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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

A book such as this must aim not to be comprehensive but to ask
relevant questions. This book ranges widely, drawing on a volu-
minous scholarly literature, and I hope that readers will find some
clearly defended opinions and some suggestions for thinking
about the topic in greater detail. But most of all I hope that they
will not expect all the answers; if the questions I raise are thought-
provoking then the book has done its job. There are many other
paths to follow than those taken here and I hope the book will
encourage readers to go down some of them. This is an unpleas-
ant topic but one that can hardly be sidestepped if one is inter-
ested in the nature of the modern world. I have not spent too
much time on highfalutin theories of what it all means—though
I linger with some of these ideas in the final chapter—because
I wanted to explore the ways in which different sorts of concen-
tration camps have emerged in different political, social, geo-
graphical, and chronological contexts over the last century or
so. Only by knowing something of the history of concentration
camps can one begin to consider their meaning for our civiliza-
tion. The book is therefore arranged more or less chronologically,
only turning at the end to address theories of what concentration
camps tell us about the modern world.

Many friends and colleagues have helped me along the way.
Not least of these are the many scholars on whose work I have



drawn, details of which can be found in the references and
suggestions for further reading. Some of the ideas in this book
were tested at seminars at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor,
the University of Bucharest, the University of Sussex, and the
University of Southern California, and I’m grateful to colleagues
at those institutions for their input. I am especially grateful to my
colleagues who put me right on numerous points of fact, who
have challenged me to set my ideas out more clearly, or otherwise
helped shape the book. In particular, it’s a pleasure to record
my thanks to Daniel Beer, Anne Berg, Mark Donnelly, Geoff
Eley, Christian Goeschel, Michelle Gordon, Helen Graham, Wolf
Gruner, Becky Jinks, Christoph Kreutzmüller, Florin Lobonţ,
Robert Priest, and Nikolaus Wachsmann for providing me with
useful references and for taking the time to read some or all of
the book in draft form. I would especially like to thank Jens
Meierhenrich, who provided a very careful and helpful reading
of the manuscript.
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1

What is a Concentration
Camp?

In his summing up at the trial of Oswald Pohl et al., one of
the so-called ‘subsequent trials’ at Nuremberg, Judge Michael
Musmanno noted that:

In the general lurid picture of World War II, with its wrecked cities, uprooted

farmland, demolished transportation facilities, and public utilities, starvation,

disease, ashes, death, rubble, and dust, one item of horror seems to stand out

with particularly dramatic and tragic intensity—the concentration camp. It

can be seriously doubted in the world of today, even among the most

meagerly informed peoples that there exists a man or woman who in

some manner or other has not heard of and recoiled at the mention of the

phrase concentration camp. [NMT, Vol. , ]

If this were true in , how more true it must be today. The
Holocaust has become in much of the world the ultimate signifier
of evil; at its heart lay the Nazi concentration and death camps.
Since then the world has not only learnt more about the Nazi



camps but has discovered that concentration camps originated
several decades before the Third Reich began using them, and has
witnessed their use again in numerous locations, from wars of
decolonization in Africa to the Yugoslav Wars of the s.
No wonder that Zygmunt Bauman calls the twentieth century
‘the century of camps’; they have become defining symbols of
humankind’s lowest point and basest acts. Indeed, for some
thinkers, concentration camps are nothing less than the key to
understanding modernity, ‘the nomos of the modern’ as philoso-
pher Giorgio Agamben puts it.
This short book will address these grand claims but it will begin

on a more prosaic basis, because before we can pronounce on the
significance of concentration camps for the modern world we
need to be clear about what they are and how they have devel-
oped. We need a history of the concentration camp in order to
consider why this institution is so important to modern con-
sciousness and identity. First, the book will trace the concentra-
tion camp’s origins in nineteenth-century colonial settings such
as Australia and the United States, in Cuba, South Africa, and
German South-West Africa (today Namibia) in the last years of
the nineteenth and first years of the twentieth centuries, and in the
genocide of the Armenians during the last days of the Ottoman
Empire. It will go on to examine the Nazi camp system, compar-
ing labour camps devised to build the ‘racial community’ with
concentration camps set up to exclude and eventually to eradicate
unwanted others. It will show that the images and testimonies of
the liberation of the Nazi camps have shaped our definition of
concentration camps. It will then go on to examine the Stalinist
system of camps and ‘special settlements’ known as the Gulag and
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compare the totalitarian countries’ use of camps with those of
other, less well-known settings, such as the American internment
of Japanese-American citizens during the Second World War,
Franco’s camps during and after the Spanish Civil War, Britain’s
use of camps for Jewish displaced persons in Cyprus trying to
reach Palestine after the Second World War, the colonial powers’
resort to camps during the wars of decolonization, such as in
Algeria, Malaya, and Kenya, the Chinese use of camps during the
Maoist period, the Khmer Rouge’s attempt to turn the whole of
Cambodia into a giant concentration camp in the s, the
reappearance of concentration camps during the genocide in
Bosnia in the s, and the contemporary camp system in
North Korea. I will show that this widespread use of concentra-
tion camps is not a coincidence; it tells us something about the
modern state and about the ways in which such practices were
learned, borrowed, and spread from one place to another.

Lastly, the book will examine the meaning and significance of
the concentration camp. Are concentration camps ‘states of
exception’ divorced from society and the rule of law, and, if so,
do they therefore function as windows onto the deeper desires of
modern states’ leaders, or are they aberrant sites? Can a meaning-
ful comparison be made between concentration camps such as
the Nazis’ and refugee camps or detention centres? What about
contemporary settings such as favelas, shanty towns, and sweat-
shops in the global south? That such questions can be posed
suggests that sociologists and philosophers who have asked
them are not troubled only by the historical existence of concen-
tration camps but by the possibility that for large sections of
today’s population the world is effectively a giant concentration
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camp. There is clearly a need to obtain clarity over the concen-
tration camp’s history so that distinctions can be drawn between
meaningful insight and political polemic. I will suggest that
although concentration camps exist on a continuum of carceral
practices that includes prisons, detention centres, and extraterri-
torial holding pens such as Guantánamo Bay, and although there
is no easy or one-size-fits-all definition to be found, yet there is
something that distinguishes concentration camps from other
sorts of camps where civilians are temporarily held against their
will, such as displaced persons (DP) camps, internally displaced
persons (IDP) camps, or refugee camps. This book will offer an
up-to-date history of concentration camps in a global setting
and engage with the philosophical literature dealing with the
complex question of what the camps tell us about the nature of
the modern world.
What is a concentration camp? A working definition is that it is

an isolated, circumscribed site with fixed structures designed to incarcerate
civilians. A concentration camp is not normally a death camp,
although death camps in the context of the Holocaust obviously
derived from concentration camps and the killing of asylum
patients (the so-called ‘Euthanasia programme’) in terms of their
institutional history. No one was ‘concentrated’ in the Nazi death
camps of Chełmno (which was actually not really a ‘camp’ in any
meaningful sense), Sobibór, Bełżec, or Treblinka, where Jews (and
a small number of Roma and Sinti) were sent to die. The so-called
‘work Jews’ held as functionaries at these camps—as carpenters,
blacksmiths, and so on—to facilitate their running were few in
number and also destined to die. The Holocaust has confused our
understanding of concentration camps, in that the SS’s camp
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system, as well as the many other camps in Nazi-occupied Europe
run by other agencies such as the Wehrmacht, industry, or local
councils, was separate from the programme known as the ‘final
solution to the Jewish problem’ until quite late in the war and
because two camps, Majdanek and Auschwitz, combined the
functions of concentration camp and death camp. As we will see,
the Nazi concentration camps in the strict sense were not estab-
lished to murder the Jews; their history of change and, during the
war, massive expansion, was primarily in response to the Nazis’
wish to eradicate political and ‘asocial’ enemies in the first place,
and to provide slave labour for the Reich later on in the context
of total war. The confusion arose primarily because Holocaust
survivors were found at the concentration camps liberated by the
Allies in spring  after having been forcibly marched westwards
from camps evacuated in the face of the Soviet advance.

Following the defeat of Nazi Germany the world thought it
knew what a concentration camp was. Take, for example, jour-
nalist Patrick Gordon Walker’s description in his  book The
Lid Lifts, which described concentration camps as ‘one of the
exclusive characteristics and manifestations of our own age . . .
one of the distinguishing marks by which you may know the
twentieth century’:

What is it exactly that distinguishes in our minds a concentration camp from

other forms of confinement? Barbed-wire, herded and crowded masses of

humanity, the open-air, armed guards mounted on raised towers. These are

the outward aspects of the concentration camp.

They are the consequences of large numbers of opponents. That is, I think,

the essential peculiarity of the concentration camp. The very large number of
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those whom you wish to deprive of liberty—far too many for the discipline,

order and expense of prisons.

When the concentration camp becomes a permanency it is the sign of a

regime that knows it cannot command national support or even tolerance. It

accepts the fact that very large numbers of its citizens, far beyond the normal

percentage of criminals, are in irreconcilable opposition—or at any rate that

these very large numbers of people must be deprived of their liberty.

Together with this goes the inescapable corollary of a lowered respect for

humanity—men and women are herded there who have been deprived of

the elemental legal rights that clothe the human being who is still regarded as

such: naked men and women. [The Lid Lifts, p. ]

Although accurate in many ways, Gordon Walker missed some
essential points here: these very large numbers of people are
‘irreconcilable opponents’ insofar as the regime in power per-
ceives them to be, they are not necessarily people who have
committed a crime. Indeed, they are highly unlikely to be crim-
inals in any proper legal sense, although there are usually real
criminals in concentration camps to give some appearance of
truth to the regime’s claims and—in the case of Nazi Germany
at least—to aid the regime’s goal of ‘social cleansing’. They are
‘enemies’ only because the regime has defined them as such, due
to some characteristic—appearance, ‘race’, class, political identifi-
cation, religion—that the regime perceives as intolerable or
threatening. They are also, most important, usually civilians
(one should note that sometimes POWs or resistance fighters
have also been held in concentration camps). These civilians are
not armed opponents of a regime—rebels, terrorists, or
insurrectionists—who have been incarcerated and are treated
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according to the laws of warfare. Quite to the contrary, and here is
the crucial point that Gordon Walker hints at but does not
explicitly set out: the inmates of concentration camps (I will try
to avoid the word ‘prisoners’ because this connotes legal incar-
ceration following a trial for a criminal activity) are outside the
law. The nakedness to which Gordon Walker refers is their exist-
ential condition. As Agamben describes them, they are reduced to
‘bare life’ and held in a ‘state of exception’ where the law holds no
sway and where they can be treated as the guards or the higher
authorities choose, with no possibility of redress. They are effect-
ively ‘the dead on leave’. These are issues to which this book will
return. Finally, we should note that Gordon Walker’s description
of the physical characteristics of a concentration camp is a
description of a Nazi concentration camp. The iconic image that
comes to mind is of Dachau or Buchenwald: the sealed camp,
guarded by barbed wire and watchtowers, with the entrance gate
with its ironic inscription: Jedem das Seine (to each his own) or
Arbeit macht frei (work sets you free). But as this book will explore,
a concentration camp need not look like a Nazi camp in order to
qualify as such. In the far north or far east of the Soviet Union, for
example, there was no need for barbed wire fences—if an inmate
‘escaped’, there was nowhere to go.

Importantly, Gordon Walker went on to note that the Third
Reich was not the first regime to use concentration camps. But he
argued that the German ones were ‘basically and brutally differ-
ent’ from their predecessors in the BoerWar, China, Spain, France,
Russia, India, or Britain, where internment camps had held
German civilians (many of them Jewish ‘enemy aliens’) in .
The difference, according to Gordon Walker, consisted first in
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their scale—‘millions were interned in Germany’—and second in
their purpose, which mutated, during the war, from destroying
political opponents to ‘the deliberate aims of extermination and
dehumanization’ through which ‘the standards of the West were
to be assaulted and undermined’.
Gordon Walker was wrong about the numbers; as we will see,

far more people were incarcerated in Soviet and Chinese camps
than in Nazi ones. We might also object that ‘the standards of the
West’ had already included using concentration camps in colonial
settings, and certainly included a disregard for colonial subjects’
lives. But on the second point he produced an insight that goes to
the heart of the problem. Describing the assault on Western
civilization as ‘sadism under calculating control’, Gordon Walker
highlighted the essential characteristic and terrifying problem of
concentration camps: their rationality on the one hand and their
extreme, transgressive, and savage unreality on the other. Kevin
Passmore’s Fascism: A Very Short Introduction describes fascists as
people who ‘demanded order in the name of revolution, and
revolution in the name of order’. No wonder that the concentra-
tion camp is so firmly identified with fascism, for it might be
regarded as brutality in the name of order and order in the name
of brutality—but only if we bear in mind that ‘brutality’ here does
not mean mere violence; rather it refers to a total abandonment of
law and the creation of zones of exception where all manner of
transgressive behaviour was permitted, a secure space away from
the norms of society, where the ruling passion was ‘licence’.
Terror, in fact, becomes law. It is not arbitrary but imposed,
as political philosopher Hannah Arendt wrote, in the name of
destroying the fundamental features of humanity, eradicating
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spontaneity and making human beings superfluous. Arendt
argued that what was so frightening about imperialism was that
it created places where ‘anything was permitted’, where ‘civilized’
law and mores did not apply. Concentration camps, especially
in the colonial context—and here we might consider Arendt’s
idea that fascism was a variety of colonialism ‘come home’ to
Europe—were condensed versions of this licence. They are places
where de facto opponents of a regime—as defined by the
regime—are held indefinitely, without recourse to law, stripped
of all rights, and all subjected to ‘total domination’. Even though
Arendt herself recognized that no regime is so ‘perfect’ that it can
actually establish ‘total domination’—‘One man will always be
left to tell the story’—the domination that concentration camps
represent should leave us with no doubt as to the destructive
capacities of the modern state.

Arendt described three types of camps, ‘corresponding to three
basic Western conceptions of a life after death: Hades, Purgatory,
and Hell’:

To Hades corresponds those relatively mild forms, once popular in even

non-totalitarian countries, for getting undesirable elements of all sorts—

refugees, stateless persons, the asocial and the unemployed—out of the

way; as DP camps, which are nothing other than camps for persons who

have become superfluous and bothersome, they have survived the war.

Purgatory is represented by the Soviet Union’s labor camps, where neglect

is combined with chaotic forced labor. Hell in the most literal sense was

embodied by those types of camps perfected by the Nazis, in which the

whole of life was thoroughly and systematically organized with a view to the

greatest possible torment.
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All three types have one thing in common: the human masses sealed off

in them are treated as if they no longer existed, as if what happened to them

were no longer of any interest to anybody, as if they were already dead and

some evil spirit gone mad were amusing himself by stopping them for a

while between life and death before admitting them to eternal peace. [The

Origins of Totalitarianism, p. ]

Arendt’s distinctions between the Nazi and Soviet camps are
unsustainable in certain respects. Nevertheless, the distinction
between Hades, Purgatory, and Hell is helpful, as we will see,
even if the boundaries between them are not clear cut. This
book will show that Arendt’s seemingly abstract observations in
fact allow us to reconsider the history of concentration camps.
Although she rightly places the Nazi camps at the apex of horror,
we can use her classification to see that focusing only on the Nazi
camps, or taking them as exemplary of concentration camps, is to
miss important points in their history. Not least, if we accept that
concentration camps need not look like Dachau or Belsen, we see
that in some ways we have come full circle: the camps in the
Democratic Republic of Congo that were established after the
Rwandan genocide remind us of the camps of the Anglo-Boer
War. Concentration camps are not only products of ‘mad’ dicta-
tors but have a global history that belongs to the liberal West as
well. Most important, Arendt’s basic point about concentration
camps is worth holding on to. Concentration camps are experi-
ments in the annihilation of man. That they have existed at all is a
blot on humanity; that they still exist is an indictment of our fine
pretensions to universal human rights.

 What is a Concentration Camp?



2

Origins

Concentration camps existed a generation before the Third Reich
proclaimed its existence, even though they might not have looked
like Dachau. Where do the origins of the camps lie? Traditionally,
the answer is South Africa, and one observes the same kind of
peculiar British pride in being the originators of concentration
camps as one sometimes encounters when discussing the occur-
rence of ‘total’ genocide in the British settler colony of Tasmania.
Yet historically speaking, it is too simple to say that the British
simply ‘invented’ concentration camps in the context of the
Anglo-Boer War. First, there were precedents in Cuba and in the
Philippines; but more to the point, the phenomenon of the con-
centration camp as it appeared in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries was the logical extension of phenomena that
had long characterized colonial rule: the use of reservations, of
deporting population groups from their original places of resi-
dence to unsuitable locations away from the developing settler-
colonial territory, and of island prisons designed to hold unwanted
remnants of indigenous peoples. Quarantine and lazaret islands,



such as those in Mahon harbour, leper colonies, workhouses,
slavery plantations, and asylums might also be regarded as earlier
precedents, if only insofar as they show that the principle of
isolating groups perceived as dangerous has a long history.
The Cuban and South African camps were certainly called

‘concentration camps’ but we need to bear in mind that the
term has, since the end of the Second World War, called to
mind something different from what it originally meant. That
fact means that the early camps have been exploited by particular
national myth-makers, who derive satisfaction from playing on
the implied suggestion that ‘concentration camps’ in South Africa
or Cuba share similarities with those built by the Nazis. This
means we need to analyse what the first concentration camps
were for, how they developed, and, most crucially, how they differ
from those that came later. It is important, as Iain Smith and
Andreas Stucki, two historians of concentration camps in colonial
settings, remind us, ‘to acknowledge distinctions when the same
term is used to describe widely differing phenomena in different
contexts and eras’. That does not mean that there are no links to
be found between camps in one place or time and another, merely
that one cannot take such links for granted. Most important, the
term ‘concentration camp’, like any other concept, means differ-
ent things over time. Yet studying the early concentration camps
can help us to understand how and why the camps emerged when
they did and clarify the links and differences between them and
the concentration camps of the fascist and communist regimes of
the mid-twentieth century.
Prior to the existence of ‘concentration camps’, we can see that

places of exclusion that colonial authorities set up often look,
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from today’s perspective, like proto-concentration camps. That
should not be surprising, since an institution such as a concen-
tration camp bears similarities to many other sorts of institutions,
such as military encampments, workhouses, reservations for
‘natives’, POW camps, and so on. Examples are easy to find. In
the United States, the  Indian Removal Act authorized the
deportation of indigenous people from east of the Mississippi
River to the as yet non-incorporated territories of the North
American continent. The so-called ‘Five Civilized Tribes’—the
Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, Seminole, and Creek nations—
were deported, on what became known as the ‘Trail of Tears’, to a
territory in present-day Oklahoma. The deportation itself was
catastrophic for the Indians, thousands of whom died en route.
But the worst would happen on arrival: of the , Creeks who
were ‘resettled’, for example, some , died of ‘bilious fevers’.
The site was not a ‘concentration camp’ in the sense of being a
guarded site of confinement; but the idea—and the reality—of
dumping a ‘superfluous’ population group in a place where they
had no connection with the land, where there were few natural
resources, and where they would receive no aid from the Ameri-
can authorities forms part of the background to the history of the
concentration camps. Other examples in the American context
include the fate of the Diné (Navajo), who in  were forcibly
walked miles from Fort Defiance, Arizona to Bosque Redondo
in New Mexico, where they were interned for four years, living in
covered holes in the ground; or the Chiricahua and other western
Apache peoples who were held in reservations in the s
and s, in a disastrous policy which led to years of hardship
and warfare.
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In the same year as the Indian Removal Act (), the remain-
ing Australian Aborigines on the island of Tasmania, who had
been hunted down and killed since the start of European settle-
ment fifty years earlier, were forcibly removed to Flinders Island.
By , of the two hundred Aborigines sent there, only eighty
remained alive. This form of segregation is not the same as
holding civilians in a concentration camp, but the similarities
are undeniable. Although conceived by the British rulers of
Tasmania as a ‘civilizing’ effort, and even if the Aborigines were
persuaded of the necessity of moving to Flinders Island—the
alternative was to be shot on sight by settlers—the island had
few resources suitable to sustain the Aborigines’ lives. Although
not a form of outright murder, the expulsion to Flinders Island
was effectively a form of slow death and the island itself a sort of
open-air camp.
Although we can see institutions which suggest that states were

starting, especially in the colonial context, to ‘manage’ unwanted
civilian populations by deporting and isolating them, the ‘con-
centration camp’ proper is usually understood as having origin-
ated in Cuba in the context of the Spanish–American War, in
South Africa in the context of the Anglo-Boer War, and in the
Philippines in the context of American intervention there. In each
of these cases, professional European armies, which considered
themselves to be fighting primitive, unworthy opponents, carried
out a scorched earth policy in order to clear a rural population
suspected of supporting guerrillas; this practice led to the creation
of camps designed to hold this uprooted population. In the
colonies, where it was easy for armies focused on means and
not ends to abandon the rules of war newly set down in the 
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Hague Laws (although these did not apply to civilians), the turn to
using camps happened quickly and easily.

In Cuba, following the rebel attack on the island’s sugar plant-
ations, led by Maximo Gomez, thousands of rural workers and their
families were left destitute. The rebels demanded that they should
move to areas under their control but the Spanish, in response,
destroyed the rural workers’ crops and livestock and insisted that
the population should be ‘re-concentrated’ in areas it controlled.
During the period –, the Spanish general Valeriano Weyler
was responsible for moving half a million people, over a quarter of
the island’s population, to concentration centres, where more than
, are believed to have died of starvation and disease. Although
the re-concentration policy was ended in , when Weyler was
recalled, the majority of those held in the camps had nowhere else
to go and large numbers continued to die throughout .

In the Philippines, war between the Americans and the Filipinos
erupted in February  following the American defeat of the
Spanish in , as rebel leader Emilio Aguinaldo’s forces
demanded independence and the US opted for annexation.
Defeated in formal battle, the Filipinos turned to guerrilla warfare.
Under General Arthur MacArthur, in – the Americans pur-
sued a policy exactly along the lines they had so heavily criticized
the Spanish for in Cuba: destroying dwellings and crops on south-
west Luzon, ordering the killing or capturing of men found
outside the towns, and forcing rural civilians into ‘protected
zones’ in Batangas and Laguna provinces. More than ,
were held this way, of whom at least , died of disease.

