Above all, German Jews committed suicide in their thousands
during the Third Reich. The Jewish suicide rate dramatically increased
after direct anti-Semitic actions such as the boycott of April 1933 and, most
extremely, the Anschluss and the pogrom of November 1938.

The outbreak of war changed the everyday lives of ordinary people,
including German Jews. From 1941, Jewish emigration became impossible,
and deportations to the East began. Most of Germany’s remaining Jews
were middle aged or elderly and thus more likely than young people
to commit suicide. They could not emigrate. Those German Jews who
committed suicide were not simply passive victims. Suicide became the last
means of maintaining their dignity and agency. The suicide rate among
non-Jews fell after the outbreak of war, while suicide levels of German Jews
dramatically increased. Those arrested for criminal offences such as listening
to foreign radio stations, spreading ‘malicious rumours’, or undermining
the German war effort also frequently committed suicide. These powerful
individual case studies cast into doubt the now widely popular and largely
simplistic hypothesis that the Nazis hardly needed to terrorize Germans
who were allegedly enthusiastic Nazi supporters and collaborators right
until the regime’s downfall.?

Air raids also led many to kill themselves, and the suicide rate increased
in 1942. Towards the war’s end, Germany was hit by a wave of self-
killings that was the culmination of an eventually suicidal war, led by a
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self-destructive Hitler and his regime. The Third Reich’s end in an orgy
of self-destruction was not altogether surprising. Stability and bureaucratic
routine was impossible in a regime made up of myriad party and state
institutions competing for power. The Third Reich was above all held
together by Hitler’s ‘charismatic rule’ and various institutions ‘working
towards the Fiihrer’. Unlike Stalin’s Soviet Union, the Third Reich could
therefore not survive the dictator’s death. In 1945, in the light of total
defeat, Hitler’s suicidal tendencies amalgamated with ‘the incapacity of his
form of authoritarian rule to reproduce itself and survive’.> There was a
general feeling that everything was coming to an end. Many Germans
experienced a complete breakdown of norms and values, an anomie, which
cannot simply be reduced to the breakdown of the political structure of the
Third Reich. The Third Reich created a society far more tightly bound
by rules and regulations, far more closely organized, far more intrusively
moulding of people’s everyday lives and aspirations than anything previously
experienced. Nazi ideology and propaganda shaped German society and
culture in a way that gave many people the order and stability they craved
in 1933. When it began to fall apart, when it eventually collapsed, the
anomie which spread amongst those most loyal to the regime and most
permeated by its values was correspondingly extreme. They were fortified
in their decision to kill themselves by the Nazi cult of heroic self-sacrifice
and by fear of the humiliation of arrest and trial—perhaps also, therefore,
by an unconscious sense of guilt. For many less ideological Germans,
fear of the Russians was a key motive. Desperation at the ruined state
of Germany and the extreme difficulties of everyday life also played a
role. For many people who committed suicide, politics, war, and everyday
life did not come as separate events, but coalesced in a single, lethal
cocktail. For a brief period in the spring of 1945, when the Third Reich
came to its end, suicide lost its status as a taboo and became a routine
phenomenon.

The Third Reich created a condition of anomie, a context in which many
people thought that life was insupportable and therefore killed themselves.
According to Durkheim, anomic suicide is typical of modern societies and
occurs at times of socio-economic turmoil. It ‘results from man’s activity
lacking regulation and his consequent sufferings’ and ‘springs from society’s
insufficient presence in individuals’.* Anomie could take on various forms.
In the Weimar Republic, the anomie was of a largely socio-economic
nature. In the Third Reich, socio-economic dislocation continued to
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prompt many suicides. Yet 1933 was an important caesura, leading to
twelve years of political and racial persecution on an unprecedented scale.
In the Nazi years, there was certainly a political anomie leading to several
thousand suicides. From 1924 until the outbreak of the war, suicide levels
in Germany were higher than they had been in Imperial Germany and than
they would be in West Germany.

