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JANE CAPLAN and NIKOLAUS WACHSMANN (eds.), Con cen -
tration Camps in Nazi Germany: The New Histories (London: Routledge,
2010), xii + 243 pp. ISBN 978 0 415 42651 0 (paperback) £19.99

Concentration camps were a constant feature of the National Socialist
dictatorship and, in the form of hundreds of satellite camps, were vir-
tually everywhere in the Reich by the end of the war. In the immedi-
ate post-war period there was no lack of sources, yet the historical
profession in Germany has long been reluctant to include them in
their research on the Third Reich. Too sinister a topic, too little nar-
rative to cover in the style of a great epic? Whatever the reasons, until
the 1980s scholarly works on the Nazi camps were far and few
between. The topic has only recently become popular and has, in fact,
experienced something of a boom. In the first two decades after 1945
there seemed to be a dearth of solid information, but now the abun-
dance of literature is bound to make orientation difficult. This book
offers a way out of the dilemma by presenting concise surveys of a
range of topics associated with the Nazi concentration camps by
internationally renowned scholars from Britain, Germany, Israel, and
the USA. Nikolaus Wachsmann provides a survey of the concentra-
tion camp system, Karin Orth describes the concentration camp per-
sonnel, Falk Pingel tackles the victims’ perspective, and Karola Fings
looks at the views of bystanders by examining opinions voiced by the
general public and journalists in the Third Reich. Jane Caplan
explores the aspect of gender and Jens-Christian Wagner focuses on
the relationship between work and extermination in the camps.
Dieter Pohl’s article is concerned with the relationship between the
genocide of the Jews and the camp system. Finally, Daniel Blatman
covers the death marches, while Harold Marcuse writes about the
multi tude of uses to which concentration camp sites have been put
since 1945, and the protracted processes by which memorials were
created in East and West Germany, Austria, and Poland.

Collections of essays are often of variable quality, making life dif-
ficult for the reviewer. Should one emphasize the outstanding pieces
while neglecting the lesser contributions, or criticize the negative
examples without referring to the more appealing essays? In the case
of this volume, the reviewer is happy to say that all the essays are of
such outstanding quality that the only problem is to praise them all
adequately.
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Nikolaus Wachsmann provides a brief tour through twelve years
of Nazi camps, covering the complicated developments in the world
of the camps, and distinguishing them from other all too frequent
forms of detention in the Third Reich. As he rightly notes, the con-
centration camp system underwent considerable changes throughout
the twelve years of the Nazi dictatorship. The early makeshift sites of
incarceration, mainly for political opponents, gradually became a
huge network of main and satellite camps which, by the end of the
war, held almost three-quarters of a million inmates from the whole
of Europe, who were persecuted for political and social, religious and
racial reasons. At the beginning hardly any women were imprisoned,
but by 1945 about one-third of all inmates were women. Work was
initially just a means of harassing the prisoners, while during the war
the manpower available in the concentration camps became a factor
in the SS’s bid to become a major player in the economy of the Third
Reich. From 1941 on, Jews were singled out for extermination and
deported to camps outside the Reich for killing, but at the end of the
war, huge numbers of Jewish concentration camp prisoners were
taken back to camps in the Reich. How did perpetrators, victims, and
bystanders adapt to these varying and contradictory circumstances?
And how do historians explain these conflicting developments in the
camp system?

Karin Orth’s essay shows how SS guard personnel were recruited
and describes the social strata from which the small group of com-
mandants—SS officers heading the camps—were drawn. They often
came from impoverished, middle-class families, had been unem-
ployed during the early 1930s, and had been in contact with völkisch
circles since the Weimar Republic. While a closer examination of the
SS guards’ social networks might be worthwhile, lack of sources will
probably preclude further socio-statistical analysis.

Falk Pingel points to the limits of the sociologist Wolfgang Sofsky’s
static model regarding concentration camps and undermines given
‘truths’ about the victims. It is generally assumed that prisoners’
functionaries who were given privileges by the SS had a certain sta-
tus in the unofficial inmates’ hierarchy. However, this status was
extremely fragile, as they might be stripped of their power when
transferred to another camp. While survival was largely determined
by nationality and allocation to a particular category (defined by
Nazi criteria), the status of a camp inmate could change. For exam-
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ple, compared to political prisoners, homosexual inmates had a high
mortality rate in the 1930s. If, however, they survived long enough,
they became street wise ‘veterans’ who had a better chance of sur-
vival than the new political prisoners who entered the camps in the
war years. Pingel also shows that more research needs to be done on
the fate of children in the camps, and on evaluating the oral history
sources of survivors’ interviews.