If concentration camps first appeared inCuba or in the Philippines,
it is the camps established by the British army in South Africa that
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are most people’s first point of reference, especially in the English-
speaking world. British welfare campaigner Emily Hobhouse’s
condemnation of the camps as a terrible deviation from civilized
human behaviour, especially her condemnation of what she called
‘child murder’, are widely recalled as the first recorded indictments
of the evils of concentration camps. The camps—first called ‘refu-
gee camps’ or ‘burgher camps’ and only ‘concentration camps’
after —were set up in August  and were intended to
gather Boer civilians whose land and farms had been destroyed
by the British army’s scorched earth policy. That policy itself was
the result of the ostensibly defeated Boers turning to guerrilla
warfare rather than conventional battles; the camps were sup-
posed to deprive the Boers of support and resources such as
food, ammunition, and intelligence. As the number of camp
inmates rose over ,, the British army soon found itself
unable to meet the needs of so many people, with disastrous
consequences (see Figure ). But the people who found themselves
in British concentration camps were not only white, as Afrikaner
collective memory recalls. In fact, almost as many black Africans
as Afrikaners died in the camps, even though Afrikaners appro-
priated the camps for their own political gain after the Anglo-Boer
War. The black Africans were likely to find themselves used as a
labour force, however, whereas the Afrikaners were also subjected
to social engineering measures such as schooling for children
conducted in English.
Nor were camps’ inhabitants solely middle class, again as

Afrikaner collective memory holds. The first camps, like that at
Bloemfontein, housed destitute refugees, but as historian Elizabeth
Van Heyningen says, ‘by the end of , and as the commandos
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gained strength and the British military became increasingly
frustrated, the camps began to acquire a punitive function’. This
sort of poor relief in the context of colonial war meant that
helping the ‘indigent Boer’ permitted the creation of camps
which soon became more forms of incarceration than assistance.
Indeed, the scandalously high death rates in the camps’ early
months indicates a total disregard for civilian life on the part of
the British army. But from the colonial authorities’ point of view,
especially the military, in South Africa just as in Cuba or the
Philippines, such detention of civilians was justified in terms of
‘clearing’ the countryside of potential support for ‘an evasive
enemy who had resorted to guerrilla warfare’. Concentration
camps held civilians but were considered an arm of military

Figure  Norvals Pont camp in South Africa during the Anglo-Boer War.
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strategy, even if ‘humanitarian’ claims could also be made that
such camps permitted civilians affected by the war to be safely
housed and fed (see Box ).

BOX  Concentration Camps in the Anglo-Boer War
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

The camps established by H. H. Kitchener were designed to flush out
guerrillas by clearing the countryside. Their poor organization led to
the deaths of some , people, about , Boers and ,
Africans, facts that were condemned by Emily Hobhouse among
others and which have long been regarded as a stain on the British
Empire. Recent research by historians such as Iain Smith and Elizabeth
Van Heyningen shows that once the British proconsul Alfred Milner
took charge and placed the camps under civilian control, conditions
improved, that there was considerable regional variation in the camps’
death rates, and that the memory of the camps has been exploited by
Afrikaner nationalists. All of this more nuanced history is right and
proper but it is worth bearing in mind Jonathan Hyslop’s reminder
that the camps’ early period was disastrous. He adds: ‘Of course no
one should sensibly suggest that there was a moral equivalence
between these institutions and the Nazi or Stalinist camps. But . . . the
international – developments did mark an unprecedented
level of the military organization of civilian populations. The South
African camps therefore represent a form of instrumental rationality
which is not without affinities to later, more totalitarian events.
Indeed, the South African camps’ sanitary and modernizing elements
may in a sense have made them all the more pernicious, by legitim-
izing the camp idea internationally. It seems to me that the danger in
the new literature is that in its anxiety to debunk Afrikaner nationalist
ideology, it inadvertently takes on a curiously apologetic tone on
behalf of the British military and administrative machines.’ [‘The
Invention of the Concentration Camp’, p.  n. ]
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As Elizabeth Van Heyningen notes, it is unhelpful that ‘the term
“concentration camp” has acquired far more terrible connotations
since the SecondWorld War and, for some people, the distinction
between the South African and Nazi camps has blurred, contrib-
uting to a belief that the British camps were genocidal’. Still, as she
goes on, ‘no one chooses to be a refugee and the term always
implies deprivation and suffering. The polemics of war are
unhelpful in understanding the history of the camps.’

The other colonial context in which concentration camps
appeared was German South-West Africa (today Namibia). In the
context of the Herero and Nama War (–) what is today
widely regarded as the first genocide of the twentieth century
took place, with some , of the ,-strong Herero popu-
lationmurdered or driven into the desert to die of thirst. At the end
of the war against the Herero, the German colonial force estab-
lished what it called Konzentrationslager or Gefangenenkraale for the
surviving Herero, brutal camps in which the death rate was  per
cent, or twice as high as the British camps in South Africa (see
Figure ). Given that the term Konzentrationslager had been used in
German, up to that point, to refer to the British camps in South
Africa, it is clear that the British experience in their guerrilla war
was regarded as some kind of guide by the Germans. Although
similar to the Cuban and South African cases in that the German
army regarded guerrilla warfare as intolerable, there was a crucial
difference in that the South-West African campswere conceived as
pacification and ‘punishment’ camps for an already defeated
enemy who could henceforth be used for forced labour and not
as a means of isolating civilians in the context of a guerrilla war.
As a result, the harder attitudes already prevailing among the
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colonial rulers meant that from the start these camps endured a
harsher rule.
The most notorious case was Shark Island (Haifischinsel), off

the Namibian coast, to which , Herero were deported after
the war. One eye-witness, a German missionary from Lüderitz
Bay, noted that the Hereros’mistreatment whilst at work, the lack

Figure  Shark Island, German South-West Africa (Namibia).
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of fresh food, and the raw sea climate quickly weakened them.
‘Even more than these evils, their isolation on the furthest corner
of Shark Island contributed to the eradication of the people’s will
to live. They became gradually apathetic towards their misery.
They were separated from the outside world by three high barbed
wire fences.’ By the time the camp was transferred to the main-
land in April , on the orders of Ludwig von Estorff, the new
head of the Schutztruppe (colonial army), only  Herero were
still alive, of whom only twenty-five were able to work. These
figures appear to justify historian Isabel Hull’s claim that the
German army’s military culture—which required maintaining
prestige in the face of ‘savages’, a quick and absolute victory,
and a low level of priority to logistical questions—proved fatal
for Germany’s colonial subjects once they took up arms against
their ‘masters’.

The fact that the Herero were subjected to forced labour only
hastened their demise, even if the decision to put them to work
brought a slight increase in food rations. They were primarily
forced to work building railway lines. Private firms also made use
of the Herero as forced labourers, for example the shipping firm
Woermann, as well as small local firms, who paid a fee to the
camp administrators for each person they took. In general, how-
ever, the dispute between different German military leaders as to
whether the Herero should be used for labour or should be left to
die in the camps made no difference to their massive death rate.
Although there were no death camps in German South-West
Africa, the concentration camps there brought about an annihi-
lation through neglect and thus they contributed enormously to
the German reshaping of South-West African society.
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These colonial camps were ‘concentration camps’, then, because
that is what those who established them called them. Yet they were
not uniform and, in the case of Cuba at least, it is questionable
whether the term ‘concentration camp’ really applies, given its
later twentieth-century connotations. Why did they emerge at
this point, and what contributed to their steady radicalization?
The first thing to note is the professionalization of European
armies in the late nineteenth century. This professionalization
paradoxically permitted intensified violence against civilians
because, as historian Jonathan Hyslop argues, it led armies to
regard other armies as worthy of respect and subject to rules
when taken prisoner, but permitted the development of ‘a doctrine
of military necessity as justifying extreme violence’ when dealing
with civilians or those figured as ‘irregular troops’. Concentration
camps emerged as weapons of war and became tools of total war
even though, paradoxically, they were used to incarcerate not
enemy combatants but supposedly seditious civilians. Particularly
in the colonies, where racial assumptions of native inferiority and
European superiority were taken for granted, any threat to this
way of thinking was intolerable. Second, the spread of new tech-
nologies of communication at the turn of the twentieth century
facilitated the easy spread of information with respect to all aspects
of life, including military and carceral techniques. Third, and of
greater importance for understanding the radicalization of con-
centration camps, the brutal experience of the First World War,
the creation of nationalizing states in the aftermath of the demise
of the old European empires, a development that occurred at the
same time as the European overseas empires were also at their
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zenith, gave states a major spur to conceive of widespread incar-
ceration of civilians in terms of their own security or ‘self-defence’.

Particularly during the Great War, notions of states’ ‘self-
defence’ received a boost through the holding of large numbers
of POWs and the internment of ‘enemy’ civilians, procedures
which set important precedents for the new nation states. The
whole of France was legally placed in a state of siege by President
Poincaré in August , a condition which remained in effect
until  October , and during which time the National Assem-
bly became nothing more than a mouthpiece for rule by decree.
Where states of exception formerly existed in colonial spaces,
now they were being created in Europe; they were enablers of
mass incarceration.

Between  and  between eight and nine million soldiers
were held as POWs, about one in every nine men in uniform. The
camps in which they were held were not concentration camps—
not because they were too pleasant or comfortable but because
they held soldiers and should thus be classed as POW camps.
Their significance here is that they indicated a newfound ability to
transport and maintain ever larger numbers of people on the part
of modern states. Or more accurately, they indicate that states
lacked or chose to restrict the ability to maintain large numbers of
people. Over  per cent of the . million Habsburg POWs in
Russian captivity died in the camps, and another  per cent were
missing. Nearly  per cent of the , German soldiers in
Russian captivity died; more than , of the .million Russian
POWs held by the Central Powers died according to contemporary
German estimates—the true figure is likely to be higher; nearly
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 per cent of Italian POWs (over , of ,) died in
Austrian captivity.
These figures reflect the simple fact that food was withheld

from POWs, that they were often forced to work in areas where
they came under fire—contrary to the  Hague Convention—
and that they received inadequate clothing and shelter. One Brit-
ish soldier held in Sennelager camp in September  described it
as ‘an open field enclosed with wire . . . there were no tents or
covering in it of any kind. There were about , prisoners in
it—all British. We lay on the ground with only one blanket for
three men.’ Italian POWs were marched to camps whose names—
Mauthausen, Theresienstadt—immediately indicate the link
between POW camps and later concentration camps. One Italian
POW wrote home: ‘We are treated like animals; with our tattered
shoes we resemble tramps. I hope this damned war is over soon,
or else we will die in Austria.’ Yet none fared worse in Austrian
captivity than the Serbs who, according to the Italian high com-
mand, were kept caged like animals and fed scraps, leading them
to conclude that ‘Austria intends to destroy the [Serb] race.’ As
historian of the POW camps Heather Jones notes, in the First
World War the ‘prisoner of war camp began the conflict as a
means of ensuring that the captured enemy combatant was kept
away from rejoining the battlefield fight; in other words, with a
purely military function; it ended the war as a sophisticated
system of state control and as a laboratory for new ways of
managing mass confinement, forced labour and new forms of
state-military collaboration’.
Even more significant for later developments was the intern-

ment of civilians during the First World War, and not only in
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Europe. In , in a move that had enormous ramifications for
the rest of the twentieth century and beyond, France revoked
the status of naturalized citizens from people of ‘enemy origin’.
Belgium, Italy, Austria, and Germany soon followed suit, with the
result that the idea became widely accepted that one could be
stripped of one’s nationality and reduced to statelessness and thus
deprived of the benefit of law—this being long before the UN
Refugee Convention, of course. British civilians in Germany, for
example, were held in the Engländerlager Ruhleben near Berlin. In
total, by the end of the war, some , ‘enemy civilians’ were in
German internment. , German, Austrian, and Hungarian
civilians were still interned in Britain at the same point, October
. The Austro-Hungarians deported French and Belgium citi-
zens for forced labour and Italian citizens of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire for being ‘out of place’: they were either
interned or deported to Italy. From  May  they were held
in what were called ‘concentration camps’, one of which, at
Steinklamm, the Italians referred to as the ‘Campo della morte’
(camp of death). The internees were treated very harshly, forced to
work for little pay, and received inadequate food supplies. The
Italian royal commission of investigation noted, in fact, that
the ‘really tragic characteristic of these concentration camps was
the hunger’ and, in the face of large numbers of deaths, especially
of children, claimed that the Austrians intended to ‘destroy or
reduce to a small number the Italian race on its territories’. The
Austrians also rounded up some , so-called ‘Russophiles’ in
eastern Galicia and Bukovina and deported them to the Thalerhof
camp near Graz, where nearly , died. In the colonies, German
priests and civilians in Togo and Cameroon were rounded up and
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interned first in Dahomey and later in Algeria and Morocco, and
in British East Africa German civilians were deported to camps in
India. Whether undertaken out of fear of ‘fifth columnists’, as
reprisal actions, or in order to obtain forced labourers, the scale
of civilian internment during the war was far greater than any-
thing that had been witnessed before.
Most notable, however, were the huge numbers of refugees

created by the Russian Revolution of  (about . million), by
the Ottoman attacks on Armenians (about  million), as well by
the collapse of the European empires at the end of the war, which
affected among others Greeks, Turks, and Bulgarians. Within the
Russian Empire itself, before the Bolshevik Revolution the Tsarist
regime deported some , Lithuanians, , Latvians,
, Germans, , Jews, and , Poles from the
western border regions. As a group of Russian Germans claimed:
‘We didn’t want to move, we were chased away . . . we were forced
to burn our homes and crops, we weren’t allowed to take our
cattle with us, we weren’t even allowed to return to our homes to
get some money.’ By mid-, in Russia’s larger cities refugees
made up more than  per cent of the population; in Kharkov it
was  per cent and in Samara  per cent. There were philan-
thropic efforts to help them, but these were insufficient to counter
the power of a nationalist language of ‘floods’, ‘swarms’, ‘deluges’,
and other biblical disasters, which quickly became associated with
refugees. The Times, for example, described Belgian refugees in
Britain as ‘a peaceful invasion’, and Russian commentators used
even more colourful terms such as ‘lava’ or ‘avalanche’. These
population movements saw emergency accommodation being
created in schools, factories, barracks, monasteries, and so on,
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and the creation of refugee camps for the first time on European
soil. The refugees were not always grateful, however. Belgians in
Britain, for example, were constrained by the Aliens Restriction
Act ( August ), confining them to specific parts of the
country; they complained that this amounted to being held in a
‘concentration camp’.

These developments together—the war itself, the large num-
bers of civilians and combatants being held in camps, the exist-
ence of huge groups of refugees, and the creation of states of
exception in European polities—contributed to a rapidly chan-
ging political environment, one in which whole groups could fall
under suspicion and find themselves subject to states’ paranoias
and fears, which mushroomed at this time. Klaus Mühlhahn
claims that ‘The temporary internment of displaced and dis-
located groups and POWs in the wake of the war together with
the politicisation of citizenship and nationality and the temporary
suspension of regular legal procedures provided the conditio sine
qua non that facilitated the emergence of concentration camps on
the European continent.’ This might be somewhat overstating the
case—other conditions were also relevant, not least the colonial
precedents—but his claim is a useful rejoinder to those who only
remember the South African camps and forget that within Europe
itself camps for civilians existed several decades before the Nazis
came to power. The First World War generated the interventionist
state, threatened the rule of law, intensified notions of national
belonging, and raised fears about civilians and citizens who were
‘out of place’—all ofwhich resulted in the creation of camps. Twenty
years later, and despite the Geneva Convention of , the same
phenomenon would reappear as ‘enemy aliens’—including German
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and Austrian Jewish refugees—were interned on the Isle of Man in
theUK, as campsopened in the south of France for refugees from the
Spanish Civil War, and as similar sites appeared around the world.
Camps for the stateless, the non-naturalized, and simply those
rendered suspect by the dominance of nationalist ways of thinking
had become normalized.
These European developments indicate a link between colonial

rule and the radicalization of state actions in Europe. But perhaps
the most radical indication of the way in which concentration
camps were changing during the period of the Great War is
to be found in the Ottoman Empire, where some historians
talk of concentration camps being used in the genocide of the
Ottoman Armenians. In this context, one can clearly see the
ways in which ‘concentration camps’ could rapidly drift into
something altogether more terrible in the context of total war.
These camps were often holding pens during the process of
deportation of Armenians from the Turkish interior to the
deserts of Syria. At Aleppo, for example, large numbers of
deportees were forced to camp along the railway tracks outside
of the city so as not to overcrowd the city itself. ‘As a result,’
Hilmar Kaiser writes, ‘new concentration camps emerged for
deportees in transit.’ One of them was Katma (or Ghatma). One
witness, Vahram Daderian, described it thus in September :

The sea of people with coaches, horses, donkeys, mules and people are filled

in all direction [sic]. The atmosphere is filled with a deafening sound of

cursing, crying, and sighing. Skeleton arms are stretched out everywhere,

asking for a piece of bread . . . There is a terrible stink that tears everyone’s

nose. Everywhere is covered with unburned, rotten human waste, corpses
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etc. Besides that, ten thousand people have left their filth, and have contam-

inated the whole area, and it is not possible not to choke. Holding our nose

and covering our eyes, we proceeded among these corpses and garbage, and

after a while we stopped at a place at the end of the tent city, which was

specially prepared for us. [cited in Kaiser, At the Crossroads, p. ]

Or, as Elise Hagobian Taft put it in her memoir Rebirth (),
describing Katma in December :

The sight before me was horrible beyond description. Hundreds and hun-

dreds of swollen bodies lay in the mud and puddles of rain water, some half-

buried, others floating eerily in rancid pools, together with rotted bodies and

heaps of human refuse accumulated during the week-long rain. Some

victims—only the upper torsos emerging from the mud and puddles—

were breathing their last. The stench rose to the heavens. It was nauseating

beyond belief. The scene was like a huge cesspool laid bare and made to stink

even more under a hot sun. [cited in Kaiser, At the Crossroads, p. ]

Or finally, in Naomie Ouzounian’s description, written in :

The ‘camp’ where hundreds of thousands had already been thrown together

was a narrow strip of the desert, surrounded by bare hills. The hot, humid air

was filled with the stench of human refuse and decaying unburied bodies.

I couldn’t breathe, oh, if only I could take a deep breath! The name of this hell

was Ghatma. ‘Dear Lord, I hope there is no Ghatma in the hereafter, and if

there is one, forgive my sins and do not condemn me to it’, I prayed. [cited in

Kaiser, At the Crossroads, pp. –]

Kaiser goes on to talk of the ‘world of the death camps’ as the
genocide became more coordinated and ferocious in . Other
historians agree, Ron Suny claiming that the ‘concentration
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camps’ at Tel-Abiad, Ras al Ayn, Mamureh, Katma, and Aleppo
‘were way stations toward extermination. They were death
camps.’ Taner Akçam too says of the ‘concentration camps’ of
Aleppo that ‘the appalling sanitary and humanitarian conditions
turned these into death camps’. Is this a metaphor? Ouzounian
talks of the ‘camp’ at Katma in inverted commas, suggesting it was
not really a camp in the sense of our working definition so much
as a forced encampment where the deportees were left to fend for
themselves. The language of ‘death camps’ here derives from the
Nazi period, as does Suny’s claim that the name of Der el Zor
‘reverberates today with the final solution of the Armenian ques-
tion’; the tragedy of the Armenian genocide is by no means
diminished if we suggest that the term is not wholly appropriate.
What we see in the Armenian genocide is something part way
between the colonial dumping grounds and the Nazi death
camps. People were not murdered on arrival at Der el Zor as at
Treblinka; but they were separated off from the rest of the popu-
lation and abandoned to die. The difference pertains solely to the
institutional history of the concentration camp, the different
logics of the perpetrators’ world views, and the means of tech-
nology at their disposal, not to the value of the lives of the victims
in either case.
Over time, as we have seen in this chapter, concentration

camps emerged not only as institutions developed by different
states—which suggests that they tell us something about modern
nation-state building—but as sites whose creators were radicaliz-
ing them in a logical fashion as the first half of the twentieth
century became increasingly violent. European racism, military
culture, more rapid forms of communication, and increasingly
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available print media all contributed to the global diffusion of the
idea of the concentration camp. Russian military officials, for
example, first used the term konsentratsionnyi lager during the
Anglo-Boer War and the Bolsheviks quickly revived the term
after the  revolution. In Germany, the term Konzentrationslager
was first adopted from the British camps in South Africa as
the designation for the camps set up to hold the Herero in
German South-West Africa. After the war, in , the term was
again officially used to designate two camps, in Cottbus-Sielow
and Stargard in Pomerania, established on the sites of former
POW camps in order to hold ‘unwanted foreigners’, primarily
‘Ostjuden’, that is Jews from Eastern Europe. In Asia, the Japanese
established their first concentration camp, Zhong Ma prison
camp, in the village of Beiyinhe, about  km south of Harbin.
The numbers of Chinese and Korean ‘bandits’ held there was
small—about five hundred—but the significance of Zhong Ma
was that the inmates were used as human guinea pigs in germ
warfare experiments. It was thus the forerunner of the Japanese
Special Unit , which between  and  carried out experi-
ments on human beings at its facility in Ping Fan, near Harbin, as
well as at sites in Nanjing and Changchun. Many other ‘corrective
labour camps’, as the Japanese called them, were established
across Manchuria in the s.

The Chinese too, under the Nationalist Government (–),
set up concentration camps for political enemies, assisted in the
process by the Germans and the Americans. Among them was
General Alexander von Falkenhausen, a friend of Lothar von
Trotha, the man responsible for suppressing the Herero in Ger-
man South-West Africa, who advised the Chinese on the basis of
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German and British experience in the colonies, as well as his own
role in putting down the Boxer uprising. The Guomindang was
also advised by American officers. Stationed near the Chongqing
prison camp, they helped to train nationalist Chinese agents in
interrogation techniques. Although the Europeanmodel of camps
acquired a certain ‘Confucian’ twist in its Chinese variant—
through the names of buildings, the designation of inmates as
‘people in self-cultivation’, and through the language of ‘thought
reform’, for example—it is clear that the Chinese camp system
also owed something to precedents in the European colonies and
in Europe itself. In the interwar years, then, we see that concen-
tration camps across the world appeared principally as an aspect
of the development of modern states but also, to a more limited
extent, on the basis of transnational exchanges of information and
technology. As Dai Li, head of the Juntong or intelligence service,
put it in a  recollection: ‘It is correct, we had concentration
camps; but I think that in times of war every state has organized
similar institutions, detaining political prisoners as well as enemies
and spies who do harm to national security.’
In the global context of colonial settlement and warfare, the rise

of mass politics in Europe, the challenges to European empires,
and the emergence of new, homogenizing nation states in the
aftermath of the Great War—itself an occasion for radical
approaches to internment of civilians and combatants alike—
concentration camps became firmly established as part of the
state’s carceral repertoire. According to Hyslop, the colonial
camps, in comparison with what came later, ‘were very limited
affairs in terms of the levels of guarding, violence and discipline to
which the prisoners were subjected’. Nor were they entirely
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isolated from legal and civilian criticisms: Kitchener’s plans to
expand his remit were blocked by the Cabinet, and in Germany
von Trotha’s ‘war of annihilation’ created considerable scandal in
parliament and in the press. Nevertheless, the idea of the concen-
tration camp as a holding pen for superfluous or undesirable
people who could be excluded from the realm of domestic and
international law had, by the end of the First World War, become
accepted as a technique of rule. The adoption of concentration
camps by the Japanese in Manchuria and the Chinese nationalists
in their attempt to put down communismmakes the point clearly.
But nowhere would this be more evident than in the Soviet Union,
in Nazi Germany, and, after , in Nazi-occupied Europe. It is to
these two regimes, Nazi and Soviet, and the extraordinary world of
camps they produced that we will turn next.
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The Third Reich’s World
of Camps

‘Certainly, anyone who had dealt with the Nazis outside a camp
did not expect anything good inside one,’ writes Boris Pahor, the
Slovenian former inmate of four Nazi camps. The truth of his
dictum was evident from the moment the Nazis came to power.
In March , Stefan Lorant, the editor of the Münchner Illustrierte
Presse and a Hungarian citizen, was arrested and held in prison in
‘protective custody’ for six and a half months. When he tried to
understand what was happening he alighted on the notion that
for millions of Germans ‘Adolf Hitler is the deliverer from “shame
and disgrace” ’. Lorant believed that ordinary Germans fell under a
kind of spell, that the ‘time was ripe for a messiah—even a false
one’. Lorant found himself one of the early victims of this
messianism—those who did not fit the image of the newGermany
were to be ruthlessly removed, irrespective of anything they had or
had not actually done. As Lorant put it, under the terms of
‘protective custody’, ‘We have been locked up for crimes which



we have not committed, but which we might commit as soon as
we are free.’

