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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 Jewish women’s experiences during the Holocaust have been largely ignored in 

favor of a predominantly male narrative. Though scholars have disagreed over the 

benefits of studying gendered Holocaust history, more female oral testimonies have been 

recorded, revealing the unique experiences that each gender lived through. Women’s 

particular struggles have been the most invisible throughout this area of study. By 

studying their behavior, historians can add to a greater sense of diversity within 

Holocaust experiences that allows for more insight to be drawn about life in the ghettos 

and the camps. This thesis looks at unique patterns of behavior that emerged among 

women in times of crisis. The first chapter examines the background from which Jewish 

women were raised, revealing tendencies toward group-based, female communities in 

both rural areas in Eastern Europe and in urban regions in Central and Western Europe. 

The second chapter looks at women’s behavior in the ghettos, taking into account various 

factors such as family obligations and community. The final chapter surveys more 

examples of female group-forming as it occurred in Nazi concentration camps. This 

thesis is a brief but significant contribution to the underrepresented field of women in 

Holocaust history. 

 

Dr. David Harvey 

Division of Social Sciences 
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Introduction 
 

Jewish women‟s experiences during the Holocaust have been largely ignored in 

academic discourse. The predominant narrative is male-dominated, reflecting mostly on 

themes of masculinity, male gender roles, and extreme individualism. The male 

experience tends to be painted as the general Holocaust experience, obscuring the 

different obstacles that women faced. Several Holocaust historians have only recently 

started writing on the topic of women‟s lives during this traumatic event, and they have 

received criticism from others who believe that the greater suffering of Jewish victims as 

an entire group should not be separated into specifically gendered experiences. I believe 

that studying women‟s experiences is important in gaining a greater understanding of 

how women struggled and coped with difficulties that men did not face based on their 

physical and social attributes.  

The commonly accepted Holocaust experience does not allow for discourse on 

issues related solely to women‟s lifestyles. Women‟s roles in the years leading up to the 

war were influential in impacting how they reacted during their imprisonment. The ways 

in which women interacted within their families and larger communities affected their 

later actions during the Holocaust. However, not much research has been done on 

women‟s social patterns before and during the war. In popular male narratives—most 

notably those of Elie Wiesel and Primo Levi, for example—their experience is explained 

as exceptionally individualistic, independent, and survivalist. Though this was by no 

means the experience of every male, the popular perception of a Holocaust ghetto or 

camp prisoner is of this behavior. In contrast, women‟s experiences are often ignored, 

with the exception of the typical reading of Anne Frank‟s diary, an account whose 
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existence is crucial to understanding greater impacts of the Holocaust, but is not 

reflective on what women actively experienced during their time in the ghettos and the 

camps. Though her account is still a significant contribution, it ends with her family 

being discovered and never addresses her and her sister‟s time in ghettos or camps. Thus 

her experience, though still valid and important, cannot be used to describe the female 

Holocaust experience. 

This thesis aims to reveal Jewish women‟s unique social patterns that are often 

overlooked in favor of a unified, single-gendered narrative. In researching Jewish 

women‟s roles as they existed in rural and urban Europe prior to World War II, I found 

that they were more likely to participate in group-based work and social settings than 

were their male counterparts. I hypothesized that this behavior foreshadowed how they 

interacted during their time in captivity. In researching the topic, I found that in most 

social situations, women tended to turn to each other in order to form a sense of 

community or to provide mutual aid in situations where their survival could be affected 

by such actions.  

My argument is not definitive of every person‟s experience. Certainly there are 

instances of males forming groups in the same sense of mutual aid-giving, and women 

were not guaranteed to search for or find a community. However, women were more 

likely to seek community based on their patterns of socialization before the war. Women 

survivors‟ testimonies and memoirs tend to emphasize the value of community more 

often than those of men, but this is not intended to assume that all women‟s experiences 

with grouping were alike, nor that it could not occur among men as well. 

Defense of studying gendered history 
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The quest to illuminate women‟s particular difficulties has resulted in tense 

debate over the ethics of studying one gender‟s types of suffering. Discourse over the 

subject has resulted in polarizing views and heated disagreements between scholars who 

recognize the topic‟s sensitivity but are unable to reconcile various issues. Some scholars 

refuse to study one gender‟s experiences because they feel that doing so trivializes the 

greater aspect of suffering as a whole group. Others have reservations about potentially 

portraying one gender‟s experiences as more difficult, or implying that one kind of 

suffering is more valid than another. Instances of these reservations usually occur 

regarding camp experiences. There is also concern in the scholarly community about the 

accused distortion that occurs when modern historians apply present-day feminist 

theories to the past. 

 Lawrence Langer, an English professor known for his analyses of Holocaust 

fiction in books and film, is outspoken on his opinions of studying specific types of 

violence. In his article “Gendered Suffering,” he warns against neglecting the greater 

narrative of suffering as a whole. This warning is useful in understanding that each 

experience is relative to the victim and that experiences should not be compared to see 

whose suffering was greater. However, Langer‟s approach is harmful in that it silences 

women‟s accounts in favor of a unified narrative. In comparing the experience of losing a 

child between the father and mother‟s reaction, Langer argues his point by claiming that 

suffering is immeasurable, and different individual‟s reactions are irrelevant in Holocaust 

context: “[C]ould we reasonably argue that there is a gendered difference between the 

two expressions of anguish? The origins of humiliation were often dissimilar for men and 

women, because womanhood and manhood were threatened in various ways. But the 
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ultimate sense of loss unites former victims in a violated world beyond gender.”
1
 

Meaning no disrespect to his opinion, comparing the two parents‟ suffering in the context 

of a child‟s death is not legitimate because he assumes that both men and women 

experience the same losses. Though he acknowledges “dissimilar” forms of pain, he 

refuses to recognize that men and women reacted differently depending on their 

backgrounds and the context of violence. 

 Scholar Gabriel Schoenfeld is of a similar opinion. In his short but heavily 

referenced article “Auschwitz and the Professors,” he deploys the idea that the Holocaust 

has become over-studied, and the new focus on women is part of the problem. Like 

Langer, he frets over the modern, feminist reinterpretation of women‟s Holocaust 

experiences, noting that several named historians in the field have gone too far in their 

efforts to impose ideologies onto the past. He refers to such interpretations as 

“propaganda,” revealing his distaste for the practice.
2
 However, feminist reimagining 

seems to have left Schoenfeld with the impression that separating the Holocaust 

experience between two genders is a waste of time and unfair to the women whose life 

stories are analyzed. 

 Though Langer and Schoenfeld are not exactly pushing to ignore women‟s 

Holocaust history altogether, their analyses are harmful to both men and women because 

they delegitimize their pain, and they gloss over different experiences in favor of a single, 

unitary voice. Women survivors in particular are vulnerable to this theoretical position 

because they are already underrepresented in the popular Holocaust narrative. Memoirs 

addressing specific women‟s experiences surfaced mostly during the 1970s during a 

                                                           
1
 Lawrence Langer, “Gendered Suffering: Women in Holocaust Testimonies,” in Preempting the Holocaust 

(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998), 57. 
2
 Gabriel Schoenfeld, “Auschwitz and the Professors,” Commentary 105/6 (June 1998): 45. 
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period of “„Holocaust awareness‟” that emphasized the value of learning about women‟s 

history,
3
 but before then, women were largely absent from Holocaust memoirs. 

Scholar Dalia Ofer defends her studies, claiming that great insight can be gained 

by isolating women‟s experiences. In the introduction to her compilation Women in the 

Holocaust, she addresses each of the aforementioned concerns by saying that historians 

can “enhance our understanding of [the Holocaust] by locating in it the specificity of 

individual experiences,” claiming that “everyone was interested in the answers to the 

substantive questions that were raised about the lives of women . . . and how they coped 

with the crises they faced.” 
4
 Ofer also takes care to mention her belief that studying the 

Holocaust in gender-specific terms does not necessarily imply that ideologies from the 

present are being imposed on the past. She advocates for the study of women‟s 

experiences through different lenses in order to gain a fuller understanding of the 

Holocaust as a whole, and claims that “new perspectives enrich our understanding of the 

past,” implying that feminist Holocaust studies have the opportunity to be appropriate 

and enlightening. Academic Joan Ringelheim has also received criticism from scholars 

and survivors alike who disagree with her tendency to analyze women‟s Holocaust 

history from a feminist perspective.  

 The merits of studying gender-specific camp experiences are far-reaching. By 

acknowledging the difficulties that women faced, scholars show women that there is 

room for them in the Holocaust narrative. Discussing gender-based violence is also 

significant in attempting to eliminate the stigma that surrounds topics such as sexual 

assault. Scholar Nomi Levenkron believes that a “veil of silence” was created by 

                                                           
3
 Judith Baumel, Double Jeopardy: Gender and the Holocaust (London: Vallentine Mitchell & Co. Ltd, 

1998), 46. 
4
 Dalia Ofer, Intro, 13 
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disallowing for women‟s experiences to be made known for so many years. She believes 

that “dealing with this subject constitutes a moral obligation toward the women who 

experienced this type of abuse . . . continuing to ignore the topic can only provide 

legitimacy for the perpetrators.”
5
 Scholar and Holocaust survivor Nechama Tec 

emphasizes the values of studying gender distinctions, believing that “gender is one of 

the basic, distinguishing characteristics that in significant ways affects peoples‟ lives.”
6
 

I tend to disagree with the fairly polarizing views of the scholars mentioned 

above. In the male-dominated academic world, I have found that there is much less 

research done on only women‟s experiences. The study of women‟s Holocaust history is 

necessary in understanding the greater effects of their specific struggles. Unlike 

Schoenfeld and Langer, I do not believe that studying the differences between men and 

women is harmful to the greater experience of suffering as a whole. Instead of trivializing 

the event, creating a more inclusive area of study is helpful in not only giving women‟s 

history significance, agency, and legitimacy, but also in illuminating previously 

unexplored aspects of the Holocaust. 

Organization of thesis 

 This thesis is organized chronologically by period and location into three events: 

Jewish life in the period directly before the Holocaust began, life in the ghettos, and life 

in the camps. I chose to divide by time rather than by theme so as to reflect the journey of 

the majority of Holocaust survivors. I have used a variety of primary and secondary 

sources to attain both firsthand experiences as well as thematically organized selections 

of such experiences and their respective analyses. My research has relied heavily on 

                                                           
5
 Levenkron, “Death and the Maidens,” 17. 

6
 Tec, 17. 
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interviews, testimonies, and memoirs which I attained through the University of Southern 

California‟s Shoah Foundation Visual History Archive. The Fagin Collection at New 

College‟s Jane Bancroft Cook Library has also been a tremendously useful resource. 

 Chapter I describes the two dominant types of Jewish societies that existed in 

Europe in the years from just after World War I until the implementation of Holocaust 

policies. In this chapter, I explore women and men‟s gender roles in Eastern European 

shtetls, or secluded villages in rural areas, as well as those that existed in mostly Central 

and Western European cities. Jews from shtetls practiced social customs based on 

religious traditions, so women were generally relegated to the domestic sphere and spent 

most of their time among other women rather than with men. I also found that in urban 

areas, Jewish women tended to be more secular, but they participated in Jewish women‟s 

social groups and rarely socialized with males. These patterns of socialization were 

influential in affecting how women reacted and formed community with other women 

during imprisonment in ghettos and concentration camps. 

 In Chapter II, I explore women‟s roles as they existed in newly-established 

ghettos. The establishment of ghettos, or fenced-off neighborhoods where Jews were 

forced to live before further deportation to camps, forced women to assume new roles 

and to redefine how they formed community among each other. Themes of motherhood, 

obligation towards the family, and emphasis on mutual aid when individuals lacked a 

family were pervasive in ghetto memoirs. My research revealed an interesting tendency 

for women with families to reprioritize what community may have meant for them in 

favor of focusing on their families‟ well-being. Single women tended to form meaningful 

relationships with others in the same position in order to help each other survive. 
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 The final chapter reflects on women‟s experiences with gender and community in 

concentration camps. Several women historians have discovered social patterns that arose 

among women in the camps, namely to create networks of mutual aid and emotional 

support. Though these micro-communities did not only develop among women, male 

accounts reveal a tendency to be more individualistic rather than community-based. 

Women had to cope with struggles specific to their bodies, and were able to form 

meaningful relationships based on aiding each other with these difficulties.  

 This thesis aims to justify studying women‟s Holocaust history by presenting 

evidence of unique behavior that occurred frequently among women. By examining 

firsthand accounts as well as secondary analyses, I hope to present an often-neglected 

area of history that deserves more attention. The thesis begins with an explanation of pre-

WWII European Jewry and gender roles in order to provide background information of 

Jewish women‟s socialization that affected their behavior during the war. 
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Chapter 1 

 

Jewish Women in Europe Before the War 

 

 European Jews were dispersed throughout many countries and lived in various 

cities and towns, but there is a fairly strong distinction between those who lived in rural 

regions mostly in Eastern Europe and those who lived in more urban areas in Central and 

Western Europe. Jews from secluded areas in Eastern Europe generally lived in isolated 

villages known as shtetls where they were segregated from the greater country and lived 

according to traditional values. Central and Western European Jews tended to be better 

integrated into secular society, and they mostly lived in metropolitan regions that 

afforded them social and economic mobility. 

