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ANDREW H. BEATTIE, Allied Internment Camps in Occupied Germany:
Extrajudicial Detention in the Name of Denazification, 1945–1950 (Cam -
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), xii + 248 pp. ISBN 978 1
108 48763 4. £75.00

Camps in general, their associated problems, and their possible solu-
tions became a particularly topical issue during the European refugee
crisis in 2015–16. The accommodation of refugees in camps was the
subject of extensive political debate, and in Germany, the idea of
building ‘reception camps’ in North Africa was even floated. The
associations carried by the term ‘camp’ are still rather negative, al -
though camps in Germany are no longer instruments of terror, sup-
pression, and annihilation. Instead, they are a place to temporarily
accommodate those threatened by war or subject to political perse-
cution, and they are also to a certain extent the mirror image of
Germany’s democratic constitution and its free society, which seeks
to guarantee humane living quarters for all. 
The question of what political decision-making processes led to

the formation, repurposing, and establishment of camps is a histori-
cally important one. While camps built before 1945 in Germany were
primarily used for the purposes of terror, imprisonment, deterrence,
labour, and not least the murder of their inmates, their function
changed under Allied occupation. Immediately after the war, the
Allies used camps to isolate potentially dangerous German civilians,
before going on to identify civilian groups that bore political respon-
sibility for the German war machine and reign of terror, hold them
accountable, and exact punishment or redress.
Camps, and especially the experience of internment, are therefore

an important component of both German and European post-war
history, and one that has been relatively neglected by previous
research in this field. Only the internment camps in the Soviet occu-
pation zone have been studied in any detail over the last twenty-five
years.1 Similar studies of the Western occupation zones are almost
entirely absent, as are comparative studies.
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Andrew Beattie’s recently published book now aims to fill these
striking research gaps and seeks to offer ‘the first detailed, systemat-
ic, comparative study of the subject’ (p. 2). In fact, his book represents
the first ever English-language monograph on the topic of intern-
ment in Germany after the Second World War. The few existing stud-
ies are almost exclusively doctoral dissertations written in German
and dealing with just one occupation zone.2 Only a handful of stud-
ies of the Soviet occupation zone have been translated into English so
far.3 Beattie’s study not only makes the topic linguistically accessible
to a potentially broader public, but is also the first monograph to set
itself the task of systematically comparing all four occupation zones.
He argues that internment was ‘a central element of the Allies’ effort
to secure their presence in Germany, to destroy Nazism and punish
those deemed responsible for it, and to allow the construction of a
new Germany’ (p. 23).
Beattie’s book is split into four main chapters, each dealing with a

different aspect of internment. He starts with the Allied preliminary
planning in 1943 before addressing the implementation of intern-
ment from 1945 to 1950 and the categorization, processing, and
release of the internees. Chapter three is concerned with the camp
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inmates themselves, approaching them mainly through extensive use
of statistics. Beattie examines the occupancy rates of individual
camps over time, as well as the widely varying numbers of internees
in different occupation zones at different points in time. Questions
concerning the internees’ individual level of involvement in National
Socialism and their demographic make-up also play an important
role. Finally, Beattie looks at life in internment camps and discusses
their main functions under Allied occupation and in the context of
post-war policies. He also focuses on key topics such as work, re-edu-
cation, violence, and external contacts, which, given the scale of his
project, are not dealt with in detail, but used to illustrate the com-
plexity of camp life. 
As we might expect from the intricacy and diversity of his subject,

Beattie draws on extensive source material. The study is mainly
based on pre-existing research, various published sources, and
archive material. Many of the Soviet sources were not available to
earlier authors, but have since been published in German or English
translation (p. 24), so it seems that the Soviet aspects of his study are
based solely on published sources. The bibliography lists only Ger -
man and British archives, as well as published editions of American,
French, and Soviet sources. An ambitious study of this kind, cover-
ing at least six different countries, will for practical reasons be subject
to strict research limits. Nonetheless, it would have been preferable
for such a broad project, which explicitly claims to offer a compre-
hensive, systematic, and balanced history of internment camps in
Germany, to include at least some primary sources from American
and French archives—especially since Beattie himself states that his
work is based on research carried out in more than forty different
archives and memorials (p. x) that go unmentioned in the book’s bib-
liography. All the same, this minor criticism does not affect his over-
all research results.
The considerable number of archives consulted is doubtlessly due

to the broader research context of the study. The book originated
from an inquiry into the reception of Soviet internment in Germany
that developed into a larger, as yet incomplete project intending to
address the reception of internment camps in all four occupation
zones of Germany. During the course of the project, it proved neces-
sary to write two separate books—the first on internment in general,
and the second on the reception of internment camps, as originally
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planned (p. ix). As such, we can expect follow-up publications in the
near future.
The present study is intended to serve as a general history, and