Lorant’s story was, in , and still in  when his book was
published, a brutal and shocking one, but it marked only the start
of Nazi Germany’s creation of an ever-expanding extrajudicial
system of exclusion and incarceration. From the prison in Munich,
some of the inmates were sent to Dachau, and it was already more
than clear to the men that however unpleasant their cells were,
Dachau was not a place they wanted to see, since ‘Those who are
incarcerated there stand only the slenderest chance of ever com-
ing out again.’ In fact, contrary to Lorant’s perception, most early
inmates of the Nazi camps were released. Lorant, shocked by
being set free in September  as suddenly as he had been
arrested, found himself on a Munich street with daily life going
on around him: ‘Calm, peace, and order reigned.’ ‘And yet,’
he wrote, ‘a few yards away, hundreds, thousands of innocent
people were locked up in cells, a few yards away from the peaceful
scene before me the victims of National-Socialism were torturing
themselves and being tortured.’ Ten years after Lorant’s book
appeared, this description of Nazi ‘protective custody’ would
seem tame. Yet in the legal notion of ‘Schutzhaft’, or protective
custody, is to be found the specifically German root of the Nazi
concentration camps.

Lorant’s book was a bestselling book in the UK, especially when
it was reprinted as a Penguin Special in , but it was by no
means alone. Many books described the Third Reich’s prisons
and concentration camps in the s in Western Europe and
the US, the accounts of incarceration with titles such as Rubber
Truncheon, Men Crucified, or Dachau: The Nazi Hell selling very well.
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Likewise, many journalistic and scholarly analyses of the Third
Reich published in the s and s sought to explain the
phenomenon of the camps, notable examples being those by
Hermann Rauschning, Calvin B. Hoover, Stephen H. Roberts,
F. A. Voigt, Aurel Kolnai, and Franz Neumann. As well as these
condemnatory accounts, however, more sympathetic appraisals,
such as Daily Mail journalist G. Ward Price’s I Know These Dictators
(), explained that the ‘German nation’ conceived of itself as in a
‘state of siege’ and justified the ‘vigorous’ use of concentration
camps as necessary in the struggle against ‘ruthless and treacher-
ous’ adversaries. ‘Great capital,’ wrote Ward Price,

has been made by the enemies of Germany out of the concentration-camps,

just as it was made by the enemies of Britain out of alleged abuses in the

concentration-camps in South Africa during the Boer War. In both cases

gross and reckless exaggerations were made. That there would have been far

more cruelty in Germany if the Communists had been the guardians instead

of the inmates of the concentration-camps is proved by the horrors that

went on wherever Bolshevists have gained the upper hand.

Ward Price’s account shows how right Lorant was when he wrote
that foreign visitors to Germany ‘are only allowed to see the
surface of things. Which of them has any knowledge of the life
in the concentration camps, in the prisons, or in the barracks of
the SA?’
In fact, just as British or American readers could learn a good deal

about the early Nazi camps, so too could Germans, for the Nazis
advertised Dachau and Sachsenhausen in the press (along the lines
of Figure ) as proof of their resolve to ‘re-educate’ and ‘cleanse’
Germany. The SS journalDas Schwarze Korps, for example, ran an article
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Figure  Inmates performing slave labour,  July .
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on  February  in which images of concentration camp
inmates were accompanied by the following explanation: ‘This is
a collection of race traitors, sexual degenerates, and common
criminals who have spent the better part of their lives behind
bars and other individuals who have cast themselves outside the
bounds of the national community with their conduct and only
three years ago were still being coddled by psychoanalysts
and defense attorneys as “victims of bourgeois society” ’. Just a
few weeks earlier the Völkischer Beobachter argued that protective
custody was a vital function of the concentration camps. ‘The
main core of the inmates of the concentration camps,’ it claimed,
‘are those Communist and Marxist functionaries who, as experi-
ence shows, would immediately resume their struggle against the
state if set free.’ As the camp system expanded, so the claim not to
know about it became ever more implausible.
Early post-war accounts reveal that what had been learned in

the s no longer made sense, perhaps because what was
discovered at Belsen, Dachau, and Buchenwald did not corres-
pond to the earlier accounts, in which brutality was much in
evidence but not terror and human destruction on an unimagin-
able scale. Neither shocked accounts of random violence nor
apologetic explications of supposedly justifiable retribution in
the first years after the Nazis came to power came close to descrip-
tions of the camps discovered by the Allies in , where filth and
depravity reigned. The first post-war studies of the concentration
camps such as David Rousset’s (L’univers concentrationnaire, trans-
lated as A World Apart), Eugen Kogon’s (Der SS-Staat, translated as
The Theory and Practice of Hell), Bruno Bettelheim’s (The Informed
Heart), and, to some extent, Hannah Arendt’s (The Origins of
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Totalitarianism) did not stress the ‘death camps’ in ways that we do
now, but they placed an emphasis on ‘the camp’ (in French les
camps became the shorthand for the whole system of Nazi rule,
epitomized in Alain Resnais’s  filmNight and Fog), which made
them stand as a synecdoche for totalitarian rule as such. ‘The
camp’, though it was historically uninformed and analytically
vague, was an ethical call to resist evil in the post-war world, to
‘write for the world of the living’ as Arendt put it about Rousset
and Kogon.

The Nazi camps—perhaps because more was known about
them than the Soviets’, but perhaps too because of the nature of
the Nazis’ ambitions—gave rise to the idea that concentration
camps were not just tools of pacification during warfare, as in
South Africa. They represented, rather, a new form of social
existence and stood as embodiments in miniature of the totalitar-
ian systems as such. ‘From the detached point of view of descrip-
tive sociology, a concentration camp represents a strangely
unique social situation,’ wrote E. K. Bramstedt in his  book
Dictatorship and Political Police. Sociologists and philosophers have
continued to describe the Nazi camps in such terms. Wolfgang
Sofsky, for example, describes them as ‘laboratories of violence’,
Maja Suderland as a ‘distorted image’ of society outside the camps.
Others have sought to explain ‘values and violence in Auschwitz’
(Anna Pawełczyńska), the elimination of the ‘life-world’ in the
camps (Edith Wyschogrod), moral life in the concentration
camps (Tzvetan Todorov), or its opposite, ‘choiceless choice’ in
the camps (Lawrence Langer). Yet in the study of the Nazi camps
we are always confronted with a dilemma: there is a prosaic
way of describing them, usually undertaken by historians. This
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involves explaining the origins and development of the camps
as part of Himmler’s expanding SS, which gradually grew into a
state within a state in the Third Reich; examining the operation
of the camps—the guards, command structures, architecture and
planning, work commandos, violence and punishment, and
resistance—and showing how the camps changed over time,
until they reached the massive operation of late /early 

of main camps surrounded by many slave labour sub-camps.
From this point of view, the Nazis’ vicious destruction of political
enemies and their attempt to ‘clean up’ society by eliminating
‘asocials’ and other ‘undesirables’ seems historically explicable,
though shocking.
On the other hand, the air of madness that surrounds the

camps means that such historical or sociological approaches
reach a point where their explanatory power runs out. This is
where the Nazi camp system intersects with the Holocaust. Even
leaving out the ‘pure’ death camps from our purview, the camps
at Auschwitz—overshadowed as they were by the continual
presence and threat of the gas chambers—present a bizarre
phenomenon. But probably the most difficult to comprehend
from the point of view of the camps’ putative purposelessness
occurs at the very end of their existence: the dead mingled with
the living in their tens of thousands at Belsen, the naked, emaci-
ated survivors in Ebensee, the ‘living skeletons’ of Dachau and
Buchenwald—these are the images of the Nazi camps that seared
themselves into the world’s consciousness in the newsreels of
. Here Hannah Arendt’s point from  that the concentra-
tion camps could not be understood within the frameworks of
social scientific categories as they existed at that time remains
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fundamental: whether in law, philosophy, sociology, or history,
what categories of thought, what explanatory frameworks of
human behaviour can account for this phenomenon? (See Box .)
It is hard to escape the feeling that whatever we say about the
concentration camps, there is something that we just do not
understand—a feeling that many survivors and commentators
have also articulated: ‘know what has happened, do not forget, and
at the same time never will you know’, as Maurice Blanchot wrote.

In , American journalist Isaac Rosenfeld articulated a fear
that has persisted ever since:

We still don’t understand what happened to the Jews of Europe, and perhaps

we never will. There have been books, magazine and newspaper articles,

BOX  Hannah Arendt (–)
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Already in , Arendt had written about the Nuremberg Trial to
her mentor, friend, and confidant Karl Jaspers, that the ‘Nazi crimes
explode the limits of the law’. In  she was making basically the
same point about the concentration camps: our systems of thought
lack the categories necessary to take the full measure of what the
Nazis had done. In Origins of Totalitarianism (first edn. ), Arendt
tried to provide a systematic account which combined empirical
information about the camps—their origin and administration—
with philosophical reflection on their meaning, arguing that the
camps were a form of ‘total domination’ whose only real purpose
was that of ‘making men superfluous’. Along with several other
early post-war writers, Arendt therefore set the framework and
terms of debate for representing the Holocaust which continue to
this day.
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eyewitness accounts, letters, diaries, documents certified by the highest

authorities on the life in ghettos and concentration camps, slave factories

and extermination centers under the Germans. By now we know all there is

to know. But it hasn’t helped; we still don’t understand. [Preserving the Hunger,

pp. –]

For some, the attempt to historicize the Holocaust—by, for
example, writing the history of the concentration camps in the
historian’s dispassionate style—is a kind of horror: footnotes
objectify and belittle the suffering of human beings. It would be
arrogant to dismiss this feeling as nothing more than sentimental
moralizing. Nevertheless, if we want to understand at least some-
thing of how the Nazis realized their apocalyptic dystopia then
the tools of the historian must be used along with those of
novelists and poets. When we go on to consider that they have
continued to scar the globe since , the academic study of
concentration camps clearly remains doubly justified.
Let us turn then to the history of the Nazi camps. In many

respects the global prehistory of the concentration camps (as
outlined in chapter ) does not help much; as Arendt noted in
a criticism of Kogon’s book, these are only ‘apparent historical
precedents’. Yet Arendt’s assertion might be too easy to accept. Is
there really a gulf between the Nazi system which made concen-
tration camps the embodiment of Nazi ‘values’ and the use of
concentration camps in the Boer War or in the internment of
Spanish Civil War fighters in France? Are there not quite obvious
continuities when one looks at the POW and civilian internment
camps of the First WorldWar, the concentration camps of German
South-West Africa, and, especially, at the Armenian genocide?
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The Nazi camps were initially set up on a relatively unorgan-
ized basis. The earliest ‘proper’ camps were Dachau and Oranien-
burg, later Sachsenhausen, camps which attracted a great deal of
attention, including from the foreign press. They were places
which served the purpose of ensuring that the Nazi suppression
of political opposition was appreciated by the regime’s enemies,
a process which worked swiftly and brutally. This is why only
two of the SS’s six original concentration camps, Dachau and
Lichtenburg, were in operation at the end of . When Buchen-
wald was established in that same year, it was not, as is often
assumed, because of the later predominance of communists
among the prisoner functionaries, a camp for political prisoners;
these had already been dealt with in the first two years of Nazi
rule. Rather it was a camp primarily for ‘asocials’ and other
‘Aryans’ who refused to accommodate themselves to Nazism,
including Jehovah’s Witnesses, the ‘work shy’, habitual criminals,
and homosexuals. Their numbers were small: there were just
, men in Dachau, Sachsenhausen, and Buchenwald at the
end of . It was the presence of such people which led to the
latter camp finding its bucolic name (‘beech forest’). The logical
name would have been Ettersberg, since that is where the camp
is located, but as Theodor Eicke, the Inspector of Concentration
Camps, wrote to Heinrich Himmler, head of the SS and Chief of
the German Police, in July , that name ‘cannot be used’
because of the Ettersberg’s association with Goethe. Eicke’s
objection was not that Goethe’s name ought not to be brought
together with a concentration camp, but that his revered name
should not be associated with the rejects of the Volksgemeinschaft
(‘people’s community’).
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The point is important because it reminds us that the SS camps
were initially used for the purposes of crafting the racial commu-
nity and eliminating political opponents, real and imagined. The
expansion of the camp system in —by the end of June 
there were about , inmates, mostly ‘asocials’ and other
outsiders and Austrian political prisoners, in all the SS’s concen-
tration camps—was a result of the growth in Himmler’s power
and his plans to expand the SS empire. The change is signalled in
the administration of the camps, which were run at first by the
Inspectorate of Concentration Camps (IKL) until  and then by
the SS’s Business Administration Main Office (WVHA), a name
which suggests Himmler’s aspirations. The camps were changing
all the time in terms of their number, prominence, and make-up
of the victims. But they also remained constant in their aim of
terrorizing the people the Nazis named as their enemies. It is
hardly surprising that one former inmate called the camps
‘schools for murder’ where bestiality was systematically trained
as a logical preparation for the most merciless of wars.
This process of terror was stepped up a gear in  as Jews

and other groups were interned in large numbers. Before the
November pogrom (– November , popularly remembered
as ‘Kristallnacht’), Jews were among the concentration camp
inmates, usually as political prisoners. As Jews they were sub-
jected to especially rough treatment but after  Jews targeted as
such made up a consistently high proportion of the camps’
inmates. Just as this attack on the Jews presaged the large-scale
persecution to come, so the camp system began rapidly to expand
just before the start of the war. Large numbers of Czechs, veterans
of the Spanish Civil War, and, especially, Poles boosted the
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numbers of camp inmates in , which rose to ,, and new
camps began to open, such as Auschwitz. The latter was neither
originally a camp specifically for Jews nor a death camp, but was
designed to hold Polish political prisoners.

The invasion of the Soviet Union in June  brought about
another expansion of the camp system, with notable camps built
at Lublin (Majdanek) and Stutthof. Some , Soviet ‘commis-
sars’ were murdered in operation f in / and over the
course of the war some three million Soviet POWs died in
German captivity. In September  there were about ,
camp inmates; this number shot up to , a year later,
, a year after that, and over , by the start of ,
as the SS desperately tried to substitute forced labour for the
shortcomings of the Third Reich’s war economy. New camps,
such as Mittelbau-Dora where V rockets were built, suddenly
emerged and grew into huge, brutal factories where workers,
instead of being productive in any economically meaningful
sense, died in large numbers. Such huge numbers meant that far
from being hidden from view, ‘concentration camps in public
spaces’ became the norm and ‘the camp world invaded everyday
life as never before’ (Gellately). The Buchenwald sub-camp of
Magda, for example, was on the edge of Magdeburg-Rothensee,
whose residents, historian Nikolaus Wachsmann reminds us,
‘looked straight into the camp, while their children played next
to the electric fence’.

Once again, one needs to distinguish, at least at first, between
the SS concentration camps such as Buchenwald, Dachau, and
Sachsenhausen, and, later, Neuengamme, Ravensbrück, Mauthau-
sen, Stutthof, and Gross-Rosen, which were designed to brutalize
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the inmates, and at which death was common, and the death
camps—Chełmno, Bełżec, Sobibór, and Treblinka—which were
pure killing facilities, built in –, and which were not admin-
istered as part of the regular concentration camp system. The
exceptions were Majdanek and Auschwitz, which by  com-
bined the functions of concentration and death camps and, espe-
cially at Auschwitz, also had massive slave labour operations
attached. As well as being the primary site of the genocide of the
Roma and Sinti (Gypsies), about one million Jews were murdered
in the gas chambers at Auschwitz-Birkenau. Transit camps and
labour camps associated with the administration of the Holocaust
were also established, such as Herzogenbusch in the Netherlands.
The difference between all these sorts of camps was not very
widely understood during the war. This lack of clarity, combined
with the chaos of the end of the war which brought the different
camps crashing together, contributed to the confusion about the
geography and operation of the Holocaust for years after the war’s
end. With the exception of Auschwitz and Majdanek, it was only
late in the war that the systematic murder of Europe’s Jews became
entangled with the wider history of the concentration camps.
For the inmates, life in the concentration camps was brutal and

is often depicted in crude Darwinian terms as a struggle for
survival. Although there are many recorded instances of assist-
ance and mutual aid amongst inmates in the camps, survival
required more than luck. ‘In the camps,’ wrote Joop Zwart, a
prominent Dutch political prisoner in Belsen in a testimony of
, ‘the conditions there could not be measured with the moral
standards of a free society.’ This individualistic disregard for
others might have enabled some to survive, but it also hindered
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the survival of the many, and there are, contrary to Zwart’s claims,
many instances of survivors testifying to the importance of being
part of a pair, small group, or ‘substitute family’. Zwart claimed
that ‘Nobody could afford to help first somebody else with a thing
he himself needed most. Still, with more solidarity among the
prisoners it is my conviction that many more thousands could
have been saved. But it seemed as if the people in the camps did
their very best to shed their best qualities as quickly as possible for
their very worst qualities. So not only envy, but betrayal and
worse, reigned.’ This harsh judgement certainly tells us something
about how the camps functioned, though Zwart omitted to
mention that these conditions were not those of the inmates’
own making. If they did not live up to the standards of decent
behaviour, we might remember that this was one of the conse-
quences of the camps the Nazis intended.

One of the main confusions in our understanding of the Nazi
camps concerns the role played by work. The term ‘annihilation
through labour’ (Vernichtung durch Arbeit) is widely understood to
refer to a deliberately conceived Nazi policy. In fact, concentration
camp inmates had been used for forced labour from the camps’
early days. Later in the war, when foreign forced and volunteer
labourers (ofwhom therewere already some million inGermany)
proved insufficient, concentration camp labour was used more
readily because of the shortages in manpower from which the
German economy was suffering. It was at this point—autumn
—that large numbers of sub-camps appeared. Gross-Rosen,
for example, had over  sub-camps by the end of  and,
with nearly , inmates, held some  per cent of the total
concentration camp population.
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Where concentration camp inmates—as opposed to forced
labourers—were forced to work, this was only ever a temporary
measure designed to extract as much value as possible out of
inmates before their deaths. Particularly for Jews, work was only
meant as a brief interlude, a necessary evil. It was, as historian
Marc Buggeln says, ‘a measure of last resort for a mercilessly
overheated armaments industry and in a system whose downfall
was ever more likely in view of the hopeless state of the war’.
When some SS managers attempted to ‘modernize’ their enter-
prises, they nevertheless took it for granted that the lives of their
workers would be short and they rarely made any efforts to
increase productivity by improving living conditions or food
quantity. Still, memoirs of inmates of the Gross-Rosen or Neuen-
gamme sub-camps, for example, report that conditions were far
preferable to those at Auschwitz, from where many of them had
been deported. Vĕra Hájková-Duxová, for example, says that in
arriving at Christianstadt, a sub-camp of Gross-Rosen, from
Auschwitz in autumn , the women ‘couldn’t get over their
amazement’ when they saw proper bunks with straw mattresses.
The collapse of the Third Reich in the spring of  thus meant
that Jewish camp inmates who were being used as slave labourers
were actually (on average) in somewhat better health than those
who were not. Certainly they would have died if the war had
lasted longer, but ironically it was slave labour which actually
prolonged the lives of many until the point at which they outlived
the regime—although there are striking differences between sur-
vival rates at some sub-camps in comparison with others, as
for example in the sub-camps of Neuengamme, where much
depended on whether one worked inside or outdoors, or on the
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guards’ levels of brutality. But many of these workers—Jews
and non-Jews alike—were not liberated where they worked, for
they had been forced to march elsewhere in the Third Reich’s
dying days.