 

Figure 1. European Jewish population distribution, ca. 1933 

Statistical data reveals an estimated 9.5 million Jews living in Europe around 

1933 where they comprised about 1.7% of the population. The majority of Jews who 

experienced the Holocaust lived in Eastern Europe, where the United States Holocaust 
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Memorial Museum (USHMM) estimates about 3 million Jews lived in Poland alone. In 

Central and Western Europe, the Jewish community was much smaller: about 500,000 

Jews lived in Germany and 250,000 in France (Figure 1).
 7

 It can be implied that roughly 

half of each population was female.
8
  

According to where they lived, Jewish women filled determined roles based on 

location, class, and age. European Jewish women were not a homogenous group; rather, 

their responsibilities and positions in society varied greatly depending on these factors. 

Despite these differences, Jewish women maintained a sense of group responsibility and 

need for mutual assistance, values that were upheld by various stratum of Jewish society. 

These values were not maintained in the same way by all Jewish women, but rather they 

shifted depending on women‟s degree of observance as well as their location. 

 In this chapter, I will examine the differences between rural Jewish communities 

and those in urban areas. Location is a determining factor for how these Jewish 

communities were constructed and sustained in the time before WWII. The chapter is 

divided into two parts: Part I addresses women‟s roles in the more traditional shtetl 

society, and Part II focuses on women living in urban areas. I will be looking at these 

regions from about the turn of the twentieth century until 1939, when Hitler‟s invasion of 

Poland meant the establishment of Jewish ghettos in Polish towns and cities. Though 

Russian pogroms (violent attacks aimed at Jewish communities) ravaged shtetls 

throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, many survived WWI relatively 

unscathed and were not dissolved until the 1939 evacuations. 

                                                           
7
 USHMM, “European Jewish population distribution, ca. 1933,” [map], 

http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/media_nm.php?ModuleId=10005161&MediaId=358.  
8
 “Jewish Population of Europe in 1933: Population Data By Country,” USHMM, accessed December 

2012, http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10005161. 

http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/media_nm.php?ModuleId=10005161&MediaId=358
http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10005161
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Part I: Shtetls in Eastern Europe 

 

 
Figure 2. The Russian Pale of Settlement, 1825. 

 

 

What was a shtetl? 

 

The term shtetl connotes a certain kind of Jewish community that existed in the 

Russian Pale of Settlement between the late eighteenth to early twentieth centuries. The 

Pale of Settlement was established by Catherine the Great in the late 1790s in order to 

expel Jews from the Russian heartland.
9
 The Pale consisted of western Russia as well as 

great pieces of land in modern-day Poland, Belarus, and Ukraine among other countries 

                                                           
9
 Ben-Zion Pinchuk, “The Shtetl: An Ethnic Town in the Russian Empire,” Cahiers du Monde russe 41, no. 

4 (Oct.-Dec. 2000): 497-498. 



12 

 

(Figure 2)
10

. Jews, forbidden from living within Russia proper, still only comprised a 

minority of the Pale population, but their own population grew steadily after WWI, even 

with the threat of pogroms and war. At the beginning of WWII, the Jewish population in 

Poland alone was estimated around 3,500,000 people.
11

 

Shtetls were not uniform, and each was unique, but they had certain basic 

similarities across many locations. They were located in the countryside, secluded from 

nearby towns and cities.
12

 A central common characteristic of these villages was their 

extremely impoverished conditions. Shtetls existed in a state of intense poverty, and as 

such they usually possessed inadequate infrastructure. They are described as appearing to 

be makeshift, rickety, and temporary, though they were certainly permanent until their 

destruction. Zionist historians as well as religious Jews have implied that this style of 

nomadic living came from a tradition of waiting to return to Israel, but more likely Jews 

were consistently kicked out of whichever country in which they had settled and were 

thus used to temporary residence.
 13

 

 The shtetls had a unique economic impact on their surrounding areas. Though 

shtetls were fairly isolated in self-motivated exclusion, shtetl members did business with 

the outside community. The architecture was reflective of this behavior. Buildings toward 

the center of town held the most significance, and those on their periphery lost their value 

as they went further out. Pinchuk describes the construction of most shtetls as having a 

main street that led to the town square, serving as “the most important meeting ground 

                                                           
10

 John Doyle Klier, “Area of Legal Jewish Settlements in Russia in 1825” [map],  in: John Doyle Klier, 

Russia Gathers her Jews: the Origins of the Jewish Question in Russia, 1772-1825 (Dekalb, Ill.: Northern 

Illinois University Press, 1986). 
11

 Joshua Rothenberg, “Demythologizing the Shtetl,” in Mistream (March 1981): 25-31. 
12

 Due to the undocumented nature of the shtetls, I was unable to find a clear map that showed where they 

were located in Europe during this time period. 
13

 Pinchuk, “The Shtetl,” 500. 
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between the shtetls Jews and the Slavic peasantry.”
14

 Most of the structures in town were 

influenced by the religious nature of these towns. Synagogues were the focal points of 

these towns as they were used not only for prayer but also for community events.  

 

Prevalence of religion and its effect on gender roles within shtetls 

In shtetls, unlike in secular communities, Jewish laws and customs were pervasive 

and affected every aspect of the community. Isolation from the greater part of the home 

country allowed for age-old traditions to be maintained for long periods of time without 

too much influence from the outside world. In this way, traditional Jewish life in Eastern 

Europe remained fairly impermeable for several centuries.  

 Dynamics between the two genders were defined by fixed religious and cultural 

practices. In traditional Jewish communities, the positions of the highest esteem were 

religious: a rabbi, for instance, was the most honored and respected member of the 

community. Scholars of the Talmud or other religious texts were also coveted roles. 

According to strict interpretation of the Torah and Talmud, only men were eligible to 

devote their lives to religious studies or leadership. Clear, divisive lines between men and 

women were taught and reinforced in every religious setting. Asccording to scholar Mark 

Zborowski, these traditions were even ingrained in the daily routine:  “The man greets 

each day by offering thanks to God „that Thou has not made me a woman.‟”
15

 Various 

sources within Jewish scripture reinforced taboos of women being dangerous, impure, 

and dirty. The Jewish woman, beginning with the story of Eve in Genesis, “is dangerous, 

not only because she herself lacks virtue, but still more because she rouses in man a 

                                                           
14

 Pinchuk, “The Shtetl, 501. 
15

 Mark Zborowski and Elizabeth Herzog, Life Is With People (New York: Schocken Books, 1952), 133. 
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desire stronger than his will and his judgment.” 
16

 By this rule, women were deemed 

untrustworthy and capable of convincing men to stray from a righteous path. Women 

were not allowed to read from the Torah or even touch one because menstruation deemed 

them unclean and rendered the texts impure. These divisions between the genders were 

based on religious customs, but because shtetls were governed by Jewish law, they were 

absorbed into mundane practices as well. 

 Jews in the shtetl married younger than was the custom in secular areas as a result 

of rules governing relations between men and women. The beliefs that encouraged young 

marriages reinforced the deep social barrier between the genders. Boys were believed to 

be out of control of their sexual impulses, so marriage reined them in and allowed them 

to be physically satisfied in order to focus on studying. Likewise, women were 

considered to be distractions, disrupting boys from their scholarly pursuits. A policy of 

avoidance was inherently practiced in the community, dividing the sexes into separate 

realms during most activities: “A division of sexes at social functions follows naturally 

from the division of interests and responsibilities, as well as from the avoidance rule and 

the concept of feminine inferiority,” writes anthropologist Mark Zborowski. Gender 

segregation was a key factor in maintaining the strict divide between men and women‟s 

activities, separating scholarly work from domestic business.
17

 

 

Women’s education in shtetls 

Male education was valued highly in the shtetl. All boys attended religious school 

where they were taught how to read and write in Yiddish, and most learned how to read 

and write in Hebrew as well. However, the majority of those who had at least partial 

                                                           
16

 Zborowski, Life Is With People, 134.  
17

 Zborowski, Life Is With People, 137. 
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Hebrew literacy were not proficient in the language: “In Jewish society all men except 

those incapable of it were taught to read the Bible and the prayerbook; yet most men were 

taught to read mechanically . . . many men could not understand what they read: few had 

anything like a full command of Hebrew.”
18

 So, though most men were adept at Yiddish, 

their level of Hebrew depended on their occupational plans. Future rabbis pursued a 

deeper study of the language, but an average male citizen was nowhere near fluent. 

Hebrew was mainly used for reading religious texts, so its sacredness was highly valued. 

The more people who knew Hebrew, the more potential there was for age-old traditions 

to be challenged. Thus, “the objective guiding the structure and curriculum of the 

educational system was to prepare the best students as quickly as possible for Talmud 

study while clearing out the unqualified.”
19

 

 Women were taught even less, and were not required to have formal schooling. 

As Yiddish was the primary language spoken in the shtetls, they had a firm command of 

the language, but they rarely knew any more Hebrew other than what was required for 

blessings and prayers. Many girls did learn to read Yiddish, if informally. Girls tended to 

pick up the skill during secluded, female-only settings, such as in private groups with the 

rabbi‟s wife.
20

  

 Languages other than Yiddish and Hebrew were rarely brought to these 

communities, leading to more seclusion against the ever-changing populations in Eastern 

Europe. Excluding these languages from the curriculum was another step in preventing 

integration and preserving traditional society. Though there were surely individuals who 

                                                           
18

 Iris Parush, Reading Jewish Women: Marginality and Modernization in Nineteenth-Century Eastern 

European Jewish Society (Lebanon, NH: University Press of New England, 2004), 24. 
19

 Parush, Reading Jewish Women, 25. 
20

 Parush, Reading Jewish Women, 25. 
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studied these languages independently, there were rarely systems in place to teach 

national languages to students. If a student did successfully study a language other than 

Yiddish or Hebrew, he was likely male. 

 Among the educated elite in these societies, Yiddish was looked down upon as an 

inferior language to Hebrew because it was associated with the mundane rather than the 

spiritual. Yiddish also came to be associated with women and their work which was 

never in the spiritual realm: “[the educated] identified Yiddish, negatively, with the 

women‟s sphere, with the kitchen and the marketplace, and this firmly entrenched image 

did little to dignify anything written in Yiddish.”
21

  

 

Occupations for women 

Though men were legally responsible for handling finances, women in Eastern 

European shtetls shared the duty of providing the majority of the family‟s income with 

their husbands. In an unexpected partnership, women in Jewish culture were expected to 

be the co-breadwinners because according to the religion, the highest honor for men was 

to study Torah and other texts. In her book Daughters of the Shtetl: Life and Labor in the 

Immigrant Generation, Susan Glenn writes on this unusual situation, calling it a 

“religious obligation for the wife of a Torah scholar to work” because women were 

“barred from playing any important role in religious leadership and [were] excluded from 

positions of authority in the community.”
22

 By this logic, having women control a 

substantial number of economic functions is perfectly sensible. 

                                                           
21

 Parush, Reading Jewish Women, 28.  
22

 Susan Glenn, Daughters of the Shtetl: Life and Labor in the Immigrant Generation (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 1990), 10. 
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 Though generally considered inferior in worth to men, women in these 

communities maintained a sense of purpose and even authority because they controlled 

the household income. Their duties gave them proficiency in dominating both the 

domestic and economic realms, and when their husbands were out of town, they 

occasionally assumed his obligations (excepting the religious responsibilities). Women 

were not the sole earners, but they maintained a larger role in financial affairs than was 

common in other communities at the time.  According to Glenn, “this flexibility in gender 

roles along with the shared responsibilities for earning a living helped modify patriarchal 

dominance and blurred the lines between gender roles.”
23

  

 Women and men divided the duties, each taking the one more appropriate to their 

roles in the community. Husbands were the official figureheads of the occupation, be it 

business or trading, and their wives served as their assistants, ensuring that everything ran 

smoothly. When their occupation required travel, the man would leave the village and 

attend to business, and the women would maintain transactions at home.
24

 This gave 

women a broader experience of communicating within the village, forming close 

relationships through social interactions.  

 In more industrialized regions, manufacturing became an open venue for women 

in the shtetls to earn an income without being pigeonholed into working at their 

husband‟s occupation. Factory work offered women a chance to make money even 

though many were unskilled and barely educated. Their lack of training in any specific 

work made them ideal for factory owners looking for cheap labor, and impoverished 

Jewish families looked to these jobs to compensate for what was lacking in their income, 
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leading to a “small but growing Jewish female factory proletariat at the end of the 

nineteenth century.”
25

 Along with factory work, the “home-based putting-out system” 

was also a growing industry, allowing women to assemble factory-produced goods in 

their own homes. 

 This kind of group-based work was specific to women‟s labor. While men 

certainly worked in factories, their spiritual lives put emphasis on personal, introspective 

growth. Women were not afforded the opportunity to develop a formally recognized 

religious life, so their rituals were centered on the mundane rather than the divine. Their 

priorities focused on domesticity, implying that their jobs were more than just their 

livelihoods. Their occupations and responsibilities towards maintaining a household took 

precedence. For men, jobs were necessary but not the most significant aspect of their 

lives. Women placed more value on their occupations than men did because their jobs 

dominated their priorities whereas men formally had a separate, spiritual sphere 

inaccessible to women. 