The starting point of Jane Caplan’s work is the fact that concen-
tration camps are still associated with both male perpetrators and
male victims. She questions her own approach by asking how impor-
tant gender is when the camps were so obviously dominated by pri-
marily racial aspects. And yet, when dealing with women’s experi-
ence of the camps, new perspectives shed new light: women were
often incarcerated for different reasons from men (such as ‘illegal’
sexual relations with Polish foreign workers); they struggled with
similar, but also distinctly different problems from men. In the con-
centration camps (excluding extermination camps) women usually
had a lower mortality rate than men, but it is still a matter of debate
whether this was because of better work conditions (women were
often given lighter assignments even if they also had to do back-
breaking manual work), better living conditions in the camps (as
women were reported to place more emphasis on cleanliness in bil-
leting), or better social networks of women who relied on the help
and solidarity of family and friends alike. Caplan also stresses the
influence of gendered stereotypes in contemporary judgements
about female guards. Often they were characterized much more
harshly than men as their behaviour did not conform to the prevalent
female stereotype.

The awareness of Germans concerning the atrocities is a con-
tentious topic, as Karola Fings shows. No systematic analysis of con-
temporary press accounts is yet available, although several newspa-
pers ran articles on the new camps in 1933, which gave them a cer-
tain amount of publicity. In the second half of the war, concentration
camp inmates once again became visible because of their presence in
industrial plants and the ubiquity of satellite camps. However, most
Germans reacted with indifference. The longer the war lasted, the
more the Germans became habituated to the plight of the prisoners,
who were perceived as dehumanized. Municipal councils were much
more concerned with the camps than previously known: they offered
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help to the SS in the choice of location, supported construction, and
provided services for the operation of the camps as they considered
the SS an economic factor in the often remote communities with a
flagging economic life.

The relationship between work and extermination is discussed by
Jens-Christian Wagner. By 1942, the camps had become sites of both
forced labour and genocide. The role of labour in the camps shifted
from punishment to exploitation, from unproductive humiliation to
a quest for economic profitability. Yet even while the demand for
labour grew, genocide continued. All Jewish concentration camp pri -
son  ers in the Reich were transferred to extermination camps, while
hundreds of thousands of European Jews were simply deported to
these camps to be killed without ever becoming prisoners and enter-
ing the camp proper. The SS combined labour and extermination (in
the programme ‘annihilation through work’) and categorized prison-
ers accord ing to racial criteria. It is puzzling to note that prisoners
from Western Europe often had higher mortality rates than Sinti and
Roma, who were at the very bottom of the Nazi hierarchy.

The fate of the European Jews is often associated with the brutal-
ity of the camps. However, the majority of Jews were not murdered
there, but fell victim to mass executions by the SS task forces. Those
who did lose their lives in camps had often not been admitted as pris-
oners in the camp proper (for example, deported Jews in Auschwitz-
Birkenau selected for death were not even registered at the camp). As
Dieter Pohl rightly points out, before 1942 Jews formed a minority in
the concentration camps (with the notable exception of the brief in -
car ceration of almost 30,000 people arrested during the pogrom of
1938) as they were interned either in ghettos or improvised work
camps outside the Reich. Only from 1943, when the majority of Euro -
pean Jewish victims had already been murdered, did Jews form a
substantial group in the camps. Auschwitz then became the major ex -
ter mination camp, but new—exclusively Jewish—camps also sprang
up. By late 1944, one-third of the inmates in all concentration camps
were Jewish.