The last months of the war are the most important for under-
standing how the state of the camps at liberation has so impacted
on the world’s understanding of what a concentration camp is.
With the Reich collapsing, huge numbers of camp inmates were
forcibly evacuated from the camps that were under imminent
threat of discovery by the Allies, especially by the Red Army,
and sent into the heart of Germany on what the victims named
‘death marches’, a name that has subsequently become common
currency since it so accurately captures the absurd viciousness of
the process, and identifies the marches as part of the Holocaust.
That means that the camps still in existence in early  were
heavily overburdened with vast numbers of already ill and dying
inmates, in conditions of chaos where caring for concentration
camp prisoners was low on the list of priorities for the Third
Reich’s administrators. Dachau in April , claims historian
Barbara Distel, could no longer be distinguished from the other
sites of mass murder. Belsen, a camp that had been opened in 

as a holding camp for ‘privileged’ inmates (ones whom the Reich
thought could be useful in negotiating with the Allies), was
functioning like a death camp because huge numbers were
dying there every day from lack of food and water: in March
 alone, , inmates died. The camp system as such was
imploding along with the SS bureaucracy in general, and the
individual camps were disaster zones at which immense human
suffering became the norm. If there was a collapse in the
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distinction between the murder of the Jews and the concentration
camps, it lay in the fact that the majority of Jews liberated at
Dachau, Buchenwald, Sachsenhausen, and Bergen-Belsen were
survivors of the camps further to the east—including many
Jewish slave labourers who had been in small sub-camps—who
had been marched westwards in the face of the Soviet advance.
The Nazi concentration camp system was vast and, as the Nazi

empire expanded, so too did its camp network, so that it covered
the whole of occupied and Axis Europe. Alongside the SS camps
there were camps for POWs (including Stalags or main POW
camps and Dulags or transit camps); camps for so-called Volks-
deutsche (ethnic Germans) who were supposed to be ‘resettled’ in
farms vacated by Poles; and forced labour camps, for example for
Polish Jews in the area of occupied Poland the Nazis called the
Generalgouvernement, or for Ostarbeiter (workers from the east)
who were held in huge numbers in the Reich in terrible condi-
tions. Such camps existed in almost every locale in Germany. The
Nazis’ allies also set up camps of their own, sometimes genocidal
camps in their own right—as in Jasenovac in Croatia—and some-
times waystations to genocide. In Transnistria, the area of western
Ukraine between the Dniester and Bug rivers occupied by the
Romanians, a combination of ramshackle camps and more or less
open-air dumping grounds for local and deported Jews and Roma
caused immense loss of life in the first two years of the war,
including the massacre of almost , Jews at Bogdanovka in
December .
Yet the Third Reich was a world of camps in another respect

too. Just as the regime’s de facto ‘enemies’ were eliminated
through the use of concentration camps, so the Volksgemeinschaft,
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the ‘people’s community’, was to be brought into existence and
trained in martial values through the use of a variety of labour
camps (Reichsarbeitsdienstlager) for different constituencies: Hitler
Youth, BDM (Bund Deutscher Mädel or League of German Girls),
and teachers, for example. Indeed, according to a law of November
, the term Arbeitslager (labour camp) was reserved for organ-
izations which catered for Volksgenossen (racial comrades) and
which were devoted to the honour of the German Volk. Camps
therefore became a necessary fixture of German life, whether for
those excluded from the racial community or for those who
were to be drilled into it. The Labour Service camps in particular
became must-see sites for foreign dignitaries and tourists alike and
were regarded by Nazi commentators as ‘the best means of making
this National Socialist call for a Volksgemeinschaft a reality’, as Reich
Labour Leader Konstantin Hierl put it (cited in Patel).

The anti-Nazi lawyer Sebastian Haffner experienced such a
camp himself when he was ordered to attend it for ‘ideological
training’ just before taking his assessor examination in October
. Finding the camp and the SA men who ran it ridiculous but
also threatening, Haffner and his fellow articled clerks went unen-
thusiastically along with what was expected of them—singing,
marching, ideological instruction sessions—until he had to admit
that by doing so, no matter how reluctantly, the effect was
undeniable: ‘By acceding to the rules of the game that was being
played with us, we automatically changed, not quite into Nazis,
but certainly into usable Nazi material.’ Asking himself why they
did go along with it, Haffner honestly admits several reasons:
attending the camp had become a requirement for passing the
law exams; the attendees mistrusted one another, being unable to
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fathom each other’s real attitude towards the Nazis; and finally a
‘typically German aspiration’—the ‘idolization of proficiency for
its own sake, the desire to do whatever you are assigned to do as
well as it can possibly be done.’ Besides, once the inmates were
offered some proper military training, they even began to enjoy it,
despite themselves. ‘Thus,’ Haffner writes, ‘we believed we had
escaped ideological training, even while we were thoroughly im-
mersed in it.’ Even more pernicious, Haffner explains that after a
period in the camp, the individual began to lose a sense of himself
as significant, with all thought and action in the camp being
channelled in favour of the group. Waking in the night, Haffner
felt ashamed to be wearing a uniform with a swastika armband—
but he wore it nonetheless. He was ‘in the trap of comradeship’.
Indeed, the trap of comradeship was exactly what the Nazis

aimed for. It constituted the counter-image of the ‘comradeship’
created in the concentration camps. Where the rejected would be
isolated from the rest of the society, the latter would be frog-
marched into the Volksgemeinschaft. A society modelled on the
barracks, everyday life as camp, is what the Nazis aimed at. And
many celebrated it. Melita Maschmann, for example, author of a
memoir of growing up in Nazi Germany, claimed that:

Our camp community was a miniature model of what I imagined the racial

community [Volksgemeinschaft] to be. It was a completely successful model.

I have never before or after experienced so good a community, not even in

places which were more homogeneous in every respect. Amongst us women

there were farmers, students, workers, shop assistants, hairdressers, school

pupils, office workers and so on. The camp was led by an East Prussian

farmer’s daughter who had never before been outside of her own home
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region [Heimat] . . . Experiencing this model of the Volksgemeinschaft with

such an intensive feeling of happiness produced in me an optimism which

I stubbornly clung on to until . [Cited in Wildt, ‘Funktionswandel’, p. ]

By contrast, even though many disliked it, like Haffner the great
majority went along with it because they were afraid of the other
sort of camps that awaited them if they objected. Haffner knew,
when he was writing in , that this variety of comradeship—
the forced creation of community—could become ‘the means for
the most terrible dehumanization’; and he argued ‘that it has
become just that in the hands of the Nazis. They have drowned
the Germans, who thirst after it, in this alcohol to the point of
delirium tremens. They have made all Germans everywhere into
comrades’, and comradeship, Haffner pointed out, ‘is part of war’.
These thoughts on the use of camps for the creation of the
Volksgemeinschaft have been confirmed by scholars, who show
that there was a dialectical relationship between belonging and
genocide. When Haffner wrote in  that ‘The general promis-
cuous comradeship to which the Nazis have seduced the Germans
has debased this nation as nothing else could’, he could not have
known of the Holocaust or of the full extent of Nazi criminality
more generally. But he sensed that that there was a connection
between the camps for the racial comrades and the camps for the
social, political, and racial rejects. The Janus-faced nature of the
Nazi camps meant that a concentration camp for the eradication
of enemies required few alterations to become instead a site for
the education of the racially valuable members of the Volk.
Inclusion and exclusion went hand in hand; the former required
the latter, and vice versa.
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Of course it is the ‘exclusion’ side of the equation for which
the Third Reich’s concentration camps are remembered. When
the British army encountered Bergen-Belsen it was unprepared
for ‘the world of nightmare’ which it found there, as Richard
Dimbleby put it in his radio despatch of  April . Entering
the camp was shocking enough, with corpses littering the site and
the barely alive staggering about. But nothing prepared Dimbleby
for what followed:

I have seen many terrible sights in the last five years, but nothing, nothing

approaching the dreadful interior of this hut in Belsen. The dead and the

dying lay close together . . . They were crawling with lice and smeared with

filth. They’d had no food for days, for the Germans sent it down into the

camp en bloc and only those strong enough to come out of the huts could

get it. The rest of them lay in the shadows getting weaker and weaker. There

was no one to take the bodies away when they died and I had to look hard to

see who was alive and who was dead. [Despatch reprinted in Bloxham and

Flanagan (eds), Remembering Belsen, p. xii]

Similarly, American journalist Percy Knauth described Buchen-
wald on its liberation, saying that ‘Until that moment, I had never
fully realized what a concentration camp like Buchenwald was.’
Now he felt that ‘it did not seem possible that anyone who ever
saw the terrible misery of Buchenwald, let alone had lived in it,
would ever be able to forget it and go back to normal human
living.’ The scenes described by Dimbleby, Knauth, and many
others in Germany in  have defined how we think about
concentration camps.
For many historians today, the extraordinary vileness of the

Nazi camps means that it is invalid to use the term ‘concentration
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camps’ to encompass both the Nazi sites and those established by
regimes in other times and places. Yet many of the first people to
see the Nazi camps in  made the connection explicitly, as a
way of warning the world of the risk of seeing the Third Reich
as a sui generis case. Knauth, for example, not only admonished
his fellow Americans for failing to do anything about the Nazi
camps whilst they were in existence, he went further and urged
his readers to think through what the Nazi camps meant for
humanity:

And even in this year of peace and victory, we have let the concentration

camp live on. We have let it live in Argentina, right in our own hemisphere.

We have let it live in Egypt, where Greek soldiers who a year and a half ago

revolted against a government-in-exile which had oppressed them while it

held the power were clapped in prison by our British allies. We are letting it

live in country after country—in Greece and in Palestine, in India and in

Spain, among nations liberated and unliberated from the oppressions against

which, after four long years, we were finally forced to fight. We wrote ‘Four

Freedoms’ on our banners—freedoms for which men were dying in places

we had never heard of; but now the freedoms and the places and the

Buchenwalds have all receded into the unpleasant past . . . Our measure of

responsibility for Buchenwald is not so great or immediate as is Germany’s,

but it is equal with Germany’s responsibility for concentration camps as a

creation of mankind. If we deny that responsibility today, as Germany did

when Hitler came to power, we may find Buchenwald in our own land

tomorrow. [Germany in Defeat, pp. –]

This kind of universalizing moralizing is not to everyone’s taste.
Some may find Knauth’s argument that all people are to some
extent responsible for things done by a certain regime unpalatable,
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regarding it as playing down the specific responsibility of those
who created and ran the camps. Yet there are different ways we
can read Knauth. He could be warning us not to regard the Nazi
camps as the only manifestation of concentration camps in his-
tory. He may be reminding us that even if they are not as destruc-
tive or as synonymous with a ruling ideology as the Nazi camps,
concentration camps can still exist elsewhere. And he might be
telling us that bracketing off the Nazi experience—even if done for
valid and justifiable reasons—might have the opposite effect to the
one intended and might allow inhumanity to flourish. Indeed, it is
quite clear that the camps we have encountered thus far in this
book, in Cuba, the Philippines, South Africa, German South-West
Africa, the Ottoman Empire, and the Third Reich, are all quite
different. That it is nevertheless possible to speak of them using the
same designation—concentration camps—does not mean that
they are the same either empirically or morally. The existence of
Dachau should not prevent us from recognizing concentration
camps elsewhere. That is perhaps nowhere more clear than in the
history of the Gulag, which we will examine next.
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The Gulag

‘My father, Pyotr Averianov, was arrested at night in April, ,
and taken to who knows where. Afterwards they arrested my
mother, Varvara, in May on the night before Easter and threw us
seven children, including me, out of the house. They sat us four
older children on two horses, tied us up with reins so we wouldn’t
run away, and put the three smaller ones to bed with no clothing.’
Nikolai Averianov was eleven years old when his parents were
subjected to ‘dekulakization’. In his deposition for Memorial, the
human rights organization which investigates political repression
in the USSR, he then describes the process of being deported from
the Mordovia region to the Bogatovsk region in northern Siberia.
Along with several other families, he was locked in a railroad car
in which, after several days’ travelling, people lost their minds and
starved to death. After stopping in Tomsk to pull out a few
corpses, the train carried on until it reached its final destination,
where the ‘kulaks’ were introduced to their ‘special settlement’:

From Tomsk they took us to a pier, loaded us onto a barge, and we sailed up

the Chulym River. I don’t remember how long we travelled. They unloaded



us onto a pier, and we walked about three kilometres to the village of

Pesochnoe in Bogatovsk Region. Two of the children in our family, Nastia

and Vania, died on the way there. They abandoned us there, ‘Live as you like!’

[Frierson and Vilensky, Children of the Gulag, p. ]

By contrast with the Nazi camps, which are imprinted on the
world’s consciousness through images, films, testimonies, and
trial records, the Gulag remains, even today, hard to imagine.
‘Gulag’, strictly speaking, refers to an administrative institution
created in , the department of the OGPU (Unified State Polit-
ical Administration, replaced by the NKVD/MVD, the forerunners
of the KGB) responsible for the camps: the Chief Administration of
Corrective Labour Camps. For contemporaries, ‘Gulag’ referred
solely to this authority, not to the camp system. The sites of
incarceration that later came to be denominated by the name
‘Gulag’, thanks to Solzhenitsyn’s coining of the term ‘Gulag archi-
pelago’, encompassed prisons, punishment colonies, corrective
labour camps, agricultural colonies, and ‘special settlements’. The
NKVD tended to use the terms interchangeably. As historian Felix
Schnell says, these multiple forms are probably responsible for the
fact that the Gulag has no ideal-typical site and to a large extent has
no ‘face’ in the way that the Holocaust does. There was no Ausch-
witz in the Gulag, there are no iconic images like the Arbeit macht
frei entrance gate, no immediately recognizable terms which take
us to the heart of thematter, such as ‘gas chamber’. Although some
of these sites resemble Nazi camps, others, notably the special
settlements, were quite different—but all were part of the Gulag
(see Figure ).
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The differences between the Nazi camps and the Soviet ones
are in some ways clear. Tzvetan Todorov, for example, follows
David Rousset in noting the different role played by killing in the
two systems:

Ironically, it was the Soviets, whose theoretical framework stressed social

and historical processes, who allowed ‘natural selection’ to run its course: in

the gulag, hunger, cold, and sickness drove the weak to the wall. The Nazis,

on the other hand, who claimed to believe in the pseudo-Darwinian doctrine

of the ‘survival of the fittest’, used ‘artificial selection’ at Auschwitz and also at

Ravensbrück: the SS, their doctors, and guards decided on which prisoners

should die and which should be saved. The Soviets sacrificed human lives as

if they were worthless, but the Nazis were overcome by a kind of ‘murder

madness’. [Hope and Memory, p. ]

Or, as Richard Evans reminds us,  per cent of inmates survived
the Gulag, whereas in the Nazi camps the survival rate was less
than half. The fact that in the Stalinist period between  per cent
and  per cent of inmates were released every year has led
historian Golfo Alexopoulos to talk of a ‘revolving door’ of arrest
and release in the Gulag. In more philosophical vein, former
resistance fighter, Buchenwald inmate, and, after the war, under-
ground communist courier Jorge Semprun argues that ‘the Russian
camps are not Marxist, in the sense that the German camps were
Nazi’. Hitler, says Semprun, ‘put his ideas into practice, reconstruct-
ing German reality in accordance with them’. By contrast, there
were different interpretations of Marxism, and many Marxist
theoreticians and movements who opposed Bolshevism claimed
allegiance to Marx. Rather than being Marxist, then, the Russian
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camps ‘are Bolshevik camps. The Gulag is the direct, unequivocal
product of Bolshevism.’

Yet in other ways, the differences seem less relevant. Margarete
Buber-Neumann, a survivor of both camp systems, said that ‘It is
hard to know which is less humanitarian—gassing people in five
minutes, or taking three months to crush them with hunger’ (cited
in Todorov). Besides, some of the Soviet camps have a greater claim
to be thought of as ‘a different planet’ than do the Nazi camps,
whichwere often in or on the edge of heavily populated towns, and
which were certainly well integrated into the local economies.
Inmates of Soviet prisons in or near cities were not allowed to
work, because the possibility of escape was feared to be too great.
Butmany of the camps and ‘special settlements’were different: they
were remote and escape was unlikely to succeed, though that did
not stop people trying in large numbers. Places like Kolyma,
physically isolated from the rest of the Soviet Union (until the
s accessible only by plane or, between April and December,
by ship) and climatically shock-inducing, were much more thor-
oughly removed from the outside world. The mortality rate at
Kolyma until  was – per cent of the inmates annually; in
some even more remote camps such as Chukotka or Indigirka it
could reach as high as  per cent. The statistics are, understand-
ably, hard to establish, with some scholars finding it hard to believe
that more than half the Kolyma camp population died each year,
but recent research makes the claim seem credible.

The tradition of transportation to remote regions as a form of
punishment long predated the Bolshevik Revolution but the
origins of the Gulag as a system of camps administered by the
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NKVD lies in the  decision to use the Solovetski Islands in the
Barents Sea as concentration camps. Two decisions taken in 

and  were decisive for the growth of the Gulag out of the
existing penal system. In June , the Politburo’s resolution ‘On
the Use of Prison Labour’ allowed the OGPU to develop existing
labour camps and to build new ones in mineral-rich areas. And in
April , the subsequent memorandum issued by Sovnarkom
(Council of People’s Commissars), ‘On the Status of Corrective-
Labour Camps’, extended the repressive camp apparatus. By 

the OGPU was overseeing the special settlements as well as the
prison camps.
The camps established on the Solovetski Islands—known as

Solovki—set a dangerous precedent on the one hand and indi-
cated the need for more thoughtful administration on the other.
Described by one escapee in his  account as ‘an Island Hell’,
Solovki was in its first years a place where the prisoners were
more or less abandoned, with bleak results. Under former pris-
oner Naftali Frenkel, the camp complex was given a more eco-
nomically productive direction, thus laying the foundations for
the slave labour economy in the Soviet Union. Following the
Solovki debacle and the turn to Frenkel’s experiments with slave
labour, the Soviet authorities turned more to the idea of making
the camps economically useful. Projects such as the building of
the White Sea–Baltic Canal of  embodied this aim. As histor-
ian Andrei Sokolov explains, the Gulag was envisaged as a ‘magic
wand’ but, as the authorities soon discovered, they ‘needed equip-
ment, skilled labour, experienced specialists, and better working
qualifications, all of which raised the cost of maintaining the
Gulag’. Despite various schemes to pay workers and to bribe
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them with promises of reduced sentences for overfilling quotas,
the Gulag was never productive. Indeed, such schemes tended to
backfire as the best workers were released.

Perhaps the most notorious of the ‘camps’ was the Kolyma
region in the Soviet Far East. Here the city of Magadan was the
administrative centre of a region of nearly three million square
kilometres, which reached from the Lena River to the Bering
Strait, an area larger than Western Europe. Magadan’s camps
existed because of the area’s gold reserves. Kolyma, according to
Solzhenitsyn, was ‘the greatest and most famous island, the pole
of ferocity of that amazing country of Gulag’. Dal’stroi, Magadan’s
penal branch, was the largest entity in the labour camp system; as
historian David Nordlander writes, its name, an acronym for the
Far Northern Construction Trust, was ‘a calculated euphemism
for a ruthless organisation whose wide array of functions made it
the omnipotent overlord in the Soviet northeast’.

Dal’stroi was founded in November  and Stalin appointed
the experienced Latvian camp director Eduard Petrovich Berzin
as its head. Despite the façade of oversight by official bodies,
Dal’stroi was effectively under Berzin’s and Stalin’s direct control.
The growth in camps and the ability of the NKVD, headed by
Yagoda in Moscow, to keep tight hold of the purse strings and
thus of what was happening there despite the vast distance from
the Kremlin, ensure that Magadan has justifiably been referred to
as the ‘capital of the Gulag’. Berzin’s own death by shooting in
August  completes the Gulag script. As the ‘capital of the
Gulag’, Magadan’s operations spread over enormous distances
and included some of the most infamous names of the Gulag,
particularly Kolyma. The growth in prisoner numbers in Magadan
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mirrored the spectacular growth of the Gulag as a whole: from
, in  to , in September .
A similar process occurred elsewhere. Vorkuta, in the Arctic

north-east of Russia, became the site of one the largest camp
complexes, holding about , prisoners in . Coal mining
began in Vorkuta in  when a group of thirty-nine prisoners
was sent to the uninhabited region for that purpose; it soon grew
into a massive camp complex, particularly in – as victims of
the Great Terror arrived in large numbers and thus as ‘political
enemies’ replaced ‘colonists’. Although prisoners were sent there
to be ‘reformed’, their deaths in appalling conditions meant that
the reality was far grimmer than the authorities had anticipated.
Ukhtpechlag camp was, according to the inspectors’ own reports,
‘exceptionally appalling’. By the end of , Ukhtpechlag held
nearly , prisoners in an area of over , square kilo-
metres. It was split into four separate camps in May . But the
term ‘camp’ should not conjure up an image of a small, enclosed
institution. One of the four camps, Vorkutlag, occupied a vast
space in which the small population was not properly divided
(‘zonified’) between prisoners and non-prisoners and in which the
civilian administration was more or less indistinguishable from
the camp administration. Even during the war, when control over
the prisoners was tightened, not all sections of Vorkutlag had
been enclosed behind barbed wire (see Figure ).
Similar observations could be made about the other major

Stalinist-era camps, such as Noril’sk or Karaganda. They covered
huge areas, were divided into a number of separate penal institu-
tions, and often there was little real distinction between the
prisoner and non-prisoner zones. Yet that is not to say that the
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camps were not brutal; the stories and memoirs of Varlam Sha-
lamov, Eugenia Ginzburg, Gustaw Herling, and others leave us in
no doubt as to the terrible conditions in which people lived and
worked, and died in huge numbers. Even when prisoners were
left unescorted, a situation Shalamov depicts in his story ‘Dry
Rations’, there was little chance of escape as these camps were so
remote. ‘The geography of the Archipelago was a solid obstacle
to escape attempts—those endless expanses of snow or sandy
desert, tundra, taiga’, as Solzhenitsyn writes. Prisoners did escape
from the camps but parts of the Vorkuta complex were remote
enough to justify Solzhenitsyn’s claim.

Figure  Vorkuta industrial concentration camp complex,  km above the
Arctic Circle, with Gulag camp of coal mine nos – in the foreground and
coal mine ‘Kapitlanya’ on the horizon, .
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These remote camps and labour colonies are the ones on which
our image of the Gulag has been based. They are the places of
Solzhenitsyn’s ‘archipelago’ where the guards suffered only mar-
ginally less than the prisoners and conditions were exceptionally
harsh. Just getting to the camps was life-threatening; the story of
Fyodor Vasilevich Mochulsky’s forty-five-day trip from Moscow
to Abez, where he would work as an administrator at the Sevpe-
chlag camp, near Vorkuta, is hair-raising, involving boat journeys
across the White Sea and Barents Sea, and a river boat down the
Pechora River which had to be abandoned as the river unexpect-
edly froze, meaning the journey had to be completed on foot.
Although these were not death camps, huge numbers died from
overwork and starvation as the prisoners were considered
expendable and easily replaceable; mass shootings occurred too
on an ad hoc basis. And although there was no Auschwitz,
forestry camps such as Tomasinlag have been described by his-
torian Oleg Khlevniuk as ‘provisional death camps’ because of
the appalling conditions and correspondingly high death rate.
The case of the island camp Nazino, in the River Ob,  km
north of Tomsk in Western Siberia, is well documented and
especially cruel. Here over , ‘political enemies’ from
Moscow and Leningrad were dumped in , left to fend for
themselves. Nicolas Werth’s description of it as Cannibal Island is
more than apt.
Not all Soviet concentration camps were located in remote

regions, however. Some of the main camps in the Western Siberia
region, for example, were located within the city limits of Tomsk
and Novosibirsk. Novosibirsk’s largest factory complex, Combine
No. , was partly built with prisoner labour, as was the Chkalov
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Aviation Factory. In many of these cases, and indeed in some of
the remote camps, the boundaries between camps and the regular
population were porous. Jacques Rossi, who spent twenty-five
years in Soviet camps, wrote that the Gulag was ‘the most precise
embodiment of the state that created it. It was not a mere slip of
the tongue to say that a freed zek [inmate] had been transferred
from the “small” zone to the “large” one’ (cited in Ivanova). Given
that the Gulag has so often been depicted as Soviet society in
miniature, it is perhaps hardly surprising that the two to some
extent merged into one another. Although recent popular histor-
ies of the Gulag tend to follow the ColdWar script, describing it as
an archipelago of isolated sites of atrocity, this is to overlook the
findings of post-Cold War scholarly research. This has discovered
by contrast that the term ‘Gulag’ covers a multiplicity of hetero-
geneous sites which were not all separated from the outside
world. Certainly there were very isolated camps to which being
sent was tantamount to a death sentence. But elsewhere, particu-
larly in the special settlements—which were, as one historian
notes, half way between freedom and the concentration camp—
the situation was different and the characteristics of some of the
Gulag’s institutions challenge our understanding of what a con-
centration camp is.