 The emphasis and significance of women‟s work implies a greater dependence on 

social interactions between women, both as workers and community members. When 

men were away for business, women called upon each other to run the community. Glenn 

quotes Yiddish novelist Isaac Meier Dick, who wrote of the shtetl during the week when 

men traveled as a “hamlet [that] looks dead during the whole week; it has the semblance 

of a gynocracy, that is a kingdom inhabited only by women.”
26

 His observations, though 

pointed, imply that women within the shtetl were interdependent on each other when men 

were not present. The community that women formed within the greater community of 
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the shtetl reflected their priorities in domestic and work settings. Where men gained 

confidence from reaching inwards, women practiced a more extroverted approach by 

engaging with each other in a more extroverted manner. Glenn recalls the experience of a 

young girl‟s observation of women workers in an Eastern European village: “I used to 

come to the small town and they had these little shops . .. 2, 3, 4, or 5 girls in a house, 

working . . . and the girls would be sitting and working and singing.”
27

 Her reflection 

indicates a great sense of community and comradeship among women workers whose 

lives focused on constant interactions with people. 

 

Part II: Jewish life and gender roles in urbanized Central and Western 

Europe 
 

Legal changes in Europe 

France‟s National Constituent Assembly passed a bill in September of 1791 that 

allowed Jews full French citizenship, though the bill is often viewed as something that 

lifted restrictions rather than legislation that granted rights. Under the bill, Jews were 

absorbed into French culture, if only on paper. In reality, the bill was still severely 

limiting, granting only a select few with specialized qualifications the right to serve the 

country in civil or military service. The vote was uncontested: according to scholar 

Ronald Schechter, “the prospect of Jews becoming „passive citizens,‟ that is, citizens 

protected by the state but not enjoying political rights, was uncontroversial.”
28

 In 

practice, this translated to a sense that Jews had to deny their religious and ethnic roots in 

order to be considered French. So, though Jews were legally absorbed into the framework 

of French citizenship, they were not necessarily viewed as equal to Christian French 
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citizens. Scholar William Nicholls summarizes the question nicely: “Did the Jews 

constitute a separate people, or could they be integrated into the new state?”
29

 

The Napoleonic Code is praised for its avant-garde policies of religious tolerance, 

and it was certainly more progressive than other Western European countries, which 

adopted France‟s policy some time later. However, the extent to which Jews enjoyed full 

freedoms is often misrepresented. His “décret infâme,” or “infamous decree,” still limited 

Jewish trading rights, restricted loans, and prohibited them from finding replacements for 

military service under the draft.
30

  Though still limiting, the “infamous decree” aimed to 

eliminate most differences between Jews and French citizens, and was influential in 

changing policy in other Western European countries.  

It was not until 1846 that Jews were granted full equality under French law. 

Additional countries in Western and Central Europe soon followed suit because “support 

of Jewish emancipation . . . by more conservative governments, such as the French, now 

made it much more widely acceptable.”
31

 After the 1848 revolutions, England, Germany, 

Austria, and Hungary all adopted policies of equal citizenship for Jews. Italy and 

Switzerland were major exceptions; more restrictions were enacted on Jews in these 

countries until the 1870s when full legal equality was realized. 

Though they might not have been considered equal citizens in mainstream culture, 

urbanized Jews were more easily assimilated (when compared to their rural, Eastern 

European counterparts) because their affluence allowed for a more average, secular 

European lifestyle. In referring to the German-Jewish community, historian Marian 

Kaplan writes that “most Jews adapted enthusiastically to the social, political, or cultural 
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styles of their surroundings.”
32

 Their affluence allowed for this assimilation to take place. 

As Jewish men gained more economic success, they were able to raise their standard of 

living, leading to more education and more integration into German culture. 

Jews in Western Europe were overwhelmingly part of the professional middle 

class. Their jobs and lives revolved around a modern, industrialized economy, and most 

Jews in Western and Central Europe chose to live in urban areas for career opportunities. 

Jewish men in Germany, for example, worked predominantly in professional business 

positions. The growth of Jewish business developed rapidly during the nineteenth 

century, promoting Jewish men from near-poverty to success in the industry. According 

to Paula Hyman, author of Gender and Assimilation in Modern Jewish History, “at the 

beginning of the nineteenth century, Jews were poorer than their fellow countrymen, 

paying a disproportionately low share of taxes; by the end of the century, their higher tax 

contributions indicate that they were more prosperous than other Germans.”
33

   

 

Assimilation and Identity 

With legal equality came a greater awareness of social boundaries. Though Jews 

were legally recognized as equal to European citizens, they still faced persistent acts of 

anti-Semitism leading up to the World Wars. The Dreyfus Affair of 1894, for example, 

revealed strong anti-Semitic sentiments that existed in the French military regardless of 

the fact that Jewish men actively served in the military as French soldiers. The affair 

proved that French Jews were still generally considered an “other” in society, and were 
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unable to remove the stigma that many hoped had been erased with legal recognition of 

their rights. 

Urbanized European Jews adopted the identity of their country of citizenship, but 

also maintained a strong Jewish identity. Historians who study Jewish history in modern 

Europe tend to emphasize a belief in one identity superimposed over the other, but the 

unique blending of secular and religious traditions seen in Jewish communities within 

European cities implies that identities were often more complicated. For an average 

Jewish citizen living in a European city, identity was not necessarily defined by being 

French or German, since they did not only belong to one group. Marion Kaplan describes 

Jewish communities as “vital safeguards rather than the preferred ethnic social milieu of 

earlier years . . . they were not preoccupied with their „Jewishness,‟ but with the world 

outside.”
34

 Jews maintained aspects of traditional Jewish life and mixed them with new, 

secular values that were more relevant to their lifestyles. 

In the case of Jewish city-dwellers, assimilation is best understood in comparison 

to Jews living in rural villages in Eastern Europe. Jews in shtetls remained under the 

same restrictions that had been lifted for their counterparts in Western European areas. 

Jews living in rural areas remained secluded and isolated from mainstream culture, and 

they had no ability for upward movement in class or economic status. These Jews 

maintained traditional religious society, valuing Jewish over secular law into these self-

sustaining villages. Unlike more integrated Jews who spoke the dominant language and 

perhaps additionally knew Yiddish or Hebrew, Jews in shtetls predominantly spoke in 

Yiddish. Their illiteracy in other languages (namely Polish and Czech) prohibited them 

from blending into mainstream culture.  
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Urban European Jews had assimilated with regard to certain cultural checkpoints. 

They were competent in the language of their country, which led to greater opportunities 

in education. The ability to communicate with non-Jewish citizens was significant in 

allowing for both social and economic growth between Jews and non-Jews to occur. 

Though some kind of formal Jewish schooling was traditionally maintained at least 

through childhood, more and more Jews began attending secular universities.  

 

Jewish women’s roles in secular Europe 

For assimilated Jews, gender roles were not defined by their religion, but rather 

by the cultural norms of the time and place.
35

 Jews in European cities were generally 

secular, identifying first by their country of origin and secondly as Jewish. Because of 

this integration, traditional Jewish gender roles did not apply for these communities. 

Jewish city women were allowed many more opportunities than those in villages because 

of their relative affluence and adoption of secular values. 

Though Jews were more assimilated in Europe than ever before, they still 

experienced clear boundaries that set them apart. Women especially experienced a kind 

of isolation unfamiliar to their husbands, as women and men in bourgeois culture were 

relegated to separate spheres. Jewish women were allowed to get a fairly limited 

education (still more than most women at the time) and hold small jobs. However, their 

limited education and work experience was not enough to instill any independence. Most 

Jewish women maintained the traditional role as housewife and mother. Scholar Harriet 

Pass Freidenreich writes that “Jewish women benefited only indirectly from the process 

of Jewish emancipation insofar as their fathers or husbands often moved their families to 
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larger cities, climbed the economic ladder into the middle or upper middle class, and 

gained social prestige by acquiring higher education.”
36

 As women were relegated to the 

private sphere, men took initiative in joining the public sphere, and were able to 

assimilate more easily because they “felt more at home with culture and politics” thanks 

to their generous education and ability to work outside the home.
37

  

In most modern Jewish families at the time, women did not need to work in order 

to provide for their families. The husbands were working in professional spheres and 

were able to make enough money as to provide for their families. For both Jews and non-

Jews, the education of women was not a priority when women were likely to be married 

young and become housewives and mothers; however, Jewish women in these areas 

tended to be more likely to be educated than those in Eastern Europe. Extended education 

for women (past high school) was becoming increasingly common among both Jews and 

non-Jews. Women‟s education was often seen as a mark of social distinction at a time 

where only wealthy families could afford to send girls to school.  

Though Jewish women were unlikely to hold a professional position in the 

workplace due to their roles in bourgeois society, they were more likely to be educated 

than non-Jewish women, and they were even expected to receive a degree before getting 

married.
38

 This is a stark contrast to Jewish women of Eastern Europe, where they were 

unlikely to receive much in the way of education past grade school (at the most). Greater 

education for women led to more employment opportunities, where women were not 

necessarily treated as independent, but were able to take on responsibilities outside the 
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home. Though they were given more professional opportunities than ever before, women 

were still far behind men in terms of the types of degrees they were eligible to receive. 

German universities, for example, did not admit women students until 1914, but Jewish 

women were among the first to receive professional degrees. In fact, by 1933, about 13 

percent of women doctors were Jewish, revealing a new trend of highly educated Jewish 

intellectuals and professionals that could not have existed less than a century earlier, 

especially for women.
39

  

 

Women’s work 

As the economy worsened in the late 1920s, Jewish women joined the workforce 

to contribute to the household income, often working alongside their husbands as 

assistants to the family business or in retail or service positions. Women‟s work in 

industrialized Europe was largely domestic, but women were presented with more 

opportunities for employment than ever before.  The jobs that these women qualified for 

were independent, not group-based, and were generally in male environments. Office 

managers and secretaries for the family business were common occupations for 

nonprofessional women at this time. According to Kaplan‟s research, “more than half (53 

percent) of employed Jewish women [in Germany] worked in business and commerce, 

largely as family assistants (22 percent) and salaried employees (40 percent).”
40

 

With the onset of the major economic depression following 1929, European 

women soon found it necessary to join the workforce and contribute to the family 

income. Though there were high unemployment rates for different social groups, Jewish 

women found finding employment particularly difficult. New restrictions on employment 
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opportunities for Jews were enacted in April 1933 in the German “Law for the 

Restoration of the Professional Civil Service.” The law contained a clause known as the 

Aryan Paragraph, which forced the dismissal of Jewish professionals from their posts.
41

 

 The sudden high unemployment rates within the German Jewish community made 

finding work even more difficult for the average Jewish woman who was modestly 

educated and fairly inexperienced in the work world. In order to earn enough to support 

or even add to the household budget, these women found fairly creative ways of forming 

small, self-motivated businesses with the few skills they had. To this end, Jewish 

community centers offered courses to train women in practical occupations such as 

sewing, tailoring, typing, and language classes. Women worked together to form small, 

domestic business ventures such as tailoring, or very specific niches such as a corsetiere 

business.
42

 

 

Community and social groups 

 

Though Jewish communities remained fairly cohesive in urban areas, they 

became more unified and organized with rising tensions in Germany. The introduction of 

the Nuremberg Laws gradually eliminated comfortable relations between Jews and non-

Jews, a change which Kaplan argues affected women more than men because “women‟s 

lives bridged the gap between family and community . . . those who had been active in 

communal, volunteer, or women‟s organizations suffered when they were ostracized.”
43

  

Jewish women who had previously interacted fairly often with their non-Jewish 

neighbors in both social and business capacities were soon isolated from these 
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communities. Though they were largely occupied with the domestic sphere, this change 

was still traumatic as friendships were dissolved, infrastructure broken down (interactions 

with state agents were prohibited), and communication with the world outside the Jewish 

community disappeared. 

 Jewish social groups, which had already existed in the community, grew in 

membership. The Jewish Cultural Association, founded in 1933, hired Jewish artists to 

provide entertainment to a community that had once dominated the cultural art scene. At 

nearly 70,000 members, the organization filled a void left after the Nazis prohibited the 

performance of Jewish works. The Jewish Cultural Association was a significant outlet 

for both men and women to feel less isolated from the world to which they had 

previously belonged. 

 The League of Jewish Women, founded in 1904, seceded from the Federation of 

German Women‟s Associations during the 1930s and provided resources for Jewish 

women who were facing economic, social, and domestic hardships. As it evolved to suit 

the needs of its audience, the League‟s goals became focused on keeping Jewish women 

connected to each other, helping those in need, encouraging and preparing for emigration, 

and maintaining Jewish traditions. The League existed in several German regions, the 

largest membership existing in Berlin. The group unified Jewish women who came from 

different social classes, education levels, and professions, encouraging women who 

would likely never communicate with each other during normal times to come together 

and collaborate.  

The League was an integral part of social life for Jewish women in Germany 

during the rise of the Nazi regime. Academic meetings were organized and speakers 
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brought in (such as Martin Buber) to maintain morale and keep life as normal as possible 

for a group who had once enjoyed German intellectual culture. They also encouraged 

volunteerism and charity to help members of the community who were struggling 

financially. For unemployed, unskilled women, the League offered basic courses to teach 

knitting, first aid instruction, cooking, and other useful services to make them more 

attractive to employers as well as eliminate their need to hire help.
44

 

The League‟s success at creating a safe space for women to learn from and assist 

each other reveals the resourcefulness of the Jewish community during a time of crisis. 

The community had always been fairly active, but the formation of social groups such as 

the League and the Jewish Cultural Association was an integral factor for Jews to 

organize, educate, and support each other. The Jewish community, especially in regard to 

the women, prioritized mutual aid and overcame marginalization in order to help each 

other. 

 

Conclusion: How do they compare? 