offers an overview of internment in post-war Germany. According to
its subtitle Extrajudicial Detention in the Name of Denazification, 1945–
1950, one of its main goals is ‘to highlight the multiple, often mutu-
ally antagonistic dimensions and aims of transitional justice in gen-
eral and of particular measures such as internment’ (p. 14). In addi-
tion, Beattie seeks to answer a whole series of questions pertaining to
the three major themes of the immediate post-war period: regime
change, occupation, and ‘transitional justice’. Beattie is primarily
interested in analysing the role of internment camps in relation to the
Allied goal of permanently eliminating National Socialism, but he
also looks at the nature of the camps and how they can be distin-
guished from other types of camps. In a spirit of comparative analy-
sis, Beattie also asks why the four occupying powers used internment
to such a varying extent and opens his study with a list of questions,
each of which would justify a monograph in its own right—or per-
haps even a whole series. To deal with them all in one monograph is
ambitious, but Beattie tackles the project confidently—first by exam-
ining the current state of research, and then by formulating his own
theses and bringing up supporting examples. In particular, he argues
for a more sensitive and, above all, more reflective use of terminolo-
gy, as well as the need to introduce clear definitions of key terms in
historical studies (p. 18). In this sense, one substantial problem is that
there is still debate among contemporary historians on the putative-
ly simple question of how to define a Nazi and where to draw bound-
aries, since Nazi Party membership alone ‘constitutes neither a suffi-
cient nor a necessary criterion’ (p. 106). For this reason, ‘considerable
care and precise criteria are needed to distinguish different types of
camps’ (p. 4). This applies even more to the distinction between dif-
ferent types of camps and their demarcation from (National Socialist)
concentration camps, since even in these cases there are no ‘consen-
sual definitions or understandings’ (pp. 201–7).
Against the backdrop of these semantic problems, Beattie also

emphasizes that it would be more appropriate to speak of ‘collective
suspicion’ than ‘collective guilt’—not just in the context of intern-
ment camps, but also the German post-war period in general (p. 14).
He refers to the long-standing debate over ‘whether the Allies ever
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accused the Germans of collective guilt for Nazism, its crimes, or the
war’ (p. 12). Opinions vary on whether and to what extent the Allies
focused on individual guilt or placed all Germans under general sus-
picion. In this context, denazification is often seen as part of the ‘col-
lective guilt’ thesis (p. 12).
Notwithstanding this discussion, the question of perspective aris-

es here too. The narrative of ‘collective guilt’ aligned very well with
the internees’ own self-understanding, and was a useful tool both for
presenting themselves as a cohesive community of victims and espe-
cially for drawing a line between themselves on the one side and the
Allies, with their supposedly arbitrary victor’s justice, on the other.
Clearer semantic differentiation is nevertheless necessary and may
offer a useful instrument for more far-reaching analysis.
However, it would have been equally desirable for Beattie consis-

tently to apply his call for more reflective use of terminology to his
own work. In particular, when he characterizes internment as ‘extra-
judicial’, it would be well for him intensively to examine the overall
legal framework beyond the directives, instructions, and manuals
issued by the Allies. In particular, this should include a detailed
analysis of international law (the Geneva Conventions of 1929 and
the Hague Conventions of 1907). It is not sufficient merely to mention
these agreements in passing and thus reduce them to a footnote in
the history of internment (p. 43). We also need an analysis of which
operations and policies were covered by international law in the
event of war and the subsequent or simultaneous occupation of any
third countries; at the very least, there needs to be a discussion of mil-
itary necessity in this context. Only once all these factors are taken
into account can we determine whether the allies circumvented, bent,
or even broke international law, deliberately or otherwise, by imple-
menting internment in Germany; and whether that internment can
therefore really be characterized as ‘extrajudicial’.
After all, internment is located at the intersection of international

law, occupation law, and the law of war. Beattie explains in detail the
numerous Allied directives, memoranda, and orders that were
implemented both during the preliminary planning of the intern-
ment camps and throughout their existence. Less informed readers,
who may not be familiar with the complex interplay of law, intern-
ment, and occupation, would be forgiven for thinking that the Allies
created their own legal framework for the implementation of intern-
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ment, which might make the overall Allied approach seem less
‘extrajudicial’—especially since the Allies officially deemed intern-
ment to be not only permitted, but also necessary for the (democrat-
ic) reconstruction of Germany. Beattie refers to the Geneva Con ven -
tions solely in connection with the status and treatment of POWs,
without going into more detail about their actual content and, above
all, without considering their relevance for internment as a whole
and its potential unlawfulness. 
Despite these criticisms, Beattie’s study will undoubtedly remain

a key reference in the field for many years to come, and with good
reason. Overall, it is a well-structured and very well written book
that provides an excellent introduction to a topic that has long been
neglected by historical research. He offers a condensed picture of the
state of research that goes far beyond simple summary and allows
researchers quickly to get to grips with the field. Experts on the his-
tory of internment will gain little new knowledge from Beattie’s
book, but we cannot criticize him for this, since his primary aim is to
offer a comprehensive history and overview of the topic. However,
experts will be drawn to Beattie’s work for its concise presentation
and meticulous statistical approach, which has been noticeably
absent from most previous research on the topic. Considering the
complexity of the subject matter, the enormous range of sources, and
the diversity of current research, Beattie has managed to produce an
impressive book.
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