Throughout the Gulag, the phenomenon of ‘de-convoyed’
prisoners—who were authorized to move unescorted outside
the camp zone—permitted interaction between inmates and
those ‘outside the zone’ to a surprisingly large extent. Indeed,
according to historian Wilson Bell, ‘in some parts of the Gulag,
such as Vorkuta, it was quite common for prisoners to live
outside of the [camp] zone, and the borders between camp and
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city frequently shifted’. These ‘dezoned’ prisoners (i.e. those who
lived outside the zone), thanks to their living arrangements and
their intermediate social and economic status, ‘blurred the line
between prisoners and non-prisoners’. In , , prisoners in
Vorkuta, nearly  per cent of the total, were living outside the
‘zone’. Many freed inmates stayed in the area and worked in the
camps as ‘free’ labourers, as Eugenia Ginzburg did in Magadan
after her release in the late s. The terminology is misleading:
in fact released inmates, like the rest of the ‘free’ Soviet population,
could not normally choose where they lived. That is why many of
them, lacking alternatives, ended up working as camp adminis-
trators or guards. That is also why the city of Vorkuta, for
example, exists: established as a company town in , centred
mainly on coal mining (in  it contained the largest coal mine
in Europe), its inhabitants are to a large extent descendants of
former zeks and their guards; ‘a strange citizenry indeed’, as Alan
Barenberg notes. Barenberg, the historian of Vorkuta, argues
that Vorkuta is an example of a company town where ‘many
former prisoners successfully reintegrated themselves into Soviet
society’. The same was true for the special settlers across the
Soviet Union: over time, following the gradual dismantling of
the special settlements after Stalin’s death, the special settlers’
children and grandchildren lost the sense of their parents’ and
grandparents’ suffering and became ordinary Soviet citizens.
The reports on deconvoyed and dezoned prisoners reveal a

host of fears on the part of the authorities. A  report from
Dmitlag bemoaned the fact that unescorted prisoners ‘use the
lunch break to wander round town, go to town bathhouses,
make various purchases, etc. under the pretence of partaking of
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medical treatment or social activity in the departments of the
administration of construction and the camp’ (cited in Bell).
Another report into several Western Siberian camps from 

was unimpressed by the fact that ‘Several de-convoyed prisoners,
taking advantage of the disorder [in the camps], freely visit popu-
lation centres and drink and associate with citizens’ (cited in
Khlevniuk). Nevertheless, these categories of prisoners were per-
mitted to exist because they served useful purposes; their status
made them more willing to aid the regime in key industries—
manywere specialists in engineering, for example—and smoothed
the passage between incarceration and release. At the very least,
their presence indicates a lack of resources for building proper
camps to house them. This situation changed in Vorkuta after
, when the whole camp complex was enclosed, but dezoned
prisoners continued to exist, the status being granted to skilled
workers as a privilege or simply as patronage, distributed at
the whim of the camp directors. Former Gulag administrator
Mochulsky describes the prisoners allowed to move around with-
out an armed escort, the ‘permanent railwaymen and road fore-
men’, as ill-fed and living in difficult circumstances, especially
given the harsh Arctic climate and the fact that ‘these prisoner-
railwaymen of the Gulag knew what kinds of punishment awaited
them if there were an accident and they were blamed’. Neverthe-
less, he notes that ‘Despite everything, they still preferred to “hang
on” to this work, since it was familiar to them and it provided them
the possibility of resting a little from the cruel camp regime.’

Many of the inhabitants of the city of Vorkuta, which grew
up alongside the camp, were former dezoned prisoners who
stayed because their labour was in demand. In the period of
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de-Stalinization, the geography of the camp and the city was
altered so that sections of the camp from which the barbed wire
had been removed simply became part of the ‘outside’—the ‘zone
shrank’ and the city expanded. Here we see how the Gulag and
Soviet society at large morphed into one another. These were not
‘two worlds’ and as the concentrationary world shrank so it was
absorbed by the outside space until the point at which the Gulag,
which never ceased to exist in the Soviet Union’s lifetime, became
less and less relevant for the Soviet economy and more and more
like a regular penitentiary system.
An important example of the merging of the ‘small zone’ and

the ‘large zone’ was the black market trading and the creation of
informal networks to enable survival by bypassing official chan-
nels, known as blat. This phenomenon might have represented a
deficiency of the camp system (especially from the NKVD’s point
of view) but it was important for the Soviet economy, whose
rigidity was otherwise stifling. The Gulag was, as Bell writes, ‘an
integrated part of the community, of Soviet society’. Indeed, some
historians argue that even the distinction between ‘small’ and
‘large’ zones does not capture the extent to which the Gulag was
inseparable from Soviet society. Russian historian Galina Ivanova,
for example, argues that ‘The territory of the “small zone” essen-
tially coincided with the territory of the Soviet Union.’ If that was
the case then clearly a variety of interactions could occur that
would have been unthinkable in the case of Nazi camps. The latter
were very much part of local economies and brought all manner
of economic, sexual, and social opportunities for locals and
guards alike; but opportunities for inmates to have contact with
outsiders were severely limited.
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Just as we are now better informed about the development of
the Nazi camps over time, so it is necessary to distinguish differ-
ent phases of deportation to the Gulag corresponding to different
phases of Stalinist terror. The deportations of – coincided
with the ‘dekulakization’ programme and filled the camps with
farmers and peasants. In –, of the two million peasants
deported, more than half a million were dead, had escaped, or
had disappeared. The Great Terror of –—which remains
largely and incorrectly synonymous with the Gulag in the popular
imagination—destroyed the careers and lives of huge numbers of
communists, as the paranoid dynamic of unmasking ‘plots’ and
‘bourgeois wreckers’ brought fear and terror to the heart of the
Communist Party. As many as . million ‘enemies of the people’
or ‘counter-revolutionaries’ were arrested in that period, though
few had actually done anything to justify the accusations—and
their spouses and children, also deported in huge numbers, cer-
tainly had not. The last potential sites of opposition to Stalin were
eliminated but in the process the Soviet Union’s military and
economic experts were also decimated.

Before the war, a new phase of deportations occurred as
Moscow’s paranoia extended to national groups. In , Poles,
Finns, and Balts were deported from the Soviet Union’s ‘sensitive’
western borders to Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, or Siberia. In ,
‘suspect’ peoples who inhabited Soviet border regions or areas of
Eastern Europe occupied by the Soviets were deported: Finns,
Poles, Romanians, Ukrainians, Balts, Koreans, Iranians, and others,
all victims of Soviet paranoia about enemies within. The whole
population of Soviet Koreans—, people—was deported to
Kazakhstan or Uzbekistan on suspicion of collaborating with the
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Japanese, a claim which under normal circumstances would rightly
have been dismissed as absurd. The war, of course, did nothing to
quell this paranoia. TheVolgaGermanswere deported in ; half a
million Chechens and Ingush were deported in – as ‘Nazi
collaborators’, as were Kalmyks, Karachays, Balkars, and Crimean
Tatars. The Volga Germans, like the Crimean Tatars, were never
permitted to return home. Finally, later in , border communities
around the Black Sea, including Bulgars, Greeks, and Armenians,
were deported, as were Turks and Kurds along the border with
Turkey and Iran.
Many of these groups of people—up to  per cent of whom

were children—were dumped in inhospitable areas of Siberia or
Kazakhstan and left to fend for themselves; others were sent to
existing camps and settlements. Whole communities were devas-
tated, as this testimony concerning Chechen suffering indicates:

Adzhigulsum Adzhimambetova’s husband had been seized by the fascists.

She was left with three children, one girl and two boys. Her family starved

just as ours did. No one gave them either material or moral support. As a

result the daughter died of starvation to begin with, and then the two sons,

both on the same day. The mother was so weak with hunger she could not

move. Then the owner of the house threw the two little infant corpses out

onto the street, on the edge of an irrigation canal. Some Crimean Tatar

children dug little graves and buried little ones. How can I speak of this?

I can hardly even bear to remember it. [Frierson and Vilensky, Children of the

Gulag, p. ]

Wartime conditions in the already crowded camps were appalling
and new deportees suffered greatly. The period of the war and not
that of the Great Terror was the most deadly for the Gulag’s
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inhabitants: in  and  about a fifth of all inmates died:
more than , people. This fact once again indicates how
the Gulag mirrored conditions in Soviet society in general: the
war brought immense hardship to Soviet citizens, who were
killed in far greater numbers than anywhere else in Europe.
Their suffering was unimaginable to Americans, for whom the
war never reached their shores after Pearl Harbor. Coercive labour
measures were especially severe in the Soviet Union as factories
were evacuated to the east, women and young workers replaced
men, and hours worked were exceptionally long, with the reward
being food and clothing rationing, highly restrictive living condi-
tions, and stringent punishments for infractions in order to
enforce labour discipline. If the number of Gulag inmates had
halved by , that was because one million were released to
work in war-related industries and some two million died on the
front, many as members of so-called ‘penal battalions’, that is to
say, as cannon fodder. The focus of the camps themselves was on
their economic usefulness to the war effort in a way that greatly
exceeded previous efforts to extract use-value from the inmates.
Many members of the ‘punished peoples’were used in this way, as
were some four million POWs, who were forced to work in a
‘special contingent’ (speckontingent). The distinction between Gulag
inhabitants and ‘free’ labourers was, as Schnell notes, blurred
more during the war than at any other time previously.

After the war the Gulag grew again. Returning Soviet POWs
who had survived the murderous captivity of German camps—
some three million died in gruesome conditions—were immedi-
ately deported to ‘verification’ and ‘filtration’ camps, from where
they were usually either sent into exile or returned into society
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after a few months. Hundreds of thousands of people were
deported from lands reconquered from the Nazis or newly
incorporated into the Soviet Union: the Baltic States, Western
Ukraine, Bessarabia, Western Belarus. By  there were some
. million camp inmates and in , when Stalin died, still at
least .million, some  per cent of whom were working without
guards. The late s/early s were thus the years when the
Gulag reached its greatest size. Yet economically speaking the
Gulag was unprofitable and labour productivity reached a mere
– per cent of civilian equivalents. Beria released . million
inmates three weeks after Stalin’s death, using the opportunity to
put into place a long-held MVD aim to cut the Gulag’s costs by
removing from its purview petty criminals and recidivists and to
make the camp system less of a drain on the economy. Yet the
Gulag as such was not dismantled, even after Khrushchev’s ‘secret
speech’ denouncing Stalin’s crimes in ; in fact, although the
department called ‘Gulag’ was closed down in , the camp
system existed until the end of the USSR itself.
Yet it did change. Hundreds of thousands of inmates were

released, especially ‘politicals’ and members of ‘punished peoples’.
Some received full rehabilitation. Yet the Gulag carried on incar-
cerating people, though after  they generally knew why they
had been arrested. Apart from common criminals, political and
religious dissidents were at most risk. When Avraham Shifrin
published his First Guidebook to Prisons and Concentration Camps of
the Soviet Union in , the book, presented like a regular tourist
guide, included a section on ‘extermination camps’. What this
meant was not Treblinka-like facilities, but places where prisoners
were forced to work with dangerous machines such that they ‘face
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a virtually certain death’. Despite the Cold War tone, the book
documents the still vast extent of the prison network, especially
the cruel use of psychiatric prisons for people who protested
against Soviet policies or demanded the right to leave the country.
Only after Mikhail Gorbachev came to power in  and initiated
the policy of glasnost was it possible to begin to speak openly
about the Gulag, although the decades of silence were not easily
broken and many have remained afraid to speak even since the
demise of Soviet communism.

The Soviet leadership continued to believe in its rhetoric of
‘re-education’ until the end. ‘You have been brought here to
enable you to reform yourselves—to realise your crimes, and to
prove by honest, self-sacrificing work that you are loyal to social-
ism and to our beloved Stalin. Hurrah, Comrades!’, as Vladimir
Petrov and his fellow deportees were greeted on their arrival in
Kolyma. Solzhenitsyn regarded such slogans as mockery and
many prisoners certainly felt the same, but it is not clear that
they were in fact meant as such. In the early s the Soviets
published books and newspapers celebrating ‘socialist labour’
inside the camps and special settlements, just as they did outside
them and abroad in various languages. So too did the Nazis, with
articles in the German press showing how Dachau was reforming
its degenerate inmates. The difference was that after such publica-
tionswere banned for the general Soviet public in the late s, the
Soviets continued to celebrate forced labour as a way of ‘re-forging’
the prisoner in camp newspapers inside the camps themselves.
Articles celebrating Stakhanovism amongst the workers and
socialist construction were common. As historian Steven Barnes
says, the Soviets chose—they certainly had the means—not to
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create a ‘truly genocidal institution’ in the Gulag. Although mor-
tality rates were high, the camps were used for forced labour to
keep the economy going in a way—albeit highly unproductive—
that the Nazi camps did not, at least until the crisis of the Third
Reich’s war led to the Nazis’ reluctant decision to use camp labour.
The Gulag spanned the length of the Soviet Union and lasted as
long as the USSR did because transportation to remote regions
was, as human geographer Judith Pallot notes, both a process of
‘regulation by exclusion’ and ‘ameans of delivering labour to places
where it was needed’. And if administrators like Mochulsky started
to question the value of the Gulag later on in life, speaking of ‘the
monstrous inventions of the Stalinist regime’, at the time of his
service (–) there is no doubt that he accepted the need for the
railway being built between Kotlas and Vorkuta and the wisdom of
using ‘fascists’ and ‘criminals’ to do so.
Remarkably, some survivors even look back on their years in

the Gulag with something approaching nostalgia or pride. Sira
Stepanovna Balashina, for example, came from a family deported
as kulaks in  from Kurgan oblast (region) in south-western
Siberia to Perm oblast in the Urals. Both her parents and her sister
died in the famine of – and Sira alone remained, spending
her life working in the forest. When interviewed about her experi-
ences at the age of ninety-two in , Balashina recalled that she
worked hard and well, and as a consequence was rewarded with
the Medal for Valiant Labour during the war and, when she
retired, the Medal for a Veteran of Labour. Despite being officially
freed from forced labour shortly after the war, Balashina remained
in Perm and continued to work in the forest. As her interviewers,
Gheith and Jolluck, note, the medals ‘confirmed her identity as a
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contributing Soviet citizen. Balashina’s pride in her medals shows
that rather than reject the values of the system that had repressed
her, she internalised them.’ One historian found that of the chil-
dren of deportees she interviewed, ‘only a few expressed strong
anti-Soviet attitudes regarding the repression or destruction of
their parents’ lives’. Some even became party members and played
an active role in public life. Perhaps when one considers that
children being brought up in the Gulag played games such as
‘searching for and uncovering enemies’ or ‘hot pursuit’, this atti-
tude becomes more comprehensible. The fact is, though, that
many of the former special settlers became what historian Kate
Brown calls the Soviet Union’s ‘hereditary underclass’, who were
never able to get rid of the feeling that they were second-class
citizens.

Prisoners in the Gulag could survive for many years, if circum-
stances permitted it; there was life in the Gulag. Furthermore,
there was a constant stream of prisoners being released, showing
that ‘redeemability, at least for some segment of the prisoner
population, was never totally abandoned’ (Barnes). German pol-
itical prisoners did sometimes survive twelve years—the duration
of the Third Reich—in the Nazi camps, but these were very few in
number. In the Gulag, the border between camp and the ‘large’
zone was not fixed and the phenomenon of de-convoyed prison-
ers has no equal in the Nazi case. If Dachau epitomizes the
concentration camp, then many of the Gulag’s sites of incarcer-
ation other than the prisons and corrective labour camps do not
exactly meet the criteria. Historian Nicolas Werth writes that the
Gulag was ‘a world where administrative chaos, sloppiness, indif-
ference, chance and neglect seem to have played a more
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important role than any systematic intention to exterminate’.
In other words, Arendt seems to be right: the Soviet camps
represent purgatory where the Nazi ones represent hell.
And yet, there is another way of seeing this issue. In terms of

numbers, far more people suffered in the Gulag than in the Nazi
camps: an average of . million annually, with a peak of .
million in , meaning somewhere in the region of  million
Soviet citizens passed through the camps between  and ,
about one-third political prisoners and – per cent criminal
recidivists. At least . million people died in the Gulag and
probably more than one million died during transportation.
More important, particularly during the Stalinist period, the dif-
ference between inside and outside the camps was one of degree;
according to Nordlander, ‘events behind the barbed wire in many
respects encapsulated the key realities of Stalinism’. Most ordinary
workers endured appalling working conditions, poor standards of
housing and food, and the constant threat of hunger, terror, and
punishment. Under collectivization, peasants and farmers were
not free to move where they chose until the s and in many
cases ‘the peasants’ living standard was no different or even lower
than the living standard of the deported “kulaks” ’ (Khlevniuk). The
Gulag ‘mirrored the day-to-day functioning of Soviet society’, as
Bell puts it. As Andrey Vyshinski, the main prosecutor of the
Great Terror trials, explained, ‘All Soviet penal policy is based on a
dialectical combination of the principle of repression and com-
pulsion with the principle of persuasion and re-education . . . The
two-in-one-task is suppression plus re-education of anyone who
can be re-educated’ (cited in Barnes). This applied to Soviet society
in general, not just the Gulag, and the recent focus of historians
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on the permeability of the Gulag should be not be understood as
downplaying the phenomenon but as indicating the extent to
which the Soviet Union as a whole was brutalized. Where the
Nazis sought to model the Volksgemeinschaft on the barracks, the
Soviets dreamed of society as repressive factory.

With searing honesty, Gustaw Herling recalls his ‘horror and
shame of a Europe divided into two parts by the line of the Bug,
on one side of which millions of Soviet slaves prayed for liber-
ation by the armies of Hitler, and on the other millions of victims
of German concentration camps awaited deliverance by the
Red Army as their last hope’. Yet there was a crucial difference
between the Nazi camps and the Gulag: what we now call the
Holocaust. The death camp broke with human experience in a
way that the Gulag, however brutal, did not. Recent scholarship
on the Holocaust has tended to turn our focus away from the
death camps, reminding us (quite rightly) that nearly half of the
six million Jewish victims were killed by face-to-face shooting in
pits in Eastern Europe or were starved to death in the ghettos.
Auschwitz only became fully operational when the Holocaust
was at its end, when the Jews of Hungary were deported in spring
: the images we recognize from Birkenau are from this
period. Nevertheless, there is a reason why Auschwitz has
become the symbol of the Holocaust and of the capacity for evil
in general: it is the clearest instantiation of the intent to kill that
human beings have yet devised.
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5

The Wide World of Camps

‘A percentage of the continent’s population had become quite
accustomed to the thought that they were outcasts. They could be
divided into two main categories: people doomed by biological
accident of their race and people doomed for their metaphysical
creed or rational conviction regarding the best way to organise
human welfare.’ As Arthur Koestler’s words from his novel Scum
of the Earth () make plain, the Third Reich’s and Soviet Union’s
camps were not the only ones to exist before and during the
Second World War. Japanese camps for Allied soldiers and civil-
ians during the Pacific War, the Croatian camp at Jasenovac, the
French internment camps in the south of France, Italy’s island and
African camps, and the Romanian occupation of Transnistria,
which essentially became a giant, open-air concentration camp,
all suggest that the Nazis’ allies were willing users of camps, some
more brutal and destructive than others. The democratic coun-
tries have also been accused of making use of concentration
camps; the charge might have some validity, although here we
can see degrees of difference between the Nazi/Soviet camps and



the British/American. In the case of the British, one sometimes
hears that internment camps for ‘enemy aliens’ or, after the war,
the use of internment camps on Cyprus to hold Jewish displaced
persons—Holocaust survivors making the ‘illegal’ journey to
Palestine—were concentration camps. In the American case, the
wartime decision to intern American citizens of Japanese descent
is often discussed using this vocabulary, with books with titles
such as Concentration Camps USA being quite common. Were these
institutions concentration camps?

After the war, concentration camps rapidly came to appear
synonymous with the Third Reich. Yet as we have seen, concen-
tration camps were by nomeans the invention of the Nazis, nor—
if we exclude the death camps—were the Nazis’ camps necessarily
more deadly or brutal than those of other regimes. The Third
Reich’s characteristics as a whole—Nazism as a political ideology,
the ‘racial community’ as an aspiration, the dreams of a German-
dominated, racially reordered European empire—were the factors
that made Nazism so apocalyptically destructive: the inseparabil-
ity of word and deed in Nazism. Although the camp system was
central to the Nazis’ plans, especially for the creation of a helot
population of Slavs who would serve their racial masters, when
we consider them purely as institutions in their own right it is
hard to say that the Nazi concentration camps were very different
from those elsewhere. In fact, we can see that the Nazi camps
provided the inspiration for camps in other countries after ,
as in Argentina and Chile, or communist prison camps such as
Piteşti in Romania. Some of the Nazi camps even continued to be
used as camps for political prisoners, what the Soviets in their
occupation zone of Germany called ‘special camps’.
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It is unsurprising, then, that shortly after the war the con-
tinued existence of camps in the world was a cause of grave
concern to certain groups of intellectuals. In , for example,
the newly founded Commission internationale contre le régime
concentrationnaire (CICRC) undertook investigations into camps
in post-Civil War Spain. It was supported in the endeavour by
the Buchenwald survivor and (at least in France) well-known
author David Rousset. Rousset had coined the term L’Univers
concentrationnaire in his book of that title in  and now, as a
co-founder of the Rassemblement démocratique révolutionnaire,
an anti-Stalinist party of the left, he was keen to rebut accusa-
tions from communists that the CICRC’s focus was only on
the Soviet Union, as it had been in its first inquiry. It would
also go on to investigate the use of camps in Greece, China,
Tunisia, and Algeria.
Taking the Nazi camps as its point of departure—because here

‘each of its characteristics were pushed to the extreme’—the
CICRC set out that its aim was to determine ‘if there exists or
not, in the countries under consideration, a concentrationary
regime or concentrationary characteristics, such a regime being
defined by the arbitrary deprivation of liberty, inhumane deten-
tion conditions, the exploitation of detainees’ labour for the
benefit of the state’. The CICRC was aware of the double risk:
that one might consider acceptable anything which didn’t reach
the degree of severity of the Nazi camps on the one hand or that
one might decide to call a ‘concentration camp’ anything which
one might find unacceptable on the other. Those problems have
dogged comparative studies of concentration camps and fascist or
totalitarian societies ever since.
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That is hardly surprising when one considers the numerous
different sorts of camp settings that have existed since the war:
internment camps, refugee camps, detention centres, and so on.
In examining some of them now, I want to keep open the
question as to whether they should all be called concentration
camps. Most will probably agree that the term is not applicable
in some cases. Yet all the examples I discuss below are of
camps where civilians were held against their will—to a greater
or lesser extent.