 Most Jewish Holocaust victims were from European cities or villages with the 

majority coming from Poland and other Eastern European countries where they lived in 

secluded shtetls and maintained a traditional way of life. Fairly few had lived in Central 

and Western European cities, and those who did were comparatively more assimilated 

into their region‟s culture. Religious practices varied depending on location: secluded 

communities tended to practice a stricter tradition than their more secular counterparts in 

cities. Economic status and class were also divisive factors, as cosmopolitan Jews tended 
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to be more integrated into the professional sphere while those living in rural areas worked 

in agriculture or the homemade craft industry. 

Gender roles reflected these differences, especially in terms of class, education, 

and job opportunities. Peasant women in shtetls were responsible for their children‟s 

well-being as well as their husbands‟ freedom to lead religious lives and maintain 

occupations. They were also often the social faces of their husbands‟ businesses, doing 

much of the work but getting less than equal credit for their efforts. Education for these 

women stopped at an early stage because their education was not deemed valuable for the 

lives they would be expected to lead. In contrast, urbanized Jewish women usually lived 

in a fairly comfortable middle-class professional environment. They usually achieved at 

least a complete secondary school education, and many went on to achieve degrees at a 

university level. They were privileged enough to be housewives for a time, but when they 

were required to work, they worked in entry-level modern jobs. 

Though Jewish women from different regions experienced culture and community 

differently from each other, some similarities do emerge, even if they evolved out of 

different starting points. Jewish women in both shtetls and urban areas formed 

communities within themselves, whether to aid in household and community work or to 

create hospitable spaces where none were created for them. Basic tenets of Jewish gender 

roles relegated women to the familial sphere where their priorities to family were valued 

more highly than their obligations anywhere else. The emphasis on family highly 

influenced women‟s identities as mothers and caretakers, and the effects of these roles are 

highlighted in the following chapters where women‟s behavior in ghettos and 

concentration camps reveal how deeply women internalized their values. 
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Chapter 2 

 

Life in the Ghettos 

 

 Though they came from different backgrounds, Jewish families from Eastern and 

Central Europe experienced an equally devastating shock upon deportation to ghettos. 

Beginning in 1939, various ghettos were established in recognized areas of Poland and 

the Soviet Union to concentrate Jewish populations in segregated, enclosed districts 

within cities. The ghettos were maintained under Nazi control and were generally holding 

locations that preceded eventual transport to concentration camps in nearby areas. 

 In this chapter, I will examine the ways in which women‟s roles changed upon 

moving into the ghettos. I aim to explain how the transition from normalcy into the 

ghettos was an extremely stressful experience, especially for women. In many cases, 

women turned inward toward their families during their time in the ghettos. Along with 

men‟s roles, theirs changed significantly from seeking companionship outside the home 

to strengthening family ties in order to keep the family safe and protected. This transition 

motivated single women to form meaningful friendships with other women as a coping 

mechanism. Group-forming was not only beneficial for domestic life and survival within 

the ghetto, but was also significant in aiding growing resistance movements, many of 

which were carried out by female partnerships. 

I have used a variety of secondary sources, most of which refer to direct primary 

sources. I have relied heavily on scholar Dalia Ofer‟s work with women, gender roles, 

and family dynamics in ghettos. She has culled useful, relevant pieces from testimonies 

that address issues in this realm, and she approaches her analysis with a fairly objective 

eye. Her articles “Family During the Holocaust,” “Cohesion and Rupture: The Jewish 
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Family in the East European Ghettos during the Holocaust,” and “Gender in Ghetto 

Diaries and Testimonies” have proven to be some of the most useful analyses that exist 

on the subject. Other secondary sources include Nechama Tec‟s book Resilience and 

Courage which contains two substantial chapters on family life in the ghettos, and Sharon 

Kangisser Cohen‟s article “The Experience of the Jewish Family in the Nazi Ghetto: 

Kovno—A Case Study.” I have also used USC‟s Visual History Archive project to find 

survivor testimonies myself, searching for coded sections under the keywords “ghetto 

family interactions” and “ghetto-related aid giving.” 

 

 

Figure 3. Major ghettos in occupied Europe 
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A brief history of the ghettos 

Ghettos were sectioned-off city districts in which the regional Jewish population 

was forced to live in a highly concentrated area.
45

 They were established widely 

throughout Eastern Europe (Figure 3), but they were not standardized to be exactly the 

same.
46

 In his article “Life and Death in the Ghettos,” Martin Dean writes that all ghettos 

shared three similarities: “the resettlement of Jews into a clearly defined residential area, 

their physical separation from the surrounding population, and some threatened 

punishment for leaving this confined space.”
47

 He goes on to differentiate between “open 

ghettos” (where Jews were forced into a confined living space that was not fenced), 

“enclosed ghettos” (the same, but fenced), and “destruction ghettos” (short-lived 

neighborhoods used to contain Jews before an impending mass murder). In Dan 

Michman‟s book The Emergence of Jewish Ghettos During the Holocaust, he argues that 

historians should “refer to „Nazi ghettos‟ in the Plural, rather than to „the Nazi Ghetto‟ as 

a Single Uniform Phenomenon” because each ghetto was so different in its implantation, 

even if the basic goals of concentration and isolation were the same.
48

 So, though 

structures of the ghetto varied depending on when, where, and why it was created, Jewish 

inhabitants experienced common struggles, namely isolation, poverty, and lack of control 

over their mobility. 

                                                           
45

 “Ghettos,” USHMM, accessed February 11, 2013, 

http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10005059.  
46

 USHMM, “Major ghettos in occupied Europe,” [map], 

http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/media_nm.php?ModuleId=10005059&MediaId=356. 
47

 Martin Dean, “Life and Death in the „Gray Zone‟ of Jewish Ghettos in Nazi-Occupied Europe: The 

Unknown, the Ambiguous, and the Disappeared,” in Gray Zones: Ambiguity and Compromise in the 

Holocaust and its Aftermath, ed. by Jonathan Petropoulos and John K. Roth (New York: Berghahn Books, 

2005), 209. 
48

 Dan Michman, The Emergence of Jewish Ghettos During the Holocaust (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2011), 148. 

http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10005059
http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/media_nm.php?ModuleId=10005059&MediaId=356


33 

 

 Ghetto populations were constantly transient, so solid numbers of all the 

inhabitants in every ghetto are unknown. However, statistics from the larger ghettos are 

more calculable. The Warsaw Ghetto, for example, contained about 400,000 Jews in a 

confined area of just over one mile.
49

 The Lodz Ghetto, also located in Poland, contained 

over 150,000 Jews at any given time.
50

 These are rough estimates as populations 

constantly fluctuated, rising with roundups and deportations and falling when residents 

were sent to the camps. 

 The primary reasons for the creation of ghettos were to concentrate entire Jewish 

communities—many of which had previously been integrated into non-Jewish society—

into one area so that they would be easily transportable later in time. Though many did 

not survive the harsh ghetto conditions, for most, ghettos were the first stop on the way to 

a concentration or death camp. To this argument, Dean adds that “more than half of all 

Holocaust victims passed through the ghettos, yet these ephemeral communities have 

been viewed primarily as a prologue to the destruction that followed.” 
51

 

In addition to being a stopping point en route to further transit, ghettos also served 

the purpose of completely isolating their inhabitants. Social isolation and physical 

separation was a crucial goal in creating the idea of the Jews as an “other” that should be 

separate and demonized. Though many Jewish communities did not mingle with non-

Jewish society in day-to-day life, ghettoization created a more segregated mindset of 

Jews as deeply different. This social isolation, reinforced by a fenced, alienated 

community, served to create a psychological isolation as well. 
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 Once unable to communicate with the outside community, Jews were cut off from 

economic freedom as well. Women in particular were directly affected by this change, as 

they were usually the ones who would maintain relations with community members for 

business transactions as well as domestic chores. In order to maintain complete control 

over their freedoms, German ghettos required able-bodied Jews to work in labor 

battalions or factories serving the German war cause.
52

 Ghetto inhabitants‟ work 

assignments were not appointed according to skill level or professional expertise, but 

rather dispensed at the whim of what production was needed for the German armies. 

Economic isolation forced Jews to lose their businesses, compelling them to turn inward 

to the Jewish community in order to survive.  

 In their accounts, survivors use similar words to describe ghetto experiences, even 

when talking about extremely different places. Ghettos are depicted first and foremost as 

unimaginably crowded and cramped. Families had no privacy and were stuffed into 

tenement-like housing without proper working facilities. Provisional civilian 

governments were established to create order, but generally a sense of chaos remained as 

the ghetto was constantly in flux due to deportations and new arrivals being a constant 

expectation. Out of this chaos, ghetto residents had to figure out how to maintain balance 

between interpersonal relationships in order to survive and keep their loved ones alive as 

well. 

 The establishment of the Judenrat, or the Jewish council, led to some tension in 

the ghettos. These councils were comprised of about 24 male Jews whose responsibilities 

were to execute German orders and maintain a census of the area.
53

 Only men could serve 
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on the Judenrat, and they were held accountable for enforcing Nazi orders. Still, the 

Judenrat was fairly autonomous as Nazis rarely interfered with the ghetto‟s internal 

affairs; however, German authorities did maintain direct control over the council so its 

members had to appeal to both ghetto residents and authorities in order to keep 

themselves safe. 

Rumors of deportation were growing during the early 1940s, just after the 

German invasion of Poland. Though perhaps Jews in urban areas were more likely to 

keep up with international news, it was a shock both to them and to those living in 

secluded communities when entire Jewish populations of cities and towns were deported 

to ghettos in Eastern Europe. The transition from normalcy to ghetto life was extremely 

jarring to those who had been leading their lives unaware of the action occurring outside 

their community. Though women were more informed than their husbands, seeing as they 

maintained communication within and sometimes outside the community, their change in 

reality was particularly difficult. 

 The emotional vulnerability resulting from the sudden transition from order to 

chaos is documented in survivor accounts. In a recorded testimony, Nina Kaleska from 

Grodno, Poland recalls, “They had two ghettos in Grodno. The upper ghetto and the 

ghetto in . . . not very far from where we lived. And very shortly the entire, the entire 

Jewish population of Grodno was being uprooted from their home. And that I remember 

very distinctly and with great pain.”
54

 For Jews who had been residents of their shtetls for 

several generations, the prospect of being displaced yet again in the greater history of 

Jewish nomadic life was a frightening concept that reflected international instability. 
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Women’s experiences 

Women survivors have reflected on these relationships in an unexpected way 

given their particular social patterns before the war. Many women‟s ghetto experiences 

were also surprisingly unlike their experiences in the final Holocaust phase of being 

imprisoned in concentration camps. A trend in many women‟s testimonies reveals an 

unanticipated shift from women‟s group-based social structure toward a domestically-

centered focus during their time in the ghettos. This behavior might have emerged in 

response to growing tension in the ghettos as food and other resources became scarce. 

Rumors of their next relocation (deportation to camps) forced families to maintain their 

togetherness in hopes that they would not be separated later in time. While living in 

ghettos, residents were usually unaware of when the next mass deportation would occur, 

so families took pains to ensure that the members of the family were kept safe. Family 

loyalties began to take precedence over previous cultural norms in an effort to make 

sense of the chaotic situation. With some exceptions (mostly regarding food), women 

with families focused on their roles as wives and mothers before working to help the 

community. 

 However, focus on domesticity was not experienced by all women. Women who 

were able to maintain a fairly well-to-do lifestyle by ghetto standards were often able to 

extend their time outward to the community. Unmarried women or women who had lost 

their families also focused on community-building. Organizations sprung up in the 

ghettos to accommodate women who had no one to help them survive. This pattern is 

later repeated when women were separated from their families in the camps where they 

formed cohesive groups with defined roles. 
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 In this way, the woman‟s ghetto experience was split between focus on the domestic 

sphere and focus on the community. 

 

Women with families 

For married women or young women who lived with their parents, the trend of 

prioritizing female companionship and cooperation was abandoned in favor of 

strengthening family bonds. Keeping the family together and providing for each other 

became the main goals of families who were imprisoned in the ghetto together. Also, 

many had heard rumors of later deportation to the camps where families would be 

separated immediately. The constant threat of forced separation was another reason for 

attempting to keep the family unit as tight-knit as possible while in the ghettos. Unlike in 

their communities prior to the war, women refocused their attentions inward. Scholar 

Sharon Cohen describes this shift by saying that “even when the reality was devastating 

and threatening, the ties to and consideration of one‟s family were possibly the most vital 

factors these people considered when making their decisions,” reinforcing the emphasis 

on protecting the family.
55

 

 

Food 

  As conditions in the ghettos worsened, priorities changed, reflecting the drastic 

circumstances. In their reflections, Holocaust survivors emphasize the food scarcities in 

ghettos, noting the community destruction that grew out of forming loyalties to a single 

group such as a family. Women resorted to using sneaky methods to acquire as much 

food as possible. Ofer recalls survivor Helena Szereszewska‟s sly technique: she asked 
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the delivery man to place her order of potatoes in the house through the back door so that 

her neighbors would not see the package.
56

 Measures such as these reflected a shift in 

how women worked in order to keep their own families fed before helping anyone else. 

However, women unexpectedly helped each other and collaborated over recipes 

and food preparation, if not for actual scavenging. This behavior was an exception to the 

general rule of only providing for one‟s family: if there was enough to go around, the 

women would take initiative to share what they could. Hilda Halpern, a survivor from 

Czechoslovakia and a resident of the Czech Mukacevo ghetto, recalls this phenomenon 

from her own firsthand experience with sharing food. While they still had a bit of money 

saved, they helped other families cook with the meager supplies they had: “I made the 

noodles for some other people, and we cooked together and we ate together,” implying a 

sense of pride and comfort that she herself took away from the experience and that others 

surely did as well.
57

 To this end, Ofer writes that “Food could . . . serve as a 

demonstration of love and commitment.”
58

 In this way, women were responsible for 

creating a sense of home and calm comfort in an otherwise terrifying situation. 