The Nazi regime deliberately transformed people’s lives by enforcing
policies that aimed to create a racially pure German society. The Nazis
knew that their racial policies led many people, especially Jews, but also
social outsiders and foreign workers, to kill themselves. The argument that
suicide became a crucial part of Nazi extermination perhaps goes too far.®
It ignores the fact that once the deportations of Jews had begun, the Nazis
tried to prevent Jewish suicides, as the Nazis thought they should be the
final arbiters of life and death; for many of those the Nazis targeted for
political and, especially, racial reasons, suicide became the last resort for
keeping one’s dignity and controlling the timing and means of one’s death
and this the Nazis, in the end, would not accept.

In the Third Reich, state institutions spent little time on suicide pre-
vention, since surely, the Nazis argued, people no longer had reason to
kill themselves. Suicide, the Nazis and most contemporary social and psy-
chological scientists thought, was a cowardly act that reflected personal
weakness. Although re-criminalization failed (like the reform of the penal
code altogether), the Nazis severely punished suicidal soldiers. Suicide was,
after all, a crime against the people’s community. Nazi discourse distin-
guished ordinary suicides from what the Nazis called heroic self-sacrifice or
soldier’s death (Soldatentod). This distinction was meant to brush over the
allegedly ‘honourable’ behaviour of the Nazis in 1945, men whose radical
policies had led to Germany’s destruction. It would be a long time before
the impact of this suicidal regime was overcome.
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Fig. 1. Suicides per 100,000 population in Germany, Austria, France, and Eng-
land and Wales, calculated as an annual average for 1919—30 (compiled from
Grubhle, Selbstmord, 17)
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Fig. 2. Average suicide rates per 100,000 population in Germany, Austria-Hun-
gary, England and Wales, 1881—35, 1891—5, 1910—14 (compiled from Howard
Kushner, Self-Destruction in the Promised Land: A psychocultural biology of American
Suicide (New Brunswick, 1989), 156)
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Fig. 3. Suicides per 100,000 population in Germany, 1913—33; numbers for after
1918 exclude territories ceded to France and Poland (compiled from Statistik des
Deutschen Reiches, 307 (1923), 57, ibid, 316 (1924), 34, ibid, 336 (1925), 40; ibid,
360 (1928), 301; ibid, 393 (1929), 137; ibid, 441 (1931), 105; ibid, 495 (1932—34),
I, 170)
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Fig. 4. Suicide per 100,000 population in Germany, 1913—33, calculated as an
index 1913 = 100; numbers for after 1918 exclude those territories ceded to
France and Poland (calculated from source as in Fig 3)
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Fig. 5. Suicides in Germany per 100,000 population by sex, 1913, 1918—1933;
German numbers for after 1918 exclude territories ceded to France and Poland
(compiled from Statistik des Deutschen Reiches, 307 (1923), 57, ibid, 316 (1924), 34,
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Fig. 6. Average annual suicide rates in Germany per 100,000 population,
1921—33, by age group and by sex (compiled from source as in Fig s)
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Fig. 7. Suicides in Germany per 100,000 population, 1932—9, excluding Austria

and annexed territories (compiled from Statistik fiir das Deutsche Reich, 495
(1932—4), 1, 170; Statistisches Jahrbuch fiir das Deutsche Reich, s6 (1937), 58
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Fig. 8. Suicides in Germany per 100,000 population, 1932—9, excluding Austria
and annexed territories, calculated as an index 1913 = 100 (source as in Fig 7)
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Fig. 9. Sex-specific suicide rate per 100,000 population in Germany, 1932—6,

1938, excluding annexed territories (source as in Fig 7)
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Fig. 10. Suicides per 100,000 population in Germany, 1932—6, 1938, by sex, cal-
culated as an index 1913 = 100, excluding annexed territories (source as in Fig 7)
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Fig. 11. Percentage of suicides in Berlin that were classified Jewish, quarterly
figures 1941 to 1944 (numbers unavailable for fourth quarter of 1943) (compiled
from LAB, A Pr Br, Tit 198B Rep 030, no 1623—0)
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Fig. 12. Suicides in Berlin, classified Jewish, 1941—4, by quarter (numbers
unavailable for fourth quarter of 1943) (source as in Fig 11)
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Fig. 14. Suicides in Berlin per 100,000 population, 1938—45 (compiled from
Elsner, ‘Selbstmord in Berlin’, 220)
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