Italy, France, and Spain

In Italy islands such as Lipari, Pantelleria, and Lampedusa south of
Sicily and two of the Tremiti Islands in the southern Adriatic were
used to confine political enemies. The practice of internal exile for
political outcasts had existed in Italy since the nineteenth century
but was expanded under Mussolini. Whilst the Fascist regime
made much of the comfort in which a few former parliamentar-
ians lived in their island prisons, especially on Lipari, the reality
for most political detainees was quite different. These colonies, in
which political detainees often lived alongside common crim-
inals, ‘soon came to resemble true internment camps, with most
detainees living in common barracks’, as historian Michael Ebner
puts it. When the regime also started expelling the ‘least danger-
ous’ detainees to villages in the south after  and then started to
use the labour of detainees for land reclamation projects, it was
presiding over what Ebner calls a ‘Fascist archipelago’ which
formed just part of the regime’s way of imposing its discipline
on the Italian population. Within it, the tiny islands of Ventotene
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and San Nicola were especially well suited to confinement, with
few natural resources and high cliffs. The latter, says Ebner,
‘resembled a true concentration camp’, since there was nothing
there but a castle whose row houses served as barracks. Further-
more, the detainees were subjected to continual surveillance and
controls on their ability to meet or move about freely. They were
not held in these places in order to die, but ‘the experience killed
many of them and left many others gravely and chronically ill’.
But Italian camps were not found only on small islands off

the coast of Italy; nor were they used solely to confine Italian
political enemies. The historian Luigi Reale says that fifty-two
‘fascist concentration camps’, holding about , civilians,
were set up all over Italy between  and , ‘directly influ-
enced by Mussolini’s race laws that he introduced in ’—that
is, primarily for Jews and Gypsies, but also foreign citizens.
These were often buildings such as castles, former convents, or
prisons that were adapted for use as camps, although at Marconia
(Pisticci) and Ferramonti (Tarsia), the latter of which was estab-
lished to hold Italian and non-Italian Jews, there were purpose-
built camps surrounded by barbed wire. Internment in these
camps was often deadly, as Tone Ferenc, a Slovenian eye-witness,
reported:

The camp was surrounded by barbed wire, but there was a small passage

through to get to the administration that was in the school on top of the hill.

Down below I saw a huge crowd of women and children. Cries would go up

to curdle the blood. The little ones used to cry. They were half naked, with

emaciated faces and their bellies distended from hunger; their eyes were

glazed over in desperation because of their privations. Men would be sitting
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on the ground, dropping from fatigue. They would try to pick the fleas off

themselves. [cited in Reale, Mussolini’s Concentration Camps, p. ]

The most notorious Italian camp was the Risiera (rice-processing
factory) di San Sabba, near Trieste, where some , were killed
in Italy’s only death camp, and a further , were deported to
Auschwitz and other Nazi camps. It was established during the
violent last stage of the war as the main camp in the German-
designated region of Adriatisches Küstenland (Adriatic Coast).

Italian camps were not found solely in Italy itself; in Albania,
Somalia, Libya, and Slovenia, the Italians also set up camps.
Between  and , some , camp inmates died from
hunger, illness, and overwork. There are even indications of an
attempt to create in  an ‘extermination camp’ for Italian
political prisoners in the Libyan Sahara, in Gasr Bu Hadi, 
km south-east of Tripoli. In the end financial constraints meant
it was not built but the idea shows the logic of fascism’s radical
exclusion taken to its extreme.

This logic is visible in the French camps set up to house exiles
from Spain and the Francoist camps created during and after the
Civil War. Republican exiles who had been interned in France had
already experienced what would later become hallmarks of the
fascist camps: brutal treatment behind barbed wire, exposure to
the elements, the torment of being so close to people outside
living normal lives. Some of these camps, especially the beach
internment camps of Argelès, St Cyprien, and Le Barcarès, were
built at short notice to house refugees. Others, like Le Vernet,
where Koestler was interned, or Gurs, where Hannah Arendt was
held, were consciously established by the French authorities as
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punishment camps. From them, the French deported—to almost
certain death—several thousand to Gestapo control or to brutal
work camps in North Africa (see Figure ). Koestler is quick to
point out that Le Vernet was not Dachau:

In Liberal-Centigrade, Vernet was the zero-point of infamy; measured in

Dachau-Fahrenheit it was still  degrees above zero. In Vernet beating-up

was a daily occurrence; in Dachau it was prolonged until death ensued. In

Vernet people were killed for lack of medical attention; in Dachau they were

killed on purpose. In Vernet half of the prisoners had to sleep without

Figure  ‘What about Us,MrMacmillan?’, David Low cartoon, Evening Standard,
 February .
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blankets in  degrees of frost; in Dachau they were put in irons and exposed

to the frost. [Scum of the Earth, p. ]

Yet as historian Helen Graham notes, ‘in the very possibility of
comparison, Koestler reminds us that here in the network of
internment and “punishment camps” for brigaders and refugees
that covered the landscape of Roussillon in “peace time”, the
European concentration camp universe was already in existence’.
Those held in Le Vernet, Gurs, or one of the other small French
camps were ‘excluded from all “nations” and thus devoid of both
the symbolic value and rights such membership afforded’.

The camps in Spain were entirely premised on the need for
discipline and punishment; Franco’s carceral universe was co-
extensive with Spain. Following his victory in the Civil War,
Franco set out to ensure that those he deemed the ‘anti-Spain’
would be punished for their support for the Republic. At least
, people—the figure is the regime’s own—were held with-
out any judicial involvement in  alone. A vast expansion of
the prison universe took place so that buildings from schools to
warehouses were pressed into service; at the same time, ‘a con-
stellation of labour battalions, work brigades and other instru-
ments of slave labour such as military penal colonies’ stretched
across Spain. Violence, as the leading historian of the Spanish
camps, Javier Rodrigo, notes, was ‘the rock upon which the
Franco regime was built’. The CICRC noted in its  report
that, as in a concentration camp regime, ‘inmates suffered dire
material conditions and extreme forms of arbitrary violence that
frequently led to their deaths’. They were also subjected to forced
labour, whether still imprisoned or whether ‘released’ in order to
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join labour battalions or under the scheme known chillingly as
‘Punishment Redemption through Work’ (Redención de Penas
por el Trabajo), battalions ‘that depended directly on the concen-
tration camp structure’.
According to Rodrigo, more than half a million Spaniards and

other Europeans passed through the more than  camps which
made up the Francoist concentration camp system. The largest,
Miranda de Ebro, opened in November  and remained in
existence until  (others lasted considerably longer). As of
June , they were administered by the Prisoner Concentration
Camps Inspectorate (Inspección de Campos de Concentración),
which, as Rodrigo notes, ‘is eerily reminiscent of Eicke’s Nazi
Inspectorate of ’. Indeed, in  Himmler inspected Franco’s
camps and prisons and Spanish officials visited Sachsenhausen.
Yet until recently Franco’s camp system had been largely forgot-
ten, perhaps because it was not exposed and defeated in war,
meaning that the regime’s longevity allowed it to align itself
with the Cold War West. The irony, as Helen Graham notes, is
that ‘aWestern order that retrospectively mythologized its oppos-
ition to Nazism as opposition to the camp universe, and which
denounced this too as the ultimate offence of Stalinism, patron-
ized a regime in Spain that was, like the Soviet Union’s, based on
mass murder and its own gulag’.

Liberal Internment

By comparison with the Italian or Spanish examples, which
followed the radicalizing logic of fascism, the internment of
civilians by the liberal democracies was quite different. Yet the
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American decision to intern Japanese Americans and the British
decision to intern German Jewish ‘enemy aliens’ have received
considerable criticism, not least because their sites of internment
are often described as concentration camps.

Following the bombing of Pearl Harbor, Japanese Americans
came under suspicion. In the anti-Japanese clamour, this state-
ment from leading anti-Japanese campaigner Lieutenant-Colonel
John L. De Witt was typical: ‘I have little confidence that the
enemy aliens are law-abiding or loyal in any sense of the word.
Some of them yes; many, no, particularly the Japanese. I have no
confidence in their loyalty whatsoever. I am speaking now of the
native born Japanese—,—and , in California alone.’
Ultimately it was President Roosevelt’s decision to intern the
Japanese, one he took on the basis of his own personal antipathy
and because anti-Japanese feeling was generally strong—historian
Roger Daniels puts it down to ‘the general racist character of
American society’, as illustrated in the Dr Seuss cartoon (see
Figure ). Indeed, the decision to intern the Japanese Americans
was made before Pearl Harbor.

In May  Miné Okubo and her brother were incarcerated,
along with thousands of others, in Tanforan Assembly Center, a
race track in San Bruno near San Francisco. A young woman who
had studied in Europe, Okubo produced a record of her intern-
ment which combines comic-style line drawings with wry com-
ments. She records, for example, that letters from friends in
Europe ‘told me how lucky I was to be free and safe at home’.
The camp was still being built when she arrived and Okubo’s
description of the barracks, the latrines, and wash halls seems
familiar to us from descriptions of earlier camps: ‘We were close
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to freedom and yet far from it. The San Bruno streetcar line
bordered on the camp on the east and the main state highway
on the south. Streams of cars passed by all day. Guard towers and
barbed wire surrounded the entire center. Guards were on duty
day and night.’ Yet the presence of a post office, laundry buildings,
a library, and schools, and the fact that internees could receive
guests, clearly indicate that Tanforan was no Dachau. Neverthe-
less, the Japanese Americans were being held against their will
without having committed a crime, and were being kept under
watch in guarded, fenced-in camps. This fact leaves some

Figure  ‘Waiting for the Signal from Home’, Dr Seuss cartoon, PM,
 February .

 The Wide World of Camps



historians, such as Tetsuden Kashima, in no doubt as to what to
call them:

The most accurate overall descriptive term is concentration camp—that is, a

barbed-wire enclosure where people are interned or incarcerated under

armed guard. Some readers might object to the use of this term, believing

that it more properly applies to the Nazi camps of World War II. Those

European camps were more than just places of confinement, however; many

were established to provide slave labor for the Nazi regime or to conduct

mass executions. I contend that such camps are more properly called Nazi

slave camps or Nazi death camps. [Judgment without Trial, p. ]

Even if one rejects the claim that Tanforan, Minidoka, Manzanar,
and the other incarceration sites should be described as concen-
tration camps, calling them ‘internment camps’ or ‘assembly
centres’ should not make us think that the experience was
somehow pleasant or that the decision to intern Japanese
Americans was a credit to a democratic state. All that really
happened was that, as Roger Daniels puts it, ‘The myth of
military necessity was used as a fig leaf for a particular variant
of American racism.’ Indeed, the practice set a precedent for
post-war America: at the height of the Cold War the Emergency
Detention Act () gave the president the right to set up camps
for ‘The detention of persons who there is reasonable grounds to
believe will commit or conspire to commit espionage or sabotage’
(Sec.  []). Daniels observed in  that ‘Any foreseeable use of
these concentration camps will be for ideological rather than racial
enemies of the republic.’ Although the act was partially repealed
by the  Non-Detention Act, Daniels here presciently foresaw
Guantánamo Bay.
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The internment of Japanese Americans was by no means the
only example of a supposedly democratic country succumbing
to fears of enemies within and incarcerating innocent people.
The Americans interned Germans too. In Britain, German and
Austrian Jews and Italians were absurdly targeted at the outbreak
of war as a potential fifth column—as good an illustration of the
power of populist paranoia as any in history. The result was that
some , were interned, in a number of sites including Seaton
in Devon or at Huyton near Liverpool, but the majority on the Isle
of Man, where civilians had been interned during the First World
War too. Several thousand of them were deported to Canada. As
François Lafitte, author of a still relevant, powerful study of the
policy reflected, internment was the result of panic and prejudice
among government ministers and unchecked rumour-mongering
by the popular press. Lafitte also observed that ‘Both in the Press
and in public speeches certain gentlemen whose pro-Nazi views
were notorious in peacetime were among the loudest in the
clamour to “intern the lot”. Protestations of super-patriotism in
this cheap and easy form have often been the rather obvious
defence-mechanism resorted to by men about whose patriotism
there was some doubt.’ The policy was stupid and cruel, and the
conditions in which the internees lived were hardly pleasant. Yet
in this case one cannot speak of a concentration camp; the exiles’
self-designation as ‘His Majesty’s Most Loyal Enemy Aliens’ hardly
suggests people who were at bitter odds with their captors.
Indeed, one internee wrote that ‘the most interesting point in
the internment problem is not how much the interned have had
to suffer—for suffering is general all over the world at present—
but how far they have been able to stand up, spiritually, to their
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trial, and to transform their adversities into productive experience’
(cited in Seyfert). Nevertheless, even if one cannot speak of British
concentration camps, it was the case, as Lafitte pointed out, that
internment represented ‘an authoritarian trend . . . in our home
life’, suggesting that the spread of illiberal ideas concerning for-
eigners, citizenship, and national belonging was very hard for the
democracies to resist when the fascist countries seemed to be in
the ascendant.

The ambiguity of liberal incarceration was particularly appar-
ent in the displaced persons (DP) camps that were set up in
Germany and Austria after the war. Immediately on war’s end
there were some seven million DPs in occupied Germany; by
September  in a remarkable feat of logistics given the war-
torn state of Central Europe, some six million of them had been
helped to return to their homes. The last million were the so-called
‘hard-core’ cases, mostly Poles and Ukrainians—some with
questionable wartime records—who refused to return to coun-
tries being taken over by communist regimes. There was also a
contingent of approximately , Eastern European Jews,
survivors of the Holocaust, who had no homes to go back to,
whose communities no longer existed, whose families had been
murdered, and whose property had been stolen. In  they
were joined by Jews, including complete family units, returning
to Europe after spending the war in exile in the Soviet Union,
mostly in Central Asia. Many thousands had lost their lives there
but this exile also facilitated the survival of tens of thousands of
Jews who would surely have been murdered by the Nazis had
they remained in situ and not fled or been deported by the
Soviets in –. So by the end of , there were some
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, Jewish DPs in camps in Germany and, to a much lesser
extent, in Austria and Italy.
These camps were there because the Jewish DPs, assuming

that after the war their suffering would elicit support from those
who had liberated them, demanded access to the US and Pales-
tine. These, unfortunately, were the two places to which they
were least likely to be granted access. Many survivors found their
way to Britain, Australia, and Latin America, but to Palestine
only in large numbers after the Israeli declaration of independ-
ence in May  (the brichah scheme for illegal immigration had
helped many already) and to the US after the amendment of the
DP Act in , when the numbers were much reduced in any
case. In the years in between, the relations between the DPs and
the British and American authorities soured, and the DPs them-
selves made great play of the fact that they were being held in an
Allied version of Nazi concentration camps. This made for
powerful Zionist propaganda and gave the Soviets the oppor-
tunity to attack British imperialism in the context of the emer-
ging Cold War. The problem was exacerbated by American
criticism of the camps; Earl Harrison, in his summer  report
on the DP camps, wrote that ‘we appear to be treating the Jews as
the Nazis treated them except that we do not exterminate them’.
The Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry on Palestine con-
curred in spring  and restated Harrison’s demand that
, Jewish DPs should be immediately permitted to enter
Palestine. In the meantime children marched in the DP camps—
such as Zeilsheim or Belsen—demanding the free world to
recognize their continued ‘imprisonment’, and anti-British cam-
paigners used slogans such as ‘British floating Dachau’ to
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describe brichah ships seized by the British or chanted ‘Down
with Bevin, the successor to Hitler.’

Evenmore than the DP camps in Germany, which at least could
justifiably be represented as emergency housing for desperate
people, the British camps on Cyprus for illegal immigrants to
Palestine were open to the charge of being ‘concentration camps’.
For here, the Jews who arrived were not simply being housed
where they had been liberated or where they had found them-
selves after discovering the loss of their homes; they were rather
being intercepted and prevented from exercising their will. The
result was disastrous for Britain’s moral standing in the world.
‘Standing on this sun-baked forlorn island,’wrote Ira Hirschmann,
the personal representative of Fiorello La Guardia, head of the
United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA),
whilst waiting for a plane in Cyprus in May , ‘how could one
imagine, even in his most sinister dreams, that within the next few
months it would become the prison of more than , Jewish
refugees, seized by His Majesty’s Royal Navy, taken from tiny,
leaking ships bound for Palestine, and that the British government
would so soon take over Hitler’s role as keeper of the concentra-
tion camps, and immortalize Cyprus along with names like
Dachau, Belsen and Maidanek?’ Such statements were hyperbolic,
designed to achieve a political goal; but even if no one was being
tortured or starved to death in the Cyprus DP camps, their
presence so close to Palestine indicated British weakness rather
than strength. It seemed as if it were only a matter of time
before the British would yield to the DPs’ demands and the clear
continuity in the DPs’ experience of incarceration was deeply
embarrassing for the British, who were rightly celebrated as
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having helped to save many thousands of survivors in the pre-
ceding years.
The post-war DP camps were not concentration camps because

those in them were not without legal or other forms of represen-
tation. Had they not been holding out to go to particular places,
the non-Jews could have returned ‘home’ any time they liked—
although for those going back to places like Ukraine or the Baltic
States, which were being incorporated into the Soviet Union, this
was tantamount to suicide. The Jews were more at the will of
the authorities since they had nowhere to return to. Yet once
again it is the imagery of camps that is so shocking rather than the
actual continuity in experience that mattered—the British- and
American-run DP camps were very far from being concentration
camps in the sense that is usually understood: they were thriving
communities with schools, kindergartens, presses, religious insti-
tutions, vocational training schools, sporting associations, and
political movements. Even so, the people in them wanted nothing
more than to leave for somewhere of their own choosing. The
camps in Cyprus have a greater claim to be called concentration
camps, not least because the colonial setting suggests a kind of
population management that echoes previous episodes. Yet again,
the camps themselves functioned like enclosed societies—though
there were contacts with the local population too—and although
the fact of being held in camps made for good propaganda, the
DPs’ claims that they were being held in the British version of
Dachau does not stand up to scrutiny.
These fundamental distinctions between Nazi camps and DP

camps cannot be applied in the case of the ‘special camps’ in the
Soviet occupation zone of Germany. Following long-term Allied
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plans as definitively set out in the PotsdamAgreement of August
, the Soviets (like the British and Americans) arrested and
interned Nazi functionaries in ten ‘special camps’ at the end of
the war. These camps remained in existence until ; among
them were Sachsenhausen (Special Camp No. ) and Buchenwald
(Special Camp No. ), the latter of which, though liberated by the
Americans, fell into the Soviets’ occupation zone and was there-
fore administered by the Soviets as of August . According to
figures released by the Soviets to the GDR’s CDU interior minister,
Peter-Michael Diestel, in , there were , Germans
imprisoned in the special camps. Of these, , died whilst in
the camp and a further  were sentenced to death and executed.
In other words, although the absolute figures for internment were
similar to those in the American and British zones, the rate of
death in the camps ( per cent) was far higher in the Soviet camps
even though conditions in some of the American and British
administered ones were far from adequate. In , when the
mass graves of somewhere between , and , inmates
were discovered in Buchenwald, the communist authorities
decided not to mention the fact in the new exhibition which
opened in the former camp the following year. In the western
zones, former concentration camps such as Dachau, Neuen-
gamme, Flossenbürg, and Esterwegen were also used to house
German suspects, including suspected war criminals and camp
guards, but conditions in them, though unpleasant, were never as
harsh as in the Soviet special camps. This was because the latter
were tools of the social reorganization that the communists were
engineering in Eastern Europe, by which ‘antifascist democracy’
would emerge on the basis of the destruction of the bourgeoisie as
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a class. By early , the special camps’ useful life span had ended
and, now for the most part empty of DPs and German suspects,
they either fell into disrepair or became museums.
One of the characteristics of the Soviet special camps that

allowed the Soviets to act with impunity was the camps’ ‘colonial
setting’. The Soviet occupation zone, later the GDR, was the
westernmost outpost of Stalin’s desire to establish ‘friendly
regimes’ on the Soviet Union’s borders. In the German case, Soviet
security—that is, not having to fear a German invasion—was
absolutely crucial. Even though there was a sizeable domestic
support for communism, unlike in, say, Romania, nevertheless
the process of Stalinization (as opposed merely to communiza-
tion) meant that German communist leaders who had been
trained in Moscow and would do Moscow’s bidding were essen-
tial. The country became essentially a Soviet colony.
The point is worth making because in colonial settings, as we

saw in chapter , the tendency of the metropole to abandon the
rule of law and to create and ‘manage’ superfluous populations is
clear. The Jews in Cyprus got off lightly by comparison with the
victims of British and French colonial violence in other settings,
most notably in Kenya and Algeria. In both cases, concentration
camps were employed to terrible effect.
Strikingly, several authors refer to the ‘Gulag’ in the context of

the Mau Mau uprising in Kenya. More people were detained in
Kenya than anywhere else in the British Empire, with a maximum
of , detained in December , the vast majority of them
( per cent) from Kenya’s Kikuyu-speaking central highlands.
Historian David Anderson calculates that ‘at least one in four
Kikuyu adult males were imprisoned or detained by the British
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colonial administration at some time between  and ’.
Kenya already had a higher number of prisoners than neighbour-
ing British colonies of Uganda and Tanganyika, but when the
‘Emergency’ began in  it increased rapidly. As part of Oper-
ation Anvil in , further camps were built, and the use of
forced labour—contrary to international law—was sanctioned
by Oliver Lyttleton, Secretary of State for the Colonies in Church-
ill’s Tory government. Operation Anvil itself was ‘Gestapolike’, as
loudspeakers were set up in Nairobi and a ,-strong security
force cordoned off the city to search it sector by sector in order to
‘purge’ it, a technique that the British had previously deployed in
Tel Aviv.