This is revealed in the creation of recipe books, many of which survive today. 

Women would collaborate and create ghetto cookbooks consisting of collections of many 

different types of recipes from different places throughout Europe. Creating cookbooks 

served to help women work together on a project with emotional significance, as Jewish 

women even today are particularly attached to food as a sign of comfort and care for their 

families. In her introduction to the ghetto recipe book In Memory’s Kitchen, Cara De 
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Silva writes that “Our personal gastronomic traditions—what we eat, the foods and 

foodways we associate with the rituals of childhood, marriage, and parenthood, moments 

around the table, celebrations—are critical components of our identities. To recall them 

in desperate circumstances is to reinforce a sense of self and to assist us in our struggle to 

preserve it.”
59

 They also served as an escape from daily woes and reminded them of more 

prosperous times. Daydreaming about home recipes returned women to their identities 

and strengthened their sense of heritage, as many recipes included in these books had 

been passed down for several generations. 

In Memory’s Kitchen is one of few recipe books that survived the ghettos. It 

reveals an unexpected amount of cooperation compared to what many survivors recall to 

be a stingy attitude toward food. Survivor Bianca Brown believes that the act of 

remembering recipes and collaborating to preserve them was helpful to women not only 

for ideas on what to cook, but for their emotional state. She recollects evenings where 

women would share their ideas on how to recreate recipes from home in the middle of the 

night: “„Do you know such and such a cake?‟ she recounts. „I did it in such and such a 

way.‟”
60

 In this way, women formed relationships among themselves that preserved their 

former way of life. The previous pattern of women communicating amongst one another 

was also maintained. Though the physical aspects of attaining and consuming food were 

no longer shared among the female community the way it might have been in earlier, less 

meager times, women were able to share an emotional bond by remembering and 

recording the ties to their backgrounds. 
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Though everyone in the family was granted some responsibility with finding food, 

they were held accountable to the mother. Women kept food inventories and cooked 

whatever they could find for meals. Family dinners were usually maintained as an 

important aspect of daily life that reinforced the family structure.
61

 As the resident 

organizers of the family‟s household, wives and mothers were required to be present and 

capable at all times, lessening any time for them to cooperate with the female community 

in ways they might have before the war. 

Strict adherence to their traditional roles was challenged by ghetto circumstances. 

Ofer writes that for women, “The family was their cause; so long as the family, or even 

part of it, remained intact, they called upon their inner resources to persevere,”
62

 again 

reinforcing justification for new behavior regarding priorities toward the family. 

However, prior values of obedience as well as established gender roles kept women 

extremely isolated as they removed themselves from the outside community to focus on 

smaller groups. This behavior is especially reflected in food politics within the family. 

Survivor Alexandra Sołowejczyk-Guter recalls her mother taking control of the 

food situation while her father, unaccustomed to domestic responsibilities, was often 

emotionally paralyzed. In an interview, she recounts, “In the ghetto, when the men got 

something, a bone . . . the woman made soup out of it . . . The woman contributed so that 

life would continue somehow in an accustomed way . . . The men sort of gave up.”
63

 

Wives had to take on the responsibility for the two of them in ways that they had not 

before. She also writes that “When somebody brought a piece of meat, the woman was 
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happy to cook it for the family,” revealing that women depended on their prior roles as 

domestic leaders to cope with their new situation and were able to attain some self-worth 

from maintaining this role. As men were experiencing a kind of hopelessness based on 

their lack of self-worth (which evolved from losing their jobs and being unable to support 

the family in terms of income), women were forced to step up in order to keep the 

household running smoothly and efficiently. This was often revealed in survivors‟ 

accounts of food acquisition and preparation.  

David Sierakowiak, a prisoner of the Lodz ghetto, wrote about the relationship 

dynamic between his father and mother during their time in the ghetto just before his 

mother‟s death. He describes his mother as extremely dedicated to the well-being of the 

family that she cared for, so dedicated to the mount where she was literally “shrinking” 

from giving her food portions to her family members rather than keeping them to sustain 

herself.
64

 This behavior represents the importance placed on caregiving, a feminine role 

based on ideas of motherhood and wifely obligations.  

Unfortunately, Sierakowiak (whose interview is also utilized in Resilience and 

Courage) also recalls a dangerous behavior that affected his family and undoubtedly 

others as well. The distinctly defined gender roles set for men and women were not 

weighted equally in terms of superiority. He remembers an incident where his father 

would demand more food from his mother. His mother viewed her own worth as less than 

that of her husband, and so she ceded part of her own ration to him in addition to what he 

already had. Sierakowiak recalls his mother slowly wasting away, blaming her decline on 

his father‟s selfish demands regarding food. He also remembers an incident where his 

father went so far as to take more from her in addition to stealing his own son and 
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daughter‟s rations.
65

 In her commentary, Tec reports that in her research, she found no 

instances of women stealing the family‟s food; however, this was a fairly common 

occurrence among male family members.  

 

Housing 

Housing shortages were also a common problem for families. Families tended to 

alienate others in the community so that they could live together as a unit, disregarding 

others to maintain stability for themselves. Overcrowding forced families into poor living 

conditions with no privacy. Apartments could be crowded with several families at a time, 

dissolving privacy between family.
66

  

 Forced overcrowding was another notable factor that kept the family dynamic in 

place. Cohen argues that “It appears that families who lived together in these conditions 

received comfort and strength from their overcrowding. It provided them with a sense of 

security, feeling that their family was closely surrounding them.”
67

 This is a fairly 

optimistic view that certainly may have been experienced by some families, but it did not 

occur for all families who were able to maintain some cohesion in the ghetto.  

Ofer suggests that overcrowding and the resulting “dire conditions” that occurred 

directly affected change in family roles and identities. She refers to several survivor 

accounts that reflect growing tension caused by living together in extreme proximity. 

Relationships between couples often quickly fell apart as a result of overcrowding. Ofer 

cites the extreme case of Moshe Papugai, a ghetto resident who turned himself over to the 
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Nazis after having a fight with his wife.
68

 Papugai‟s case was an extreme one, but is 

revealing of great tensions that could occur even within families. 

To this end, Ofer emphasizes the role of women with families to focus fully on 

their relationships so that they could be maintained. She claims that family relationships 

“underwent a certain intensification” in the ghettos, and that “women had to steer the 

lives of their families with sensitivity and great care in order not to disrupt completely the 

balance within the family and the respective status of each partner in preserving order in 

the family.”
69

 Assuming this responsibility left little time and energy for women with 

families to expand their giving toward the community. 

 

Children and community 

Women with children had a particularly large burden to bear. Not only were 

women responsible for maintaining their relationships with their husbands, but they were 

also the primary caregivers for their children. Though the community provided 

opportunities for children to socialize and have as normal an upbringing as possible 

(which will be examined later in this chapter), women were still called upon to make 

great sacrifices for their children in ways that their husbands were not. In her article 

“Gender in Ghetto Diaries and Testimonies,” Ofer writes that women coped by focusing 

on their children and pouring their lives into them, much like they would have done 

before the war.
70

 Ghetto life only exacerbated the need for this coping. The obligation 

and need to cope by focusing on their children‟s well-being was often the main priority of 

women with families, and so they were less likely to participate in community building. 
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Women revealed this prioritization on their children when dealing with the issue 

of food. “The guilt of having failed to protect a child”
71

 was a strong factor in the sense 

of responsibility that women felt toward their families, suggesting the deeply rooted 

sense of purpose that women found in protecting their children. Survivors recall their 

mothers‟ efforts to keep the children fed at all costs, even if that meant that they 

themselves would go without food. Mothers took this burden upon themselves, valuing 

their family‟s well-being over their own health and welfare. 

 Ita Shapiro, a survivor who was a child during the time she and her family spent 

in the Vilna ghetto, remembers her mother‟s habits during mealtimes. Though the 

Shapiro family had been fairly well off before the war, they, like others, had to learn to 

survive on less than they were accustomed to. Ita‟s mother was still in charge of cooking 

whatever food they had and distributing it among the family members. When asked about 

her mother‟s eating customs, Ita remembered that “My mother insisted that I eat her part, 

because she said I was the smallest and I needed to grow.”
72

 Ita also recalls her mother‟s 

insistence on rationing the food between family members, ensuring that the family would 

get the best out of what was prepared. Nobody argued or contested her method. In Ita‟s 

interview, she says that “My mother ate, but I don‟t know how much, I didn‟t look and I 

didn‟t know. She would put the food on the table and divide it for all of us.”
73

 Ita‟s 

recollection is telling of her mother‟s role within the family unit. Nobody questioned 

Mrs. Shapiro‟s method, revealing her role of power over the food. Sacrificing her own 

portion was also not questioned, so perhaps giving more to her husband and children was 

expected from her as a wife and mother. 
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 This behavior suggests a sense of worth attached to sacrificing for the sake of 

family. Pervasive guilt motivated women to put their children‟s needs above their own. In 

survivors‟ testimonies, there is a repeated sense of obligation and expected sacrifice 

required from mothers and wives. When prompted to remember mealtimes, daughter 

survivors tend to remember their own portions and those of their siblings and fathers, but 

few discuss seeing their mothers eat much at all. Observations about the dinner table may 

seem trivial in the greater context of food conflicts, but they are highly revealing of 

family dynamics and the roles assigned to each member. 

Women who had children owed them their full attention; however, the role of 

women as mothers was so pervasive and the Jewish emphasis on the family was so strong 

that childless women would devote their time to finding safe places for children that were 

not their own. In many instances, children were the catalyst for women to work together 

in the community. Organizations like the Mädchenheim (“Girl‟s home”) and various 

underground teaching circles emerged among women to keep children, both orphans and 

those with parents, occupied and safe within the ghetto.  

  In her memoir Fortress of My Youth, Jana Friesová recalls her time spent in the 

Mädchenheim in the Terezín ghetto. She describes the struggles that parents faced 

regarding their children: lack of education, overcrowding, malnourishment, and isolation 

from the rest of the community were common problems that parents could not overcome 

in the setting of a ghetto. To create a more stable environment for children, the Jewish 

Council of Elders (Friesová refers to the council as the Ältestenrat, but it is synonymous 

with the Judenrat) established a subgroup that addressed children‟s affairs. The 
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Ältestenrat successfully petitioned for the establishment of hostels and group homes for 

orphaned children, the creation of which was initiated by groups within the community.
74

 

 Friesová remembers Rósa Englänbderová, the lady who organized Terezín‟s 

Mädchenheim, as a dynamic force behind the group home‟s success. With the exception 

of one young man, Mrs. Rósa (as Friesová called her) selected only women to serve as 

leaders in the home. These women worked as teachers and as “carers” who acted as a 

more stable replacement for the family that the girls left behind.  

Friesová had described the ghetto as a potentially dangerous place for children to 

grow up because the environment did not allow for examples of morals and discipline. 

She remembers the Mädchenheim carers as being particularly patient in dealing with 

children who had not had to abide by rules set by authority figures at any time in their 

remembered lifetimes. In her memoir, she says that “It was difficult to explain to children 

and to adolescents . . . that even here, in this relatively sheltered cell, the Heim which was 

now our home, rules and regulations were necessary . . . [the carers] had to fight us, fight 

our aversion to rules of any sort.”
75

 In the Mädchenheim, women who were not related to 

the residents took on maternal roles in order to keep the children of the community safe 

and provide a community where the quality of life was much better than what they had 

experienced living in the ghetto without a stable home. 

When discussing the Mädchenheim, Friesová assigns different roles to each of the 

carers that she lived under during her time in the house. The carer in room 15 was 

proactive in keeping the girls motivated to tidy their surroundings. She was seen as the 

most practical of the carers, forcing the girls to keep everything clean as to not allow for 
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bug infestations. Another carer in the same room was responsible for “spiritual and 

physical development,” and yet another‟s role seemed to be to “dispel sadness and 

hopelessness.”
76

 Ghetto conditions required this sort of role-assigning to give community 

members a sense of purpose. Role-assigning also was key in keeping relationships in 

balance. In groups of women, this behavior was not uncommon in times of stress. Such 

relationships became shadows of former female partnerships at home before the war. By 

assigning each woman in a group a specific role, she became part of a self-directed 

support system among women that motivated the group to stay together and work toward 

a common cause. In the setting of ghetto homes, they worked to promote stability and 

welfare among displaced children.  

 

 

Education, community, and spiritual resistance 

A significant method of creating a sense of normalcy for children was the 

establishment of underground (hidden) schools. Ghetto inhabitants took the initiative to 

teach various lessons to small groups of children. Attending school, if informally, kept 

children from falling too far behind in their education. Latin grammar, geography, 

Hebrew, and reading were popular subjects taught in these enclaves. Teachers were not 

exclusively women (Janusz Korczak founded an orphanage in the Warsaw Ghetto and 

taught lessons to Jewish children), but many informal teachers happened to be women 

who would organize small classes for girls.
77

 

 Instances of informal lessons happened most often among women who had come 

from educated backgrounds, so most of these women had lived in cities before the ghetto. 
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The girls who attended these lessons came from all sorts of backgrounds. Girls‟ education 

may have been valued by families from more integrated communities, but others viewed 

lessons as a welcome diversion from the difficulties of daily life. The role of women 

teachers was not only to educate, but also to provide spiritual leadership for their pupils 

and for themselves. Survivors Dr. Helen Fagin and Frieda Aaron‟s experiences as 

teachers both took on the additional responsibility as spiritual mentors as well because 

they provided a distraction from the outside world and reminded their students that life 

existed outside the ghetto. This sort of spiritual leadership was unique among groups of 

women, and was not considered religious (women could not be ordained anyway), but 

rather a way to draw strength from one another. 