Daniel Blatman covers the final phase of the camp system, char-
acterized by the usually chaotic evacuation of prisoners by train or on
foot. Little comprehensive research has been done on the death
marches (which did not happen in all camps). While Daniel Gold -
hagen has argued that they were the final element in Nazi anti-



Semitism, Blatman points out that they affected Jews and non-Jews
alike. Indeed, he suggests, during this terminal phase a sort of nihilis-
tic ‘twilight of the gods’ atmosphere prevailed, encompassing the
murder of all prisoners. Harold Marcuse identifies different uses and
abuses of the sites of former camps in East and West Germany,
Austria, and Poland in the aftermath of the Third Reich. First, in the
immediate post-war era, they served a purpose in punitive pedagogy
as the Allies forced the local people to march through the sites and
look at the heaps of corpses and crematoria. Second, they housed sur-
vivors who were nursed at the site of their sufferings. Third, some
were turned into internment camps and improvised courts where
perpetrators were tried in judicial proceedings. Fourth, some sites
were finally preserved and turned into memorials, while in other
cases ignorance and neglect still reigns. Camps which were at the
centre of media interest (such as Dachau, which had a proverbial
notoriety even during the Third Reich and Buchenwald, which was
the centre of an American media campaign after liberation) and thus
had an established place in public awareness had a much better
chance of becoming memorials than other former Lager. Me mor -
ialization also depended on survivors, which meant that those with
La ger gemeinschaften of German political prisoners were in a better
position than those which had held largely foreign inmates or racial
persecutees (who, if they survived, were repatriated and could not
fight on the spot for a memorial, or lobby and put pressure on local
politicians and others to support commemoration). Curiously, what
Volkhard Knigge once termed the simultaneous process of minimiz-
ing the historical remnants while maximizing the creation of mean-
ing (‘Minimierung der historischen Überreste und Maximie rung der
Sinnstiftung’) applied to concentration camp sites in East and West
Germany alike. In Flossenbürg, Sachsenhausen, and Buchen wald
physical remnants (such as crematoria, barracks and huts, and pris-
ons cells) were deliberately razed in the early post-war years, against
the explicit wishes of survivors, in order to create ‘aesthetic’ places
and monuments. Marcuse also comments on the difficulties of memo-
rials recognizing and commemorating the suffering of certain groups
of victims, such as homosexuals, Roma and Sinti, and Jehovah’s Wit -
nesses, who were also discriminated against in post-war Germany.

We have sixty-five years of published memoirs of survivors,
Allied and German trials and investigations, numerous documen-
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taries, and hundreds of monographs by historians—and yet the book
also makes clear where further research is needed. It is not known,
for example, why certain main camps commanded a whole network
of outer camps, often numbering more than 100, while others, such
as Bergen-Belsen, had only a handful of satellites. We still know very
little about the admittedly short-lived and exclusively Jewish con-
centration camps of Riga-Kaiserwald (Latvia), Kauen/Kaunas
(Lithuania), Vaivara (Estonia), and Warsaw, which evolved from
ghettos or replaced them. We do not fully understand the transfer in
the last months of the war of Jewish inmates who were deported
from ghettos such as Lodz or from camps such as Vaivara to the sub-
camps of Natzweiler in the south-west of Germany, or from Kaunas
to the sub-camps of Dachau. We do not know why, at the approach
of Allied troops in 1944, some camps were evacuated and their exis-
tence thus terminated, while Natzweiler and to some extent also
Groß-Rosen developed mobile headquarters in 1945 (the comman-
dant of Natzweiler briefly operated out of Dachau until he moved his
headquarters to an inn; the commandant of Groß-Rosen moved into
a satellite camp) and continued their existence via their sub-camps.
Despite the Holocaust, Jews formed the largest group of inmates in
some camps towards the end of the war. In Bavaria the number of
Jews in Displaced Persons camps after the war exceeded by far the
pre-war Bavarian-Jewish population. 

In short, this book is an outstanding piece of work which is rec-
ommended to both newcomers in the field and scholars who have
extensively researched the Nazi camps. It is general enough to make
the subject accessible to a wide readership, yet detailed enough to
attract the interest of specialists by covering a plethora of recent
research literature. If the topic were not so grim, I would add that it
is a sheer joy to read such concise, clear, and lucid articles by histori-
ans at the cutting edge of their profession. 

EDITH RAIM is a Research Fellow at the Institut für Zeitgeschichte
in Munich and is currently preparing her study Der Wiederaufbau der
Justiz in Westdeutschland und die Strafverfolgung von NS-Verbrechen
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durch die deutsche Justiz in den westlichen Besatzungszonen 1945–1949
for publication. Her other publications include Die Dachauer KZ-
Außen kommandos Kaufering und Mühldorf (1992); Überlebende von
Kaufering (2008); and Zwischen Krieg und Liebe: Der Dichter Jehuda
Amichai (2010). 
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