The camps emptied out quite rapidly as of , but by the end
of , , so-called ‘hard core cases’ who had refused to
confess to being part of the Mau Mau movement were still
being held. Almost all of them were held under the Emergency
Powers on suspicion of supporting the Mau Mau and were never
formally charged. Anderson, building on work done by other
scholars, claims that the description of the Kenyan camps as ‘a
Kenyan Gulag’ is ‘tellingly accurate’ (see Figure ). Violence was
routine, torture commonplace, the British guards were not prop-
erly trained and could do what they liked, disease was rife, and
the demand that prisoners confess before they could be ‘rehabili-
tated’ smacks of Kafkaesque communist ‘re-education’ routines.
Prisoners were routinely humiliated and deprived of food; as one,
Nderi Kagombe, writes, ‘We would be starved for as many as six
or seven days; then Mapiga [“the beater”, the nickname of the
guard] would have the askaris bring in huge quantities of porridge
and force us to eat it. Having not eaten for so long, it was very
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painful’ (cited in Elkins). Historian Caroline Elkins controversially
writes that the Kenyan camps ‘were not wholly different from
those in Nazi Germany or Stalinist Russia’ and suggests, provoca-
tively, that in these camps (known as the ‘Pipeline’) ‘Britain finally
revealed the true nature of its civilizing mission.’ The slogan
placed at the entrance to Aguthi Camp read: ‘He Who Helps
Himself Will Also Be Helped.’
The extent of the torture and brutal rule that characterized the

British camps in Kenya has become clearer in the last decade. The
same is true of the camp system established by the French in
the context of the AlgerianWar (–). In France, however, the
difficult discussions about Algeria have been going on for longer;

Figure  One of the Mau Mau camps.
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unlike Kenya, Algeria was administered as a part of mainland
France, not a colony, and the fight to retain it united almost all
shades of French political opinion. During the years of the war,
some . million people were driven out of their villages and
‘resettled’ in some , camps de regroupement—in other words,
a third of the rural population. The inmates depended on the army
for their basic necessities, the hygiene conditions were appalling,
and one historian notes that they were no more than ‘fenced-in
tent camps’. After , with de Gaulle’s return to power, plans to
improve conditions and turn the camps into ‘new villages’ were
announced but by  only very few had been built. Unsurpris-
ingly, the camps which were supposed to stem support for
guerrillas—in Kenya, Algeria, and many other examples from
Rhodesia to Vietnam—had the opposite effect. And where
resettlement succeeded, as in Malaya, ‘it usually did so not because
of any economic benefits it generated for a majority, but through
sheer force’, as historian Christian Gerlach reminds us.

French plans to create ‘new villages’ were echoes of other
colonial settings. In Malaya, for example, the British tried to
separate the communist guerrillas from the jungle inhabitants
through forced resettlement plans. The  Briggs Plan envisaged
moving , peasants and ‘squatters’ to  enclosed new
villages. The plan’s remit was not just military: it also foresaw a
reorganization of Malaya’s socio-economic structure, in particular
the integration of the Chinese population into the rural economy.
In Kenya, the colonial authorities intended something similar.
Called ‘villagization’, the plan to resettle the Kikuyu population
in some  barbed-wire enclosed camps and villages was one of
the main drivers of the Mau Mau uprising.
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It was ironic, to say the least, to see the armies of the liberal
democracies—not least that of France, which regarded itself as the
heir to the French Resistance, and that of Britain, which prided
itself on defeating fascism—using violence involving carpet
bombing, expulsions, massacres of civilians, and torture in
attempts to suppress anti-colonial movements. And the use of
camps during this process was most distressing of all for anyone
who associated the liberal democracies with the liberation of
camps, not with running them. As the historian Moritz Feichtinger
says, ‘Nowhere was the universal promise of human rights more
unmasked as rhetoric and nowhere did late colonialism reveal its
murderous face as plainly as in its use of internment and torture,
which took place in a broadly-spread out camp system.’

Communist Camps

As we have seen (chapter ), in the post-Stalinist Soviet Union,
although a huge number of Gulag inmates were released, the
camps continued to exist with a focus more squarely on political
dissidents. Across the communist world, camps remained in
force. For a brief period they ‘flowered’ in the newly acquired
satellite states of Eastern Europe but they were most willingly
employed further east, in the newer communist countries of
China and Cambodia.
Perhaps the most notorious of the East European communist

prison camps was established in Romania. In that country, com-
munism had almost no local support and had to be brutally
imposed. Tens of thousands of Romanians were deported to
camps or to work on slave labour construction projects, most
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infamously the Danube–Black Sea Canal. The years – were
ones of ‘blind, paroxystic repression’, according to Joël Kotek and
Pierre Rigoulot, with mass arrests, deportations, and executions.
, Romanians were in camps in the s. But even before
that, one particular prison had become, in the years –, the
site of some of the most gruesome experiments with human
beings. In Piteşti, a draconian scheme known as ‘re-education by
torture’ was introduced, whereby political prisoners, mostly for-
mer members of Romania’s fascist Iron Guard, were offered
freedom from prison and employment in the security forces if
they would torture fellow prisoners and extract information from
them. Led by Eugen Ţurcanu, a group of torturers put this process
into action on December . The numbers killed were small—
thirty in Piteşti and thirty-four others at other prisons—but many
hundreds more were tortured; the process was only stopped
when the Western press got wind of it and, in order to dissociate
itself from the outrageous actions, the communist authorities
tried and executed Ţurcanu and seventeen others.

But the clearest instantiation of the communist camp logic was
found in Democratic Kampuchea, that is, Cambodia under Khmer
Rouge (KR) rule from  to . It is no exaggeration to say that
the KR aimed—and to a large extent succeeded—in turning
Cambodia as a whole into a giant concentration camp. This aim
did not emerge out of nowhere, a murderous political project in a
historical vacuum. Cambodia was caught up in the Vietnam War,
with the US Air Force dropping ,, tons of bombs on the
country, much of it indiscriminately. The bombing, according to
one Yale University report, ‘drove an enraged populace into the
arms of an insurgency that had enjoyed relatively little support
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until the bombing began, setting in motion the expansion of the
Vietnam War deeper into Cambodia, a coup d’état in , the
rapid rise of the Khmer Rouge, and ultimately the Cambodia
genocide’. With what we might call their ‘Stalinist-peasantist-
fascist’ ideology—a mixture of ultra-collectivization, a rejection
of city life and worship of cultivation, and an obsession with
Cambodia’s ‘glorious past’, the Khmer Rouge closed Cambodia
off from the rest of the world. Democratic Kampuchea cleared the
cities, demonized the so-called ‘new people’ who lived in them (in
contrast to the ‘base people’ who worked the land), rejected
anything to do with the Western world, from industrial technol-
ogy to the wearing of glasses, murdered non-Khmer minority
groups, and forced an inhumane system of communal living on
its people. At the heart of this cruel and superstitious system
was an actual camp: Tuol Sleng or S. A mark of the regime’s
paranoia, the camp was where Khmer Rouge cadres were tortured
on suspicion of being Vietnamese agents—naturally without any
basis for the fear—before being executed at Choeung Ek, the
‘killing fields’ ten miles south-east of Phnom Penh. Only a hand-
ful of people are known to have survived Tuol Sleng; some ,
were murdered there. Its existence in the midst of a giant camp
(Cambodia) tells us what the system could be distilled down to:
fear, paranoia, self-destruction, and extreme violence. Its com-
mandant, Kaing Guek Eav, known as Comrade Duch, claimed
that ‘We were destroying the old world in order to build
a new one. We wanted to manufacture a new conception of
the world.’ Cambodia’s extreme case illustrates the ultimate
logic of concentration camps: causing destruction in the name
of creation.
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The Khmer Rouge’s self-destructive ideology was exposed
when Vietnamese troops occupied the country in  and the
first foreigners to see Cambodia for four years were readmitted.
In China, by contrast, the camp system has remained largely out
of sight—to foreigners—for decades, rightly being termed the
‘forgotten archipelago’ by Jean-Luc Domenach. China, write Philip
Williams and Yenna Wu, the authors of one study of the camp
system, ‘enduredmore than its share of concentration camps during
the twentieth century. Moreover,’ they go on, ‘China is the only
major world power to have entered the twenty-first century with a
thriving concentration camp system, which has been commonly
known as “the laogai system” [laodong gaizao zhidu] since May .’
Of course, in China one cannot refer to ‘concentration camps’, only
to ‘remoulding through labour facilities’ or ‘re-education through
labour facilities’. The term ‘concentration camp’ is freely used by
emigrants who have published their memoirs abroad, as one might
expect; but scholars have also found the term applicable. ‘While
considerable variability among the camps is naturally present in
a country as large and diverse as China,’ Williams and Wu write,
‘the living andworking conditions in their camps have often evoked
the harshness associated with concentration camps, particularly
during spikes in the death rate such as the record-breaking famine
of –.’

As in the Soviet Union, the laogai system has also been charac-
terized by the forced settlement of those formally ‘freed’ from the
camps. When Harry Wu, who has done more than any other
former inmate to bring the laogai to the attention of Westerners,
returned to China in  to make a film about the camps for CBS,
he met a former prisoner named Zhou. Having served eight years
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from  to  for ‘counterrevolutionary crimes’, Zhou then
remained in Xining, the capital of Qinghai province, for a further
twenty-seven years. He told Wu that one third of the province’s
population were resettlement prisoners and their families. ‘Their
labour’, writes Wu, ‘had been used, he told me, to reclaim waste-
land, construct roads, open up mines, and build dams, not just
prior to  but throughout the s.’ In other words, more so
than in the Soviet Union, the labour of laogai prisoners was
economically beneficial to the Chinese Communist Party; the
goods manufactured by the prisoners ‘are sold in domestic as
well as foreign markets and have become an indispensable com-
ponent of the national economy’. This claim is hardly surprising
when one considers the numbers involved. In , Harry Wu
estimated that at least  million people had been sentenced to
labour reform camps over the previous forty years and that –
million were still confined in them. Thought reform through
labour turned out to be a convenient way of acquiring ‘a depend-
able source of wealth’, as Luo Ruiqing, the Public Security Minister,
put it at the Communist general assembly of . The laogai
system was formally abolished in  but the structure of the
system remains: prison factories, psychiatric prisons, community
correction centres, and other forms of extrajudicial incarceration
all still exist, according to campaigners.
Although it seems likely that prison camps still exist in China,

the last major communist camp system is that in North Korea. It
remains very difficult to acquire reliable information but there is
no doubt that a network of concentration camps holding some
,–, people exists in that country, camps which are
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likely to become increasingly harsh as the country heads ever
more towards catastrophe. One of the few memoirs by a former
inmate is Kang Chol-hwan’s The Aquariums of Pyongyang. Following
his grandfather’s arrest, Chol-hwan’s family (apart from his
mother, the daughter of a ‘heroic family’) was deported to
Yodok camp as the family of a criminal. Although, he says, the
case could seem like one of ‘simple banishment’ to a place where
those ‘contaminated’ by the proximity of a criminal could be
‘redeemed’, in fact ‘the barbed wire, the huts, the malnutrition,
and the mind-quashing work left little doubt that it really was a
concentration camp’. Chol-hwan was to spend ten years growing
up in the camp. What did he learn?

The only lesson I got pounded into me was about man’s limitless capacity for

vice—that and the fact that social distinctions vanish in a concentration

camp. I once believed that man was different from other animals, but Yodok

showed me that reality doesn’t support this opinion. In the camp, there was

no difference between man and beast, except maybe that a very hungry

human was capable of stealing food from its little ones while an animal,

perhaps, was not. I also saw many people die in the camp, and their deaths

looked like that of other animals. [Aquariums of Pyongyang, p. ]

Sadly, these communist camps are by no means the last examples
of concentration camps in the modern world. Camps existed in
the right-wing dictatorships of Argentina and Chile and, tellingly,
in the context of the genocide in Bosnia, where images of
Omarska and Trnopolje opened the world’s eyes to the fact that
what was taking place in the wars of Yugoslav succession was not
merely ‘typical Balkan tribalism’. The Wikipedia entry for ‘list of
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concentration and internment camps’ has entries for over forty
different countries, including Sweden, Sri Lanka, and Montenegro
as well as the more obvious examples.
This chapter has shown just some of the many locations in

which concentration camps, or sites like concentration camps,
have existed since the Second World War. The evidence suggests
first, that concentration camps constitute a world-wide phenom-
enon which has developed over time as different states and
regimes have learned from others in other parts of the world
and, second, that these institutions, especially because they
emerge in different settings under very different political regimes,
tell us something fundamental about modernity and about the
modern state. Precisely what that ‘something’ is will be the subject
of the final chapter.
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6

‘An Auschwitz Every Three
Months’: Society as Camp?

The first essential step on the road to total domination is to kill
the juridical person in man.

Hannah Arendt

Camps as Warning?

In , newspapers were reporting that part of the former con-
centration camp of Dachau (the ‘herb garden’—not part of the
memorial museum) was being used to house refugees. The people
whose refugee camp is one of the world’s most notorious former
concentration camps are among the lucky ones. Other refugee
camps in countries bordering Syria and in cities across Europe
are holding ‘migrants’—as the press likes to call them—whose
future prospects look much less promising. One might argue that
the ‘refugee crisis’ itself in its European context is a rhetorical
construct; it certainly seems bizarre that whilst countries like
Lebanon and Jordan have each taken in over  million Syrian



refugees, European countries are apparently unable to cope with
tens of thousands.
Are these refugee camps in Dachau or elsewhere concentration

camps or even akin to them? The people forced to live in them
clearly do not want to be there; the experience is humiliating.
A  Human Rights Watch report on refugee centres in Libya,
whose construction Italy paid for, described ‘inhuman and
degrading conditions’ inside them. At the same time as the refu-
gees can expect a minimum of care, it is also quite clear to them
that they are an unwanted population. The camps are there both
to aid people who have had to flee their homes and to provide
sites of their exclusion from the ‘world of nations’ (see Figure ).

Figure  ‘Freedom Thru Detention’, Dave Brown cartoon, Independent,
 April .
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Should we be alarmed that the twenty-first century is again going
to become a century of camps?

The matter is complex. There is no single type of concentration
camp and no clear dividing line between a concentration camp
and other sites of incarceration. If one searches book titles, one
can find books that deal with the ‘South Korean Gulag’, the
‘Chilean Gulag’, the ‘Israeli Gulag’, the ‘Hungarian Gulag’, and
many other supposed cases. The massive growth of California’s
prison system is called by one analyst a ‘Golden Gulag’ because
the ‘prison boom’ has seen a jump in incarceration rates of 
per cent since . This huge growth is partly a result of what
some civil rights groups such as the American Civil Liberties
Union refer to as the ‘school-to-prison-pipeline’, which refers to
the ways in which poorer and more vulnerable children in the US
are driven along a disciplinary trajectory heading for prison rather
than education. There is even a book dealing with the ‘Gulag of
the family courts’. Clearly the concentration camp image is good
propaganda. We need to tread carefully. We also need to note,
however, that some philosophers and sociologists have been
quite outspoken with respect to the significance of concentration
camps for understanding twenty-first century societies. It is a
greater source of concern for today’s world to think about the
growth and variety of camps than it is to prove that any one
particular type of prison or camp system merits the term ‘gulag’.

For example, the idea that there are connections between
historical concentration camps and contemporary sites or terri-
tories of incarceration receives scholarly backing from the Italian
philosopher Giorgio Agamben, who makes his claim by bringing
together Michel Foucault’s concept of ‘biopower’ (the ability of
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the state to decide on the life and death of its citizens) and German
legal philosopher (and Nazi) Carl Schmitt’s concept of the ‘state of
exception’. Agamben argues that the camp has replaced the city as
the biopolitical paradigm of the West. For Agamben the histor-
ian’s question as to whether camps originated in Cuba or South
Africa is less important than understanding that camps have
become ‘the most absolute conditio inhumana that has ever existed
on earth’ and that rather than being a purely historical datum or
an anomaly in human history, they are in some way ‘the hidden
matrix and nomos of the political space in which we are still living’.
Agamben defines the concentration camp thus: ‘The camp is the
space that is opened when the state of exception begins to
become the rule.’Where the state of exception was once sparingly
used to suspend the rule of law temporarily at a moment of
emergency, the camp marks the point at which the state of
exception ‘is now given a permanent spatial arrangement, which
as such nevertheless remains outside the normal order’.
Agamben’s arguments have been very influential, with critics

taking his definition as a starting point for examining all manner
of institutions and developments in domestic and international
law, not least the US’s suspension of the rule of law in holding
people without charge in Guantánamo Bay. Agamben himself
uses his theories to protest against biometrical data gathering,
seeing it as a way for the state to extend its biopolitical reach,
effectively making suspects out of citizens. Others have used the
arguments about the spatialization and normalization of the
concept of the state of exception to argue that the concentration
camp is nowadays not an aberration but the norm. Whole
swathes of territory, in this reading, might be considered ‘states
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of exception’, places where inhabitants have been abandoned by
the rule of law and which are thus effectively concentration
camps. What looks at first glance like a metaphor designed to
awaken us to the cruel realities of many people’s lives might turn
out to be a simple description of fact.

On the other hand, Agamben has been criticized for disregard-
ing facts, making out of a vast panoply of camps—there was, as
Nikolaus Wachsmann reminds us, no typical concentration camp
in the Third Reich—an icon, ‘the camp’. This is not merely made
to do service as an archetypal concentration camp, it supposedly
tells us something about the inner life and logic of the modern
state as such. Agamben makes the fact that the Nazis ruled
according to Article  of the Weimar constitution—permitting
rule by decree in exceptional circumstances—into a general rule
of the modern world: that the ‘state of exception’ is increasingly
becoming the norm, used as a means of suspending democratic
politics (whilst formally retaining the liberal constitution) and
controlling populations. One critic, the philosopher Ichiro
Takayoshi, objects that Agamben’s attempt to find ‘the platonic
form of the camp’ means that he transposes a legal concept—
the state of exception, in which the exception, which is outside
the norm, is included in the norm as a conceptual possibility—
into the realm of the Nazi camps, where it does not apply. The
inmates of the camps were not simultaneously inside and outside
the law; rather, as Takayoshi says, they were simply designated as
enemies, then ‘denationalized’ by having legal protection with-
drawn, before finally being concentrated and/or eliminated in the
camp system. The facts of the matter do not seem to support
Agamben’s claim to have seen in camps of all sorts ‘the nomos of
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the modern’. Camps might indeed be embodiments of a state of
exception because they represent a suspension of the law but it
does not follow that the state of exception is the leitmotif of
Western political culture.
Nevertheless, camps of all sorts do continue to exist today.

Even if we do not subscribe to Agamben’s position, does anything
unite refugee camps, IDP camps, migrant holding camps (such as
Dachau’s herb garden, Mineo in Sicily, or Bela near Prague),
makeshift refugee camps such as the former ‘Jungle’ in Calais or
sport stadiums in Athens, or detention centres for asylum seekers
such as Yarl’s Wood in Oxford or Colnbrook near Heathrow
Airport? In considering this question, Agamben’s insight that
camps—or rather, those held in them—represent the deployment
of the ‘state of exception’ is helpful, for it assists us in thinking
through what a concentration camp is, where the state of excep-
tion is explicit and intended, and what might better be thought of
places where people are held against their will but where the state
of exception is not, or is only partially, enforced (if that metaphor
of a ‘partial state of exception’ makes sense).
Agamben’s argument can also help with considering the ques-

tion of how development intersects with the existence of camps.
It is true that the number of people existing on less than $. a
day has halved in the last twenty-five years, from . billion to 

million. Global poverty is something that people care about,
although there is a paradox in rich countries offering even rela-
tively large amounts in aid to countries whose poverty is struc-
turally entrenched by the trade policies and consumption patterns
of those same rich countries. Questions about the ethics of
development aid are beyond the scope of this book, however.
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What interests me here is the question of whether there is any-
thing to be learned about the contemporary world by asking this
question: do the inhabitants of the ‘global south’ (what used to be
called the Third World) live in a giant concentration camp?

This most capacious understanding of what constitutes a con-
centration camp is put forward by Vinay Lal, who claims that the
global south’s inhabitants are effectively slave labourers produ-
cing cheap goods to satisfy the rich countries’ consumerist obses-
sions, the victims of an invisible genocide. Historically one can
find evidence that lends some support to this view. As we have
seen in examples from South Africa, Cuba, and the Philippines at
the turn of the twentieth century, and Kenya, Malaya, and Algeria
after the Second World War, ‘destruction and “development”, the
emptying of some areas and the stabilization, improved control
over, and exploitation of others, were two sides of the same coin
in anti-guerrilla warfare’, as Christian Gerlach writes. Schemes
for ‘villagization’ or the control of the jungle in Malaya or Kenya
were premised on stemming support for guerrillas and ‘modern-
izing’ the country. In Lal’s reading, the argument is taken further:
‘development’ is genocide and the people who service its insti-
tutions are dwellers in the world’s largest concentration camps.
Ironically, in contrast to practitioners of ‘open genocide, who
may have to face the gallows or the humiliation of trial before
an international tribunal, the stalwarts of this form of ethnic
cleansing are often feted for their humanitarian contributions to
human welfare’.