 In her testimony, Dr. Helen Fagin speaks of her experiences with underground 

teaching in the Warsaw Ghetto. Inspired by her younger sister who had not had a chance 

to get a formal education before living in the ghetto, Dr. Fagin began teaching clandestine 

lessons to her sibling as well as to several other girls who began attending regularly. She 

considered this a priority in maintaining dignity and normalcy: “We would try to 

establish a semblance of . . . an intellectual life.”
78

 The girls would be at Dr. Fagin‟s room 

at a determined time each day, and she would teach classes based on her own limited 

education. She did not follow any curriculum, but rather taught what she could remember 

from random subjects such as Latin and literature. She herself had read a copy of Gone 

With the Wind in its Polish translation, and was able to capture the girls‟ attention by 

relating the classic story to them. In recalling her methods, Dr. Fagin emphasized her role 

as a distraction from the chaos surrounding the children. She believes that her retelling of 

Gone With the Wind held a significant value for the girls: “When the girls came and they 
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were so solemn and so sorrowful . . . I would take them to an altogether different world . . 

. we were dreaming together.”
79

  

 Frieda Aaron had only completed several years of elementary school before the 

war. She remembers the dangers of clandestine schools, knowing that if they had been 

discovered, both the students and the teachers would be severely punished. She describes 

her experience with secret schools in the Warsaw Ghetto as a sort of “spiritual 

resistance,” giving her and her sister strength and purpose in an otherwise disabling 

environment. After her community lost everything they had built, she claims that “the 

only possession that was permanent was education.”
80

 Clandestine schools emerged once 

women recognized the value of spiritual well-being. Though informal, such schools 

reinforced a sense of community among women, encouraging them to work together. 

 

Conclusion 

 Many Jewish Holocaust victims were forced into ghettos in Eastern Europe before 

they were transported to concentration camps. The ghettos, usually constructed in cities, 

were fenced-off neighborhoods where thousands of people were concentrated into a 

space too small for its numbers. Ghetto inhabitants were prohibited from leaving, and 

they faced other restrictions that removed all semblances of their former lives. Jews were 

forced to give up their residences and businesses, eliminating their prior economic status. 

Ghetto residents faced extreme poverty, primitive infrastructure, and transient 

populations. 

The transition to life in the ghettos was jarring and intense for those who were 

forced to leave their homes. In the wake of this chaos, women in particular demonstrated 
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behaviors that were revealing of their socialization before the war. Women with families 

(mostly those who were married and especially those with children) tended to turn 

inwards and focus on maintaining health and a decent quality of life for the family. This 

behavior is revealed in how women reacted to food and housing politics in the 

community and in the family. 

Women without families, especially younger teenage girls without parents, tended 

to band together and form organizations that provided community for each other. The 

Mädchenheim in Terezín is an excellent example of women taking the initiative to watch 

out for other women, especially young girls. Clandestine schools also emerged, revealing 

a tendency for women to work together to promote values of education as well as 

spiritual support. 

This behavior is somewhat unlike what occurred in the camps for a number of 

reasons. First, families were not separated in the ghettos, so women were more likely to 

prioritize their families while they were still together. Second, the forced separation of 

families in the camps was usually highly traumatic, and women reached out for more 

support from each other once they were there. Last, though infrastructure was not even 

close to being sufficient in the ghettos, the camps were so severely lacking in basic 

resources that there was a larger need for cooperation in order to survive. 

In the following chapter, I will examine how women formed small, cooperative 

groups in the camps, aiding in physical and emotional well-being and even survival. 

Once introduced to the highly dangerous and unpredictable conditions of the camps, 

these groups naturally emerged in reaction to trauma and were helpful in giving women 

the support systems that they had been accustomed to creating before the war. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Women and Community in the Camps 

 

 

Figure 4. Major Nazi Camps in Europe, January 194481 

For most Jews, concentration camps were the next and final destination of the 

Holocaust. Scattered throughout Europe but mostly concentrated in the east, 

concentration camps and death camps acted to carry out Hitler‟s Final Solution by using 

Jews for hard labor at first, and then later death camps began to perform mass 

exterminations.  About 20,000 camps were established to imprison millions of victims, 

among them Jews, political prisoners, homosexuals, and Roma.
82

 The camps were 

established in various countries throughout Europe with the majority in German-occupied 
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Eastern Europe (Figure 1).
83

 Though they started out as labor camps, eventually some 

were converted or built as death camps, becoming the final destination for those who 

were unfortunate enough to end up there. In this chapter, I will primarily look at 

Ravensbrück, a woman‟s camp located in Germany, and Auschwitz-Birkenau, one of the 

largest camps, which is located in Poland. A great number of women survivors testified 

to having been through either of these camps at some point during their journey, and 

many survived these camps because they were assigned to labor rather than immediate 

death. 

 Prisoners in the camps were subject to traumatic experiences and extremely harsh 

conditions that threatened their very survival. The standard of living was practically 

nonexistent; in most camps, prisoners lived in a state of squalor, with hundreds of 

prisoners assigned to a single barrack. Starvation and physical violence were common 

forms of abuse. The camps were guarded by the German police force (the Schutzstaffel, 

or “SS”) who built a hierarchy of control where the SS commandant had the most control, 

the positions declining in power and prestige until the prisoner labor detail.
84

 Part of the 

method for creating emotional turmoil involved using non-German inmates (Jews as 

often as other prisoners) to do the dirty work at the lowest end of command. This 

involved disciplining the barracks, organizing the work detail, and administering 

punishment to groups of inmates. Such work created divisions even among prisoners who 

would have otherwise been united against their oppressors. 
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 Families were immediately separated upon arrival at the camps, as the sexes were 

automatically divided and many were chosen for immediate death.
85

 Male prisoners were 

assigned hard labor details, and women were usually assigned to work in factories doing 

more detailed work.
86

 As women lived and worked alongside each other, instances of 

cooperation naturally grew out of a need for community and mutual aid. 

 Women‟s camp experiences have been largely overlooked in favor of a unified 

Holocaust narrative that is usually from a male perspective. Women‟s unique struggles, 

based on their physical challenges and prior socialization, are absent from this narrative. 

Holocaust scholars debate on the validity of studying gendered Holocaust history, but to 

resist studying specifically gendered experiences is to ignore the different ways in which 

men and women coped with camp trauma. 

 In this chapter, I will discuss the benefits of studying gendered Holocaust 

experiences with regard to camp life. The debate over unified suffering still stands among 

Holocaust scholars for various reasons, but this chapter addresses several ways in which 

the female experience was unique and different from the male experience. I believe that 

each individual‟s experience is unique and worthy of attention; however, studying each is 

not possible, and this chapter will examine the patterns of community that emerged for 

some women. Such groups did occasionally occur among male populations, but not 

nearly as frequently as they did among women. The groups that emerged tended to have 

similar patterns of behavior, such as role assigning or supportive-dependent relationships. 

Groups of women would help each other in times of crisis, such as with food or with 
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reproductive issues. Surprisingly, women would not turn to each other in cases of sexual 

assault due to the stigma and victim-blaming that surrounded sexual violence. 

 

Defense of studying gendered history 

Female-bodied prisoners faced unique challenges based on their physical 

characteristics. In general, the male Holocaust narrative does not provide for these 

challenges to be discussed. There are not many records of women‟s gender-specific 

experiences in the camps for several reasons. First, women from more religious areas 

(especially in Eastern Europe) did not discuss matters of the body, considering such 

subjects taboo and private. Silence surrounding bodies was reinforced by religious 

traditions that kept women‟s bodies hidden, both literally and in traditional practice. 

Second, if women didn‟t talk about the specific difficulties that they faced, their 

experiences were overshadowed by the more popular male narrative that is most often 

used in Holocaust studies to portray a general experience of most victims. Finally, 

scholars who study the Holocaust through a gendered lens tend to be subject to scrutiny 

by scholars who reject taking a gender-based approach. Scholars who study women‟s 

experiences are dissuaded from isolating one gender, and many historians have neglected 

this group‟s history for that reason. 

 Gender-specific violence was a crucial aspect of life in camps for both women 

and men, but women‟s experiences are often ignored because of the sensitive nature of 

women‟s relationships to their bodies as well as the taboo subject of sexual abuse. In Zoë 

Waxman‟s article “Rape and Sexual Abuse in Hiding,” she describes the difficulty of 

finding sources to confirm sexual violence, believing that women survivors were already 

at a disadvantage in that as a group, Jewish women (especially those who were more 
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observant) were particularly modest and private about their bodies. In addition to this, 

they were not instructed to speak out about their experiences with sexual abuse because 

of the shame and stigma attached to such events. To this effect, Waxman argues that the 

perpetrators of these crimes were able to get away with their actions, believing that “rape 

silences women in a way that deliberately alienates them from their families and 

communities.”
87

 A policy of silence still influences survivors‟ testimonies, where even 

decades later, women will still refuse to recall these experiences directly. Waxman‟s own 

research reveals missing pieces in survivors‟ testimonies where women will reference an 

event that happened, but only vaguely, and they will use a different person as the subject 

rather than themselves.
88

  

 Traditional Jewish law as interpreted in many secluded Jewish communities was 

also a detrimental for womens‟ sense of their bodies and self-worth. Rules dictating what 

women were required to do with their bodies to keep them clean and worthy of man‟s 

touch did not differentiate between women‟s souls and bodies.
89

 For men, the study of 

Kabbalah reaffirms the separation of soul and body, a practice that emerged in rabbinic 

literature during the first century.
90

 Women were not introduced to the same belief: of the 

many laws that dictated how righteous Jews should lead their lives, many address 

women‟s private bodily functions, reinforcing the fact that their worth could be measured 

by their bodies. Niddah, or the practice of separating menstruating women from men, 

requires private, invasive methods of ensuring that a woman is no longer “unclean.” Any 
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physical intimacy is forbidden, and women must subject themselves and their bodies to 

inspection once the menstrual cycle is over to ensure “cleanliness.”
91

 Women are barred 

from participating in religious ceremonies and traditions, such as their exclusion from the 

minyan (prayer assembly of ten men), their prohibition from reading Torah, and their 

inability to assume a leadership position in synagogue.
92

 In religious courts, women are 

continuously denied attention: only husbands are permitted to initiate a divorce, and 

women‟s testimonies are not accepted during trial.
93

 Women must keep their bodies 

covered in modest garments, especially after marriage (a tradition that was nearly 

impossible to maintain once in the camps). These religious and cultural traditions 

reinforced that there was no separation between body and soul for women, as their worth 

and value was taken in the context of their bodies. It can be deduced that women felt 

great shame when their bodies were threatened because their integrity would also be 

questioned. 

Scholar Nomi Levenkron has been confronted with the difficulty of researching 

sexual assault that occurred during the Holocaust. She believes that the reason for Jewish 

women‟s silence on such events is heavily influenced by the society in which they were 

raised. The Jewish community condoned silence, creating the implication that victims 

were to blame for what befell them. Levenkron writes that “the society in which [the 

victim] grew up will tend to examine her actions through a magnifying glass, trying to 

identify the ways in which her own actions contributed to the sexual assault on her, and 
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then refuse to help her rebuild her life.”
94

 This denial is harmful to women who have 

experienced sexual abuse and who feel like they cannot talk about their experiences 

without feeling deep shame. Though not all cases of gender-specific violence were sexual 

in nature, understanding Jewish women‟s attachment to their bodies is significant in 

understanding why they do not recall these instances in their testimonies or memoirs, at 

least not directly. 

 In Holocaust studies, the majority of memoirs that make up a collective 

understanding of the camp experience are written by male survivors. Though they 

certainly mention women, their experiences are not fully inclusive of the unique issues 

that women addressed during their time in the camps. The exclusion of women‟s voices 

may also be a contributing factor to the silencing of their stories. The male narrative tends 

to reveal a more individualistic approach to survival, perhaps because men did not 

experience the same kind of targeted, gender-specific violence that occurred among 

women. The female body, vulnerable to attacks on reproduction as well as to higher 

instances of sexual assault, influenced women‟s behavior in the camps in ways that the 

male experience does not encompass.  

 Learning of these instances of gender-specific violence are significant in helping 

scholars understand a larger picture of what women went through during their time in the 

camps, but such experiences were not the only factors that defined the female experience. 

Recent historians (mostly female) have noticed a trend in women survivor testimonies 

that address cooperation and mutual aid through group-forming in the camps. These 

historians have been challenged by Langer, who believes that “even when we hear stories 
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about mutual support among women in the camps, the context of the narratives shows us 

how seldom such alliances made any difference in the long-range effects of the ordeal for 

those who outlived it,” defending his argument that studying the separate genders is 

useless in light of the larger survivor narrative.
95

 However, many historians have found 

that these patterns were significant to women survivors who claimed that such 

relationships among women were not only beneficial to their emotional health but to their 

physical well-being as well.  

Judith Baumel suggests that sexual segregation in the camps was a substantial 

factor in women‟s tendencies to form groups among themselves. Her research has 

implied that interactions among women in the camps were significant in creating 

supportive bases and motivation for survival. She has found that many women survivors 

implied their experiences with mutual aid as a “microcosm of unique gender interaction 

in which women‟s leadership and mutual assistance grew and flourished in face of 

tremendum and crisis.”
96

 Unlike Langer‟s assessment that such groups were insignificant 

in hindsight, Baumel‟s analysis reveals that these groups were indeed beneficial for 

women prisoners. 

 

Group forming in times of crisis 

 

Mutual aid among women prisoners may have occurred for any number of 

reasons. Prior socialization which motivated women to come together in the domestic and 

public spheres shaped the behavior that followed within the camps. As described in the 

first chapter, European Jewish women from various regions and levels of observance 

were still socialized fairly similarly in regard to women‟s spaces. Eastern European 
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women found themselves working together in the home while men were rarely present 

for domestic tasks. After mild periods of industrialization, these women also worked 

together in determined feminine vocations. Jewish women from Central and Western 

Europe also tended to associate among groups of economically and socially similar 

women. As restrictions on Jewish socializing became more limiting, these women turned 

inward to maintain relationships and draw support from each other. The idea that women 

could find comfort and support from each other set up a framework for women to do the 

same in times of crisis. 

 Group-forming among women created networks of support that helped women in 

various ways. Groups would emerge based on commonalities between women. Prisoners 

would unite over small similarities: finding distant relatives, a common language, or 

common friends would be the catalyst for small partnerships to form. According to 

various accounts, women would defer to defined roles within the group. Each role 

evolved into a specific kind of leadership: one would be the spiritual leader, one would be 

in charge of keeping objects safe, another would look out for the others‟ physical well-

being, and so on. Along with role assigning, women tended to come together in times of 

notable crisis, such as collaborating on methods to deal with problems arising from the 

body. These sorts of partnerships were based on specific issues that only affected women, 

namely struggles regarding their reproductive abilities. 

 Interestingly, though women were at a greater risk for rape and other forms of 

sexual assault, women rarely bonded over sharing these experiences. Rather, stigmas that 

had existed in their culture before the war were still pervasive, and female victims of 

sexual violence were often shunned or blamed for their abuse by other women. Few 
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examples of sexual violence exist in testimonies, perhaps for this very reason. Groups 

could maintain their cohesion by uniting themselves against a common enemy, and this 

has at times included demonizing victims of sexual abuse. 

 Women prisoners were by no means the only group to form mutual assistance 

collectives. Male prisoners have left behind various records of such behavior, some of 

which has been subject to feminist considerations that “life in the camp might have 

modified some of the patriarchal values the prisoners brought with them,” suggesting that 

this behavior was inherently feminine.
97

 According to Nechama Tec, a Holocaust scholar 

who has studied the differences between male and female behavior, men and women both 

formed such groups in the camps, and both should be given equal attention.
98

 However, 

the notion that such group-forming was a feminine behavior suggests that cooperation 

may have been more prevalent among women. Tec also acknowledges this, and quotes 

survivor Felicja Karay who claims that “Men . . . were struggling for themselves . . . most 

of the time they fought alone, as a single unit . . . Women always cooperated. Even if 

women came to the camp alone, they were able to form groups.”
99

 This is not to trivialize 

the male grouping experience, but it suggests that women survivors felt that this behavior 

was more natural to them rather than to men. In her research, scholar Rochelle Saidel has 

concluded that most female survivor accounts reveal a tendency for women to “bond 

emotionally and form surrogate families,”
100

 showing that though men may have also 

formed these bonds, it was fairly common and spoken about in women‟s testimonies. 
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 Judith Baumel also considers several other factors in women‟s behavior during 

their time in the camps. She recognizes that women survivors seem to claim grouping as 

their own behavior, citing several different women‟s accounts from various camps and 

locations that supported the idea that women‟s past socialization was influential in 

motivating women to reach out to one another. However, she also considers factors such 

as women‟s reactions to being separated suddenly from their families, higher risks of 

physical/sexual violence, and past relationships formed in the ghettos as other motivating 

factors which developed women‟s groups as “a form of protection and survival.”
101

 Her 

ideas suggest that women might be at a greater likelihood than men to develop such 

bonds in the camps due to these preexisting or gender-specific factors. 

 

Structure of Groups & Role Assignment 

  

Groups of women were not defined by any regular pattern or structure, but 

testimonies from various women reveal certain tendencies that were repeated across 

different lengths of time and camp locations. These groups were assembled according to 

similar criteria, they generally contained a comparable number of members, and they 

tended to be comprised of women who would take on different roles in the group. 

Though not all groups functioned in the same way, these factors tended to create fairly 

parallel experiences. Since they occurred naturally and often without guidance or 

precedent to how a successful group could function, it is safe to assume that no two 

groups were alike; however, since they shared overlapping characteristics, generalizing 

based on the three factors of assembling, membership, and role-assigning is beneficial in 
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understanding this pattern in a broader way. Though they were all different, studying 

each as only random occurrences trivializes their significance and effectiveness. 

 Shamai Davidson, a psychiatrist who specialized in studying these “mutual 

assistance” groups, formulated some ideas on how groups were formed.
102

 In his 

research, he found that groups usually contained no more than eight individuals at any 

given time, but that this number was highly variable because of the unstable nature of 

camp populations. In testimonies and memoirs, groups varied around a four or five 

person average with approximately eight people comprising a large group. 

 Davidson also researched the common roots that women in a group shared. He 

emphasizes the idea that groups were based on relationships that had already been 

established before the camps: “ „Groups were often formed on a nucleus of previous 

ghetto or childhood relationships, or a common cultural or national background.‟ ”
103

 

Often relatives would stick together in two-person partnerships (mother-daughter, for 

example), but more often groups would be larger and contain friends or comrades as well 

as relatives.
104

 Additionally, shared characteristics were imperative in a group‟s 

formation: language, religion and cultural background, and “collective identity” were 

factors in bonding women together to form these mutual assistance groups.
105

 

 Though most instances of groups contained specific role-assigning, often the roles 

would overlap. Baumel refers to a sort of interdependence that frequently developed 

between two or more women where one woman would be the giver and one would be the 

receiver. This theory applies to emotional support as well as physical and material 
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support. The “supportive-dependent” relationship appears in many testimonies where 

women credit their “camp sisters” in aiding their physical and mental health.
106

 In a given 

group of women, these relationships would naturally develop, and specific roles would 

either arise or not based on the group dynamic. 

 

Mental/Emotional Health 

 The formation of groups was significant in lifting women‟s morale during times 

of crisis. As mentioned above, in most groups, women assigned each other roles in order 

to maintain optimism and take care of each other. This behavior is well documented in 

the case of the Zehnnerschaft, a group of ten women who bonded together during their 

time in the Plaszow concentration camp.
107

 In her article, “Social Interaction Among 

Jewish Women in Crisis,” Baumel analyzes the different roles that emerged in the group 

and how they were effective at strengthening mental resolve in times of stress. She 

interviewed the surviving group members to cull information about women‟s behavior in 

the camps and found that the ten girls, bonded together over having attended a common 

school system, fell into certain roles that determined how they acted within the group. 

 Baumel argues that the women in the Zehnnerschaft did not treat each other as 

equals; rather, the roles they fell into required a sense of “supportive-dependent” 

dynamics.
108

 Some of the women took on a more maternal role, leading the more 

emotionally dependent women through difficult situations. Using the term “childlike” is 

patronizing, but such relationships were similar to mother-daughter interactions where 

one woman was the caregiver and the other was the receiver.  
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 One of the most important roles that appears in other group accounts is that of the 

spiritual leader. In the Zehnnerschaft, this role fell to Rivka Englard, who was 

remembered for having maintained a positive attitude and a sense of optimism even in 

moments of despair. Rachel Shantzer, a member of the group, recalled Rivka‟s methods 

that worked to calm her and the other girls when they were feeling particularly dejected: 

“ „Rivka would go out with one or two of us to walk and talk about the past, just like the 

moral discussions we used to have before the war . . . we would walk and talk and 

somehow gain courage.‟”
109

 Baumel emphasizes the importance of spiritual leadership in 

maintaining emotional levity during trying times. 

 Singing was also used to alleviate suffering and take women to a fantasy world 

where they could temporarily forget their troubles and allow themselves to be transported 

to an earlier time. Tec writes about numerous testimonies that reference informal singing 

performances in the evenings, performances that would remind women of their prior lives 

and give them hope to keep living so that they may return home another day. Tec quotes 

survivor Bracha Winter-Ghilai‟s memories on singing: “„We were singing a lot . . . others 

reacted to me positively . . . Just that fact that I was singing a lot kept up my spirits.‟”
110

 

Another survivor from Plaszow recounts listening to her bunkmate‟s singing as “„the only 

escape from the gray reality.‟”
111

 Singing was also something traditionally done during 

the holidays, so when prominent holidays occurred, women would recreate a semblance 
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of former celebrations by singing holiday songs and remembering how they celebrated in 

the past.
112

 

 The spiritual leader in any given group might also have encouraged her members 

to indulge in daydreaming and fantasy in order to remove themselves from their 

surroundings. Spiritual leaders have been known to encourage other women to share their 

dreams with the group for this purpose. Survivor Irena Lusky recalls sharing stories about 

what she and other women would dream of having after their release, claiming that they 

were beneficial to her and others‟ mental health in creating hope.
113

 

 

Food 

 

 Extreme starvation is always a central point in Holocaust memoirs, both male and 

female. The lack of food caused desperation in almost all accounts, but women tended to 

work together to remedy this issue both physically and emotionally while men were 

usually more individualistic, providing for themselves when they had the chance rather 

than forming such relationships. Though this is not the case for all women or all men, in 

general, women worked together more often to aid in acquiring food. In addition to 

physically providing food for each other, women also gave each other emotional support 

in the form of remembering recipes that they had used before the war. Cooking in 

Judaism has traditionally been the woman‟s job, and so this sort of conversation was 

comforting and helpful in creating spiritual resistance. 

 Food dominates every testimony: the lack of it, the acquisition of it, and the 

quality of it were the priorities of every prisoner in the camps. Regarding the issue of 
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food, mutual assistance in women‟s groups was effective in creating an environment 

where food could be used to aid in survival. In many female groups, women worked 

together to acquire food and divide it among the group‟s members. This behavior was 

often mentioned in passing: in Judith Isaacson‟s memoir, she recalls working in 

partnerships with women to organize potato-stealing among other activities.
114

 Food 

seemed to be the exception to the role-assigning that occurred for spiritual and emotional 

fulfillment.  

Even when there was no food to be had, women found comfort in sharing 

memories about past recipes and food they had made or consumed before the war. 

Sharing recipes was especially good for morale because it reflected a sense of looking 

forward to the future.
115

 Women were able to reclaim their feminine identities through 

recalling how they cooked for their families and their formal roles as mothers, daughters, 

and wives. Most elaborate recipes were used for Jewish celebrations, so remembering 

them could even be considered spiritual resistance because it reminded women to 

concentrate on their religious roots 

Several recipe books emerged out of the Holocaust, revealing the great 

significance of sharing these memories. The likelihood that such compilations would 

survive the camps was extremely low; nevertheless, sparse records do still survive. In 

Memory’s Kitchen is a notable recipe book that survived Terezín, a ghetto turned 

concentration camp in Czechoslovakia.
116

 The book was found hand-sewn and hand-

written in a variety of different scripts from the many women who contributed to it, a 
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testament to the importance of food and how it shaped their identities as Jewish women. 

Though they may not have had the resources to compile such documents like in Terezín 

(where people had access to paper while it was still a ghetto), such collaborations are 

even more visible among survivors who refuse to let their family‟s recipes be forgotten. 

Recipes Remembered and the Holocaust Survivor Cookbook are two fairly recent 

compilations that have been culled from survivors‟ memories.
117

 That the memories even 

existed to be recorded decades later shows a strict commitment to Jewish values and 

traditions in the private sphere. 

 

Pregnancy 

 

 Reproduction and its associated burdens were gender-specific difficulties that 

only female-bodied prisoners addressed. Nazi eugenics policies prohibited pregnant 

women from surviving in the camps,
118

 and women who were showing their pregnancy 

upon arrival were immediately sent to the gas chambers via Red Cross trucks that were 

supposedly going to clinics where the women could receive medical care.
119

 Pregnant 

women represented a threat to the annihilation of the Jewish people, so they were among 

the most vulnerable prisoners in the camps. After this ruling was acknowledged, women 

began to take measures to help those in need figure out how to deal with their situation. 

Not many records exist on pregnancy and abortion as these were extremely private 

matters with deeply rooted emotions of shame and loss of identity. However, a few 
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records from doctors and observers do still exist, and they reveal an interesting way in 

which collaboration occurred among women living in terror. 

 Dr. Gisela Perl‟s memoir I Was a Doctor in Auschwitz serves as a standard for 

how pregnancy and abortion were addressed in concentration camps. A gynecologist 

from Transylvania, Dr. Perl‟s life had been devoted to aiding expecting mothers through 

their pregnancy and later through childbirth. When she arrived in Auschwitz, she was 

chosen to work under Dr. Josef Mengele, the infamous Auschwitz doctor known for his 

obsession with human experiments, especially twins.
120

 She was commanded to perform 

medical experiments under his control, but she began to hear of prisoners who were 

pregnant and hiding their condition, attempts that would only last so long before they 

would be found out. Dr. Perl began to visit groups of women in the middle of the night in 

order to ascertain who was pregnant and needed assistance. Dr. Perl (and the women who 

recruited her) encouraged pregnant women to let her abort the child—in a primitive 

setting with no medical tools or running water—so that the woman‟s life could be 

spared.
121

 These rendezvous would be secretly organized by women in order to help those 

in their midst.  