Philosopher Alfonso Lingis makes an equally provocative argu-
ment when, in trying to shock readers into realizing the realities
of life for people in what would today be called the ‘developing
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world’, he argues that the ‘forty thousand children dying each day
in the fetid slums of Third World cities’ constitutes ‘an Auschwitz
every three months’. The reference is made in passing in the
context of a passage where Lingis argues that one has to ‘speak
for the silenced’; it is not a cogent, worked-through comparison.
Quite the contrary: it is Lingis’s anger which jolts the reader
into considering whether the comparison can and should be
made at all.
Lal’s and Lingis’s positions are nothing if not thought-

provoking. But is it really the case that the global south exists in
a state of exception? Structural and institutionalized poverty,
ossified through clientelist relations of dependence on Western
capital, creates a harsh reality, but the camp terminology—being
abandoned by the law or excluded from the ethical universe—
does not do justice to the complexities of the relationships that
characterize the ‘world system’. There are, for example, lawyers,
NGOs, and politicians able and willing to represent the inhabitants
of the global south, just as they are able to mobilize and represent
themselves. As a metaphor for a life that is restricted, without
limited hope for improvement, and a feeling of being trapped in a
position of dependence and reliance on unseen ‘masters’, the idea
of the global south as camp contains echoes of the colonial past
that give us cause for concern. But perhaps Agamben’s argument is
more useful when we turn to the variety of camps—in the stricter
sense of enclosed sites holding people who do not wish to be
there—that exist in the world today. Are concentration camps a
warning for our world? In order to address this question we need
to consider what camps mean in the modern age.
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The Meaning of Camps

Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman has claimed that in the same way
that the eighteenth century was the century of reason and the
nineteenth that of industry, so the twentieth century was the
‘century of camps’. Far from being irruptions of medieval barbar-
ism or irrationality, Bauman argues that concentration camps
were not only products of modernity—means–ends thinking,
technological knowhow, bureaucracy, division of labour, profes-
sionalization, control over nature, and human nature specifically—
but had their own ‘sinister rationality’. They performed three vital
jobs: as laboratories to explore new techniques of domination; as
schools for cruelty; and as ‘swords over the heads of those remain-
ing on the other side of the barbed-wire fence’, who would thus
remain quiescent for fear of ending up in a camp themselves.
These claims can be supported by the empirical literature on
Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union, and other situations where
concentration camps have been deployed. But Bauman goes fur-
ther and makes the camps into a synecdoche of the modern world.
‘The camps,’ he writes:

were distillations of an essence diluted elsewhere, condensations of totalitar-

ian domination and its corollary, the superfluity of man, in a pure form

difficult or impossible to achieve elsewhere. The camps were patterns and

blueprints for the totalitarian society, that modern dream of total order,

domination, and mastery run wild, cleansed of the last vestiges of that

wayward and unpredictable human freedom, spontaneity and unpredictabil-

ity that held it back. The camps were testing grounds for societies run as

concentration camps. [‘A Century of Camps?’, pp. –]
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This is a sort of sociological rendering of Agamben’s philosoph-
ical argument that concentration camps reveal the hidden truth of
the modern world. Unlike Agamben, however, Bauman sees
camps as one logical culmination of modernity rather than the
necessary expression of the truth of the modern state per se—a
position which has left many perplexed by Agamben’s seeming
pessimism and apparent unwillingness to distinguish between
totalitarian and democratic societies. In Bauman’s view, the
camps were invented to control human nature and—following
Arendt—to make human beings superfluous. They were thus
products or logical outcomes of Enlightenment thinking since
the dream of mastery over nature is precisely an Enlightenment
dream. This means that for Bauman camps go hand in hand with
modernity; they are the clearest expression of the modern state’s
potential for domination.
In some ways, Bauman is quite right: as we have seen most

clearly with the Gulag, camps often go hand in hand with social
restructuring or, more relevantly, breakneck economic develop-
ment. The conveniently timed programme of dekulakization
allowed the  order to expand the special settlements to take
effect; thereafter economic modernization and concentration
camps went hand in hand in the Soviet Union. In that sense,
Bauman is correct to note that concentration camps are not
radically separated from ‘normal’ society but a logical extension
of it. Concentration camps are thus ‘total institutions’, as
described by sociologist Erving Goffman, places such as monas-
teries, asylums, or prisons where those inside are tightly regulated,
sometimes involuntarily, by specific rules. Those inside the ‘total
institution’ can adapt, according to Goffman, in one of four ways:
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regression (retreating into the self ), resistance (actively fighting
the system), colonization (learning to cope in the institution), or
conversion (adopting the mentality of the guards). On this read-
ing, concentration camps are like ordinary society in that certain
rules apply and inmates’ ability to survive depends on how well
they can adapt their pre-existing values and mores (what sociolo-
gist Pierre Bourdieu calls habitus) to the requirements of camp life.

Yet there is something oddly comforting about Bauman’s argu-
ment that camps are an expression of modernity, with its stress on
instrumental rationality, bureaucratic officialdom, and the divorce
of the moral from the technological. There is something equally
comforting about Goffman’s notion of a ‘total institution’ that
represents simply a more extreme, repressive version of familiar
institutions. Both theories permit a critique of rules of socializa-
tion, science, and rationality that shields us from the more violent
and wild aspects of this history. Their focus is more on a critique of
society than on understanding concentration camps.

There are arguments in Bauman’s favour: when one looks at
camps in colonial settings, one can easily argue that they represent
the power of the modern state enforcing its rule on unwilling
‘natives’, even if such policies actually testify to the colonial state’s
weakness in terms of its ability to rule effectively—the turn to force
indicates a lack of legitimacy. In the Soviet Union, one can show
that economic modernization and the Gulag were inseparable.
Only after the Stalinist period, when more technical industries
became significant, were the armies of forced woodcutters and
railway builders surplus to requirements. In many cases, such as
Franco’s Spain, terror went hand in handwith the notion that work
would redeem the ‘feeble-minded Reds’. In the case of Bosnia,
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however, the camps served no purpose except terror; in the Third
Reich concentration camps served different purposes at different
times: terror and the elimination of real or possible opposition;
getting rid of ‘asocial elements’; holding foreign POWs, especially
politically suspect persons; involvement in the Holocaust; slave
labour. In all cases, including in Kenya, Malaya, and Algeria, con-
centration camps have an air of madness about them that is not
captured by Bauman’s description.
In the abstract, concentration camps might appear to be the

logical conclusion of modernity, if by that is meant an indefinite
extension of state power and a belief in ‘scientific’ solutions to
social ‘problems’. But apart from the fact that from the Soviet
Union to the Nazi war economy slave labour cost more to admin-
ister than it produced, concentration camps have always been
about more than modernization. They are places of punishment,
of discipline, where specific regimes’ world views are actualized.
These world views need not be ‘modern’ in Bauman’s sense, which
equates modernity with technology and bureaucracy. Rather, they
are ‘modern’ in the sense that the modern age also intensified and
canalized paranoid fantasies about racial and political ‘others’—
ideas which long predated the modern age but which were
expressed in new ways under modern conditions. Concentration
camps, as Arendt noted, are places of terror, experiments in
eradicating ‘the human’ from human beings. Camps are tools of
the modern state but they are hardly the most ‘rational’ use of
resources or the most logical tool of nation-building. There is
something else going on.
That something else is the way in which the terror of concen-

tration camps exceeds their rational use and even the thought-out
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desire for terror and revenge on the part of those who create
them. There is an aspect of concentration camps that simply
cannot be captured by describing them as manifestations of
‘absolute power’ or as the ‘nomos of the modern’. The camp is a
product of modernity but also embodies a desire to overthrow
rationality: a desire to abandon all limits, to transgress the moral
law, and to engage in a kind of organized frenzy. This madness of
the camps is such that even good communists reached instinct-
ively for the theological terminology: as Eugenia Ginzburg left her
first prison, she noted that from the time of her arrest: ‘Everything
since then had consisted only of my wanderings through hell.
Or could it be purgatory?’

This is where we can see similarities but also crucial differences
between sweatshops, internment camps for asylum seekers, and
refugee camps on the one hand and concentration camps in
violent colonial and totalitarian states on the other, with places
like Guantánamo Bay, an extraterritorial site where the law has
been suspended, falling somewhere in between. The fact is that
there is no simple definition of concentration camps; rather, they
exist on a continuum of carceral practices, including detention
centres, internment camps, prisons, ghettos, leper colonies, asy-
lums, and other sites of exclusion. It is probable that practices
developed in one have been learned and adapted in others—some
authors claim, for example, that CIA practices in Guantánamo
derive from torture practices first used in Nazi camps.

Yet the fact that we might be offended by, for example, the
herding of illegal immigrants into a stadium (as the Italian police
did in  with Albanians) or by zones d’attentes in French airports
should not mislead us into thinking that Bari or Charles de Gaulle
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Airport are equivalent to Auschwitz. Likewise, the inhabitants of
Gaza are trapped in a territory that they ultimately do not control
and where they suffer all manner of deprivations; but calling the
Gaza Strip a concentration camp is actually a lazy way of trying
to capture the specific nature of the day-to-day negotiation of
power between Israeli occupation and supposed Palestinian self-
government—the state of exception is a regularly imposed but
not permanent feature of life there. The inhabitants of asylum
seekers’ detention centres are removed from the human ‘circle of
obligation’; they are treated, in Arendt’s terms, as if they no longer
exist. But the rule of law has not entirely been suspended in their
case. It is certainly objectionable that people who have fled their
countries and are already highly vulnerable should be locked up
and treated as suspects instead of being permitted to contribute to
the country in which they are seeking asylum; the fact that they
sometimes have to wait for years before being either released or
deported is shameful and is an abuse of legal process. They are very
close to falling into Arendt’s category of the superfluous stateless
person from whom ‘the right to have rights’ has been removed.
But not quite: they can be legally represented and the law which
mocks them sometimes also produces decisions in their favour.
Thus, even if we want to retain the name ‘concentration camps’ to
describe all of the institutions discussed in this book—from the
South African camps to the Gulag to Guantánamo—we have to
recognize that the term encompasses a multitude of realities.
Concentration camps throughout the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries are by no means all the same, with respect either to the
degree of violence that characterizes them or the extent to which
their inmates are abandoned by the authorities. And if we do not
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want to use the term so liberally, it is important that that decision
should not be taken to mean that we condone institutions that we
do not consider to be concentration camps.

The crucial characteristic of a concentration camp is not
whether it has barbed wire, fences, or watchtowers; it is, rather,
the gathering of civilians, defined by a regime as de facto ‘enemies’,
in order to hold them against their will without charge in a place
where the rule of law has been suspended. Internment camps for
political prisoners and detention centres for asylum seekers are
places where those inside are held against their will but not places,
at least in theory, where the law does not apply—although it
might well be bent somewhat. Even Guantánamo, which is regu-
larly called a concentration camp, can at least be criticized by
lawyers and human rights campaigners in the US and elsewhere.
But the difference is one of degree, and as we have seen in this
book, whose examples range from vast ‘special settlements’ with-
out fixed border fences to death camps, any attempt to provide a
fixed definition quickly runs into problems, even as we can see
that such places cannot simply be reduced to ‘the same’. We are
returned to Arendt’s theological continuum of Hades, purgatory,
and hell: we can see that some camps are worse than others, but
unlike in Arendt’s scheme (purgatory and hell are separate realms,
even if one can move between them) it is not clear exactly where
one sort of camp merges with the next.

What is missing from Bauman’s description of concentration
camps—as opposed to any of the other sort of institutions dis-
cussed here—is the absence of rationality that one finds alongside
‘modern’ structures. ‘Hier ist kein warum’ (There is no why here)
responded a guard to Primo Levi when he prevented Levi from
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sucking on an icicle in Auschwitz; the absurd accusations—
bourgeois wrecking and the like—that filled up the Soviet Gulag
are just as preposterous. We need an analysis which combines the
‘how’ of the concentration camps (bureaucracy, rationality, and so
on) with the ‘why’ they are there in the first place (paranoid fears of
fifth columnists, race traitors, and so on). In concentration camps
there is a seemingly insane abandonment of reality accompanied
by the most brutal and unceasing reminders to the inmates that
what they are suffering is inescapably real. In terms of accusations
and judgements we are in the realm of the fantastical; in terms of
punishment, in the all too human realm of a harsh reality.
In , American critic Isaac Rosenfeld published an article in

Partisan Review entitled ‘The Meaning of Terror’. In this cry of
despair, Rosenfeld set out his opinion that the world had been
forever sullied:

Terror is today the main reality, because it is the model reality. The concentra-

tion camp is themodel educational system and themodel formof government.

War is the model enterprise and the model form of communality. These are

abstract propositions, but even so they are obvious; when we fill them in with

experience they are overwhelming. [Preserving the Hunger, p. ]

What does it mean to say that the concentration camp is the
‘model form of government’? Surely this is no more than a case of
post-war shock? And yet the recurrence of concentration camps,
states’ ready recourse to them in all parts of the world in different
political, geographical, and cultural settings, suggests that Rosenfeld
might have been on to something.
What Rosenfeld captured was the way in which the concentra-

tion camp became an expression of modern states at a certain
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moment in time. The German philosopher Karl Jaspers wrote
that: ‘This reality of concentration camps, this circular movement
of torturers and tortures, this loss of humanity threatens human
survival in the future. Confronted with the reality of the concen-
tration camps, we are unable to speak. This is a greater danger
than the atom bomb, since it represents a threat to the human
soul’ (cited in Ivanova). That may be true but it is also ahistorical.
Concentration camps emerged in the early twentieth century as
modern states emerged out of older empires, sustained by ideas of
nationalism and biological metaphors defining the healthy and
valuable on the one hand and the polluting and degenerate on
the other.

It is in fact possible to historicize the emergence of the con-
centration camp and to explain why, for all the continuities with
social and colonial practices of preceding centuries, the term and
the phenomenon arose when they did. The concept of the con-
centration camp, Javier Rodrigo reminds us, ‘refers not so much
to a place with a set of uniform features over space and time as to
the status that has been conferred on such a place’. As he notes,
concentration camps emerged in many places around the same
time, but with distinct local variations, meaning that there is
a ‘cumulative history’ of concentration camps, ‘with lessons
learned, discontinuities and adaptations to the contexts in which
they developed’. Rodrigo provides a clear statement of the context
in which concentration camps emerged in the wake of colonial
wars and the First World War:

The concentration camps symbolized the transformation and radicalization

of the politics of occupation, which extended from the treatment of political
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prisoners and prisoners of war to the deportation of civilians, from forced

labour in extreme conditions to the hunger and misery occupied peoples

were also subjected to. Concentration camps also came to serve as a

space for social cleansing and internal politics. [‘Exploitation, Fascist

Violence’, p. ]

Concentration camps were ways of keeping the unwanted elem-
ents at bay and, furthermore, putting them to use: not only
through their labour (which was rarely very productive) but as a
warning to wider society too. ‘The camp,’ Richard Overy writes,
‘reflected political and social insecurities, and a public discourse of
fear, part real, part sustained by regimes built on warring ideolo-
gies.’ The concentration camp was an expression of the central-
ization of terror, one of the key characteristics of the modern state
in the age of nationalism and technology.

The Memory of the Camps

When British troops arrived at Belsen, not only did they liberate
the camp but they also filmed that liberation. The ceasefire nego-
tiations on  April  were recorded by the British Army Film
and Photographic Unit (AFPU), and the next day it began a
planned two-week coverage on Belsen. In fact, many members
of the unit stayed longer, producing what Rainer Schulze has
called ‘a large collection of what constitutes some of the most
amazing, moving and at the same time distressing images of
the Second World War’. The film of the liberation was never
completed and has recently been restored and finished by the
Imperial War Museum in London, and released with its original
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title, German Concentration Camps Factual Survey. The sober title
reflects the serious nature of the contents, and the decision to
restore it and complete the work of the unit tells us that the
memory of Belsen, and the Nazi camps in general, remains as
strong in contemporary European culture as it has been for the
last seventy years.

This is a reminder that concentration camps have an afterlife.
As we have seen, some of the Nazi camps were used again as DP
camps or camps for political prisoners; others fell into disrepair
and were ignored by the locals. But over time, many were turned
into museums so that today there is still a landscape of camps
across Europe, only now they are tourist sites or Gedenkstätten—
sites of warning and contemplation. This process of musealization
has always been contested, and former camp sites’ meanings
change over time. Buchenwald, for example, was turned by the
communist authorities into the GDR’s premier memorial to anti-
fascism, its monuments depicting the solidarity of the underground
communist resistance and perpetuating the myth of the camp’s
‘auto-liberation’ fromNazi rule—a myth because the role of the US
Army was crucial. In Auschwitz, the ‘national memorials’ in the
main camp (Auschwitz I) were used by the communist countries to
defend their anti-fascist record—even countries which were allied
to Germany—and by the Austrians to promote the lie that they
were the ‘first victims of National Socialism’ rather than enthusias-
tic supports of Hitler. Camps are not set in aspic; they continue to
evolve as debates over restoration, ‘authenticity’, and changing
exhibitions compete with the pressing need for tourist facilities.

The Nazi camps, more than any others, have been represented
in every genre of art. From serious documentary (The World at War;
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The Nazis: A Warning from History) to children’s films (Chicken Run)
and TV drama (Band of Brothers), to novels and poetry, ranging
from the restrained and severe (Ida Fink, Paul Celan, Dan Pagis) to
the sensationalist (Sophie’s Choice), children’s books (Billy the Kid, The
Boy in the Striped Pyjamas), comics (Maus, Rain, the Auschwitz
Museum’s Episodes from Auschwitz publications, and many didactic
as well as scandalous publications), to gore fest films (Dead Snow,
Uwe Boll’s Auschwitz), and arthouse films (The Grey Zone, Son of
Saul), to sculpture, music, and other sorts of performance, includ-
ing public readings of Holocaust texts (Pinter et al.), performance
art (Józef Szajna), and theatre (Tadeusz Kantor, Joshua Sobol, etc.).
The camps have been depicted in Lego, in vast models (Chapman
Brothers), and as backdrops to all varieties of stories and genres.
Whether this ubiquitous representation of the Nazi camps con-
stitutes a serious-minded engagement with the past or a massive
banalization of it remains disputed.
What is so striking about this state of affairs is the extent to

which the Nazi camps stand in for all camps. What has happened
to concentration camps elsewhere? Some have been turned into
museums, with a greater or lesser degree of taste. Many have
disappeared altogether. The desert camp of Chacabuco in Chile
was given a facelift and used asworkers’ barracks. Few of the camps
of the Gulag have been turned into memorial sites, especially now
that the Soviet Union does duty, stripped of its Stalinist ideology,
as a reminder of Russian ‘greatness’. In Spain, Mariano Rajoy’s
government stopped all funding to the associations that uncover
and memorialize atrocity sites of Francoist repression in .
There have been efforts to memorialize camp sites in Namibia,
Latin America, France, and elsewhere. Butmost of the concentration
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camps that characterized the twentieth century have gone. Besides,
not even all the Nazi camps are memorialized. The massive indus-
trial facilities of Christianstadt, a sub-camp of Gross-Rosen, not far
fromwhat is todayWrocław in western Poland (formerly Breslau),
are falling into ruin in the forest, largely inaccessible (see Figure ).
We remember the camps we want to remember in ways that
suit us.

When the journalist Alan Moorehead published Eclipse, his
book about the defeat of Germany in late , he wrote that
probably the least blameworthy of the Germans was the ‘unpol-
itical boy’ who was forced to don a uniform and fight and die for
the Third Reich. ‘There is only one thing possible that one can do

Figure  Ruins at Christianstadt.
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for him now,’ wrote Moorehead: ‘be vigilant to snap the long
chains that lead to the future Belsens before they grow too long.’
Given the history of the last seventy years, we might wonder

whether the world has been engaged in strengthening and tight-
ening those long chains rather than snapping them. There seems
little likelihood of future Belsens in Europe, at least for the fore-
seeable future—though we thought that before Omarska too. But
the Chinese Cultural Revolution and Great Leap Forward, the
internment of Jewish DPs illegally seeking entry into Palestine
on British-controlled Cyprus, the holding of suspected anti-
colonial rebels in Malaya and Kenya, the continued existence of
the Gulag in the post-war Soviet Union, even in its scaled-down
version, the Khmer Rouge’s ‘country-as-concentration camp’, the
rape camps of Bosnia, Guantánamo Bay’s suspension of the rule
of law, the still-existing North Korean camp system, to name just
the most obvious, all suggest that concentration camps have not
only not disappeared; they have become an all-too-ubiquitous
characteristic of our world. And no surprise; we live in a world
where inter-state competition encourages inter-community ten-
sions, where ‘the war on terror’ breeds the thing it is supposedly
suppressing, where legal protection of human rights and the
commemoration of ‘heroes of the Holocaust’ such as Sir Nicholas
Winton go hand in hand with contempt for refugees, who are
pushed into makeshift camps or interned in ‘detention centres’.
Concentration camps are the compressed and condensed values
of the state when it feels itself most threatened.
Could it be that the collective memory of the Nazi camps,

cultivated in the West but now widely shared across the world
and endorsed by the UN in events such as Holocaust Memorial
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Day ( January, the date of the liberation of Auschwitz), has
diverted our attention from other atrocities? Moorehead predicted
something like this in :

A shudder of horror went round the world when the news of these concen-

tration camps was published, but only I think because of the special interest

and the special moment in the war. We were engrossed with Germany, and it

is perhaps not too subtle to say that since Germany was manifestly beaten

people wanted to have a justification for their fight, a proof that they were

engaged against evil. From the German point of view Belsen was perfectly

mistimed. Worse camps existed in Poland and we took no notice. Dachau

was described in the late nineteen-thirties and we did not want to hear. In the

midst of the war three-quarters of a million Indians starved in Bengal because

shipping was wanted in other parts, and we were bored.

The last living patient has been evacuated from Belsen. The hateful

buildings have been burned down. The physical evidence of all those horrible

places will soon have been wiped out. Only the mental danger remains. The

danger of indifference. [Eclipse, p. ]

It would be wrong to argue that Holocaust memory has been
deliberately cultivated to place the focus on suffering Jews at the
expense of others. The idea that there is a ‘Holocaust industry’ is a
slander against those whose enduring interest in the murder of
the Jews stems from a very human reaction to so terrible a crime.
Yet the enormity of the Nazi murder of the Jews and our under-
standable fascination with it does mean that other cases of geno-
cide or massive human rights abuse are not always properly
understood, especially if they do not look like the Holocaust. It
means too that the term ‘concentration camps’ has come to
denote places like Dachau when in fact most of them were quite
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different, with the result that propagandists exploit the associ-
ation to overstate the extent of ‘their’ suffering on the one hand, or
that the term is rejected in cases other than Nazi Germany on the
other hand. More problematic still, the proliferation of concen-
tration camps since the end of the Second World War suggests
that Moorehead was right: indifference towards the suffering of
others is as common now, in the age of immediately available
electronic news media, as it was between the wars. Survivor of
the Nazi camps Boris Pahor claimed that modern Europeans are
‘basically thoughtless and cowardly’, that they have become used
to a comfortable existence. ‘Today’s standardized man,’ he sur-
mised, ‘may be awakened, who knows, only by some new lay
order that dons striped camp burlaps and floods the capitals of
our countries, unsettling the complacency of shopping malls with
the harsh clatter of their wooden clogs.’ The response from most
of Europe’s leaders in  as Syrian refugees sought assistance in
fleeing one of the most destructive wars in recent history suggests
that Pahor may have been too optimistic.
The majority of the world’s population does not live in con-

centration camps—that claim is more polemic or a call to action
than an accurate description of the facts. But that many commen-
tators lay claim to the concentration camp metaphor when dis-
cussing Bangladeshi textile factories, Guantánamo Bay, the Gaza
Strip, or even the global south as a whole should at least lead us to
consider the inequalities that define our world and the threat of
greater conflict in an age of accelerating climate change. The claim
that the camp could be ‘our’ future or that the camp represents
the secret inner workings of the modern state, if not entirely
persuasive because it is ahistorical, should certainly make us
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pause for thought before deciding that concentration camps are
the products merely of ‘mad’ dictators and their blind followers.

States can do bad things as well as good: they can destroy
people’s lives in concentration camps but they can also improve
lives. They can nurture populations through education, health
programmes, and access to welfare in a way that creates critically
engaged citizens rather than downtrodden, suspiciously regarded
subjects. There is more to the history of the twentieth century
than its depressing abominations in centres of detention and
destruction. At the start of the twenty-first century one could be
forgiven, however, for thinking that those beneficial aspects of the
state have been severely attenuated for many of the inhabitants of
our planet. And those of us who are more fortunate—who live in
places where a vestige of the post-war social democratic settle-
ment still survives—might do well to watch our backs.
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