 Occasionally women would come to the camps pregnant but not showing, in 

which case they would attempt to hide their condition as long as possible. Starvation 

prevented women from gaining the usual pregnancy weight, and sometimes women 

would even be able to carry the child to term without being caught. Rochelle Saidel notes 

of a few significant cases where women would kill newborns in order to save the life of 

the mother or, more likely, the baby would be born stillborn as a result of the extreme 
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conditions under which the mother survived. Saidel cites a testimony from survivor Lola 

Taubman who recalled an event during her time in Ravensbrück: “ „A woman in the bunk 

next to me gave birth to a dead baby. We didn‟t have any scissors, so they tore the 

umbilical cord and threw the baby away.‟ ”
122

 The gruesome nature of this experience, 

stated so bluntly, reflects the community that emerged among women who empathized 

with each other regardless of their differences. This practice probably occurred more than 

is actually cited since there are very few testimonies that reference this sort of behavior, 

but it is revealing of the efforts women made to aid those in desperation who would have 

to make a “choiceless choice” in order to keep themselves alive.
123

 

 

Sexual Violence 

 

Though being victimized due to incidents of sexual violence has the potential to 

unify women in emotional support of one another, victims of this particular kind of abuse 

rarely shared their experiences with others. Most Jewish women prisoners came from a 

fairly sheltered and uninformed viewpoint regarding sexual encounters. Traditionally, 

men and women are instructed to abstain from sexual relations until marriage.
124

 This 

ideology, paired with expected traditions of modesty for women, led to great stigmas 

surrounding the body and its role in sex. As mentioned in the introduction, women valued 

their bodies to the extent that they were deemed appropriate to their dominant male 

counterparts. The internalization of these values led to victim-blaming as well as shaming 

for those who suffered sexual assault in the camps. When rape is mentioned in a 
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survivor‟s testimony or memoir, the victim of rape is usually undefined or imposed on a 

vague character in the narrative, even if the narrator herself was the one assaulted.
125

 This 

transference to take on that role as the victim is revealing of the stigma that still affects 

women survivors years after this violence occurred. 

Levenkron writes about the types of difficult situations in which women found 

themselves situated. Using the body as barter was not a foreign concept in the camps, 

especially when the tradeoff meant that a prisoner could survive another day. In the 

context of survival, Lawrence Langer‟s term “choiceless choices”
126

 is applicable again, 

especially in regard to food, hiding places, or various helpful objects (such as string, a 

spoon, or other valuables that aided in survival).
127

 Levenkron describes women who 

were suspected of bartering sex as being alienated from other women who treated the 

offenders with “contempt and disgrace . . . criticizing the women harshly and self-

righteously.”
128

 In the case of barter, where there was a choice, women were quick to 

judge and distance themselves from women who used their sexuality to their advantage. 

Even in situations where sexual activity was not a choice, but rather a violent act 

from which the victim did not benefit, other women did not empathize, though the same 

act could have easily happened to them. Instead of bonding over this shared threat and 

potentially working to protect each other (emotionally if not physically), women turned 

away from victims of sexual abuse because they viewed sexual activity outside of 

marriage as dirty and sacrilegious, regardless of context. Levenkron supplements this 

behavior by analyzing the role of sexuality in cultures where modesty defined the 
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collective,
129

 claiming that sexualities created boundaries for a group, and breaching 

those boundaries was unacceptable.
130

 

Some survivors have mentioned a hierarchy even in terms of sexual assault. In 

Monika Flaschka‟s article, “ „Only Pretty Women Were Raped,‟ ” she presents evidence 

that only women who maintained a certain level of attractiveness in the camps were ever 

raped. As most women‟s bodies were completely shaved upon entering the camps, those 

who still had some hair or body fat stood out as more attractive. Flaschka writes that “the 

very fact of looking healthy, of having body weight, of looking human, or looking 

remotely feminine was considered a source of attractiveness.”
131

 Certainly, she did not 

imply that she was envious of the others‟ abuse, but rather of the conditions that made 

them attractive to men because they were healthier than most. 

Finally, those who engaged in sexual activity with superiors in exchange for 

preferential treatment were in the worst position regarding their relationships with other 

women. They were looked down upon with revulsion and distrust, even if this kind of 

“choiceless choice” would help with survival. Groups turned against women who did 

this, viewing the act as traitorous and the participant as lacking in self-respect. Levenkron 

again explains this by describing a “national martyrology” that existed among groups. 

She writes that women received a simple message regarding such affairs: it was better to 
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die with one‟s dignity intact rather than succumb to the enemy to live with shame, or “a 

glorious death or a life of disgrace.”
132

 

 

In the aftermath 

 

 After camps were liberated, prisoners were displaced to refugee camps throughout 

Europe in order to recuperate and begin planning their inevitable relocation. Many tried 

to return to their home countries, but they were either not welcome to return or returned 

to find that their villages were destroyed. Displaced Jews began to emigrate westward, 

finding homes in the U.S., Israel (entrance was easier after 1948 independence), France, 

Canada, and Great Britain.  

 After their ordeal in the camps, survivors tried to create a new sense of normalcy. 

They learned English and worked, and some were privileged enough to attain an 

education. Jewish men and women alike were granted the same opportunities as other 

citizens in whichever country they resided. For some women, this was the first time that 

they had the ability to be schooled and learn a trade independent of their families. Helen 

Fagin, as mentioned in the second chapter, earned her doctorate and became an esteemed 

English and Holocaust literature professor. Eva Kor, author of Echoes from Auschwitz, 

founded a museum to memorialize her and her twin sister‟s experiences during the 

Holocaust. Before that, she was also a successful realtor. 

 Though some women like Dr. Fagin and Eva Kor were able to talk about their 

experiences with the public, others simply kept silent. This phenomenon occurred among 

men as well, but women in particular were more reluctant to discuss their experiences, 

especially those relating to physical abuse in the camps. Children of Holocaust survivors 
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have written countless memoirs about living with a parent with a silent history. At a talk 

with university students in February 2013, Elie Wiesel spoke about the differences 

between how male survivors recounted their memories and how women did the same, 

stressing that women would rarely revisit their memories aloud and when they did, they 

almost never shared such memories with men. This behavior reveals internalized shame 

and self-blame for their misfortunes, and also supports the hypothesis that women kept 

this sort of talk among themselves in community-based safe spaces. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Studying women‟s specific Holocaust experiences is useful in eliminating the 

stigma that surrounds women‟s issues. By choosing to ignore their experiences in favor 

of a unified Holocaust narrative, scholars miss out on learning important insights of the 

female experience. Omitting women‟s narratives also contributes to a silencing of their 

voices, especially on issues that are already spoken about less, such as sexual assault. 

 The ways in which Jewish women formed groups were fairly unique to their 

gender. Women tended to bond together over some common link: language, location, 

family, education, or any other commonality could create a meaningful relationship 

between women that could serve to help both parties involved. Groups tended to be fairly 

small, containing about eight people at their biggest, and the dynamics within the group 

were usually balanced between supportive-dependent relationships.  

 Women would help each other attain food for physical well-being, and they 

would often share stories about food as well as recipes in order to stay positive and 

hopeful for the end of the war. A spiritual leader was often found in groups of women, 
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and she was the designated person who would initiate optimistic behavior. Though not all 

groups had specific role-assigning, usually a spiritual leader would naturally emerge. 

 Reproductive issues also affected female prisoners in ways that males would 

never experience. Pregnant women faced immediate danger, so they were forced to find 

methods to eliminate the pregnancy or else risk death for themselves. To this end, Dr. 

Gisela Perl and others like her worked to offer secret abortions for women in order to 

save their lives. 

 Finally, cases of sexual assault were unaffected by grouping. Sexual violence was 

particularly alienating for Jewish women prisoners who had been raised to believe that 

the victim always had a choice in the matter. Victim blaming is a prevalent theme in 

memoirs that discuss sexual assault, and so many women experienced shame and self-

blame after abuse. The experience was isolating, and group-forming did little to alleviate 

that pressure. 
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Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, this thesis examines the socialization of Jewish women in the years 

preceding World War II and presents evidence of social patterns that formed among these 

women during the Holocaust. Though some historians have studied the role of 

community among Jewish women in captivity, few scholars have prioritized Jewish 

women‟s experiences. This area of study is fairly underrepresented in Holocaust 

scholarship, and this thesis aims to explore more of the female experience that is missed 

in the predominantly male Holocaust narrative. Group-forming appears in many female 

survivor accounts where it is almost always missing in those of males. This thesis 

examines such accounts as well as the background history in order to understand the 

context from which they emerged to prove that women were more likely to cooperate 

together than males because of their socialization prior to the war. 

 Scholars have debated the value of isolating one gender in academic studies of the 

Holocaust. The dominant narrative is that of the male experience, and though this omits 

half of the population that suffered under Nazi oppression, some historians do not feel 

that studying the female experience should be prioritized. These scholars believe that 

studying only one gender lessens the suffering experienced by the targeted group as a 

whole. Newer works that disagree with this opinion have emerged during the last twenty 

years to defend the study of gendered Holocaust history. These sources argue that by 

studying each gender‟s experiences, we can gain a larger understanding of the Holocaust, 

and the total suffering of all is not diminished but rather understood in a different light. 

Unsurprisingly, most of the secondary sources used in this thesis were written by female 

scholars. 
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 Before the war, European Jews lived mainly in two types of societies. Those in 

Eastern Europe tended to live in more rural areas, especially in small, secluded villages 

called shtetls. Shtetl residents maintained a traditional religious lifestyle with agrarian and 

craft working industries and little contact with people outside the village. Gender roles 

were strictly defined by Jewish traditions: men controlled business and maintained pious 

religious lives, and women were in charge of the family‟s needs and occasionally group-

based handiwork to bring in money. Women in shtetls were not permitted to join their 

husbands in religious observances; rather, they formed social groups with other women 

based on domestic tasks and work opportunities. 

 Jews living in cities mostly in Central and Western Europe were usually city 

residents, living among non-Jewish citizens in urban neighborhoods. Compared to their 

Eastern European counterparts, they were fairly well-assimilated into society, at least in 

terms of physical integration. Jewish identity in these areas is complicated to understand, 

but many survivors have expressed a sense of shock regarding Nazi impositions on their 

freedoms because they considered themselves equal citizens with non-Jews. They tended 

to be considerably less religious than Jews living in shtetls, so gender roles were 

interpreted more liberally. Though their main duties resided in the domestic sphere, 

Jewish women were more likely to be educated through college. They tended to lead 

similar lives as non-Jewish women in their community without being prohibited by 

religious restrictions they might have faced in a more traditional setting. However, as 

more and more restrictions were imposed on urban Jews, women began to associate more 

amongst themselves, forming social groups so that they would not feel ostracized from 
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the greater community. This tendency to group together came out of different needs than 

women in shtetls, but it occurred nonetheless. 

 Beginning in 1939, European Jews were forced to move from their communities 

into ghettos comprised of secluded city districts where residents were required to live. 

Ghetto residences were extremely cramped and the living conditions and infrastructure 

were far from acceptable. Residents were forced to give up their businesses and mostly 

everybody lived in poverty. Ghetto populations were constantly shifting as people were 

brought in and then deported to camps throughout Eastern Europe, but it can be estimated 

that approximately half of the ghetto residents at any given point were female. Men and 

women in the ghettos were forced to redefine their gender roles and previous obligations 

toward friends and work. Women in particular responded uniquely to their new priorities 

depending on their status as a family member or as the only one responsible for herself. 

Women who were wives and mothers tended to shift their focus inward toward the family 

rather than reach outward for social support. The need for adequate shelter and food 

consumed the time in which women might have spent forming social groups and working 

together. Women who entered the ghetto without family did work together and formed 

small communities amongst themselves in order to create a sense of a surrogate family, 

especially in regard to caring for orphaned children in the ghetto. 

 The next stop for most ghetto residents was to one of the 20,000 concentration 

camps established throughout Eastern Europe. Once in the camps, women‟s behavior 

revealed more of a return to their lives before the war. Immediately upon arrival, women 

were separated from their husbands, children, and other family members. They lived in 

deplorable conditions among other women and were forced to perform manual labor 
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while enduring physical hardships such as extreme starvation. In the setting of this crisis, 

women‟s testimonies and memoirs reveal a tendency for women in the camps to work 

together in order to provide each other with emotional support and mutual aid. This 

behavior is revealed in many facets of camp life, especially with regard to physical well-

being and emotional strength. Women faced unique struggles due to the nature of their 

bodies, struggles that are often overlooked because men did not deal with the same 

issues. Reproductive health and ethical dilemmas regarding pregnancy and terminations 

were addressed among small groups of women who would direct those in need to those 

who could help. Women in groups would form supportive-dependent relationships with 

each other and assign roles in order to keep morale high and instill a sense of purpose and 

hope among members. Interestingly, though women were at a much higher risk of sexual 

assault, they did not work together to discuss such issues or prevent them. Rather, women 

tended to blame the victim for allowing such violence to occur, and thus were not able to 

bond over the experience. 

 This thesis has shown that socialization before the war influenced Jewish 

women‟s behavior during their time in the ghettos and in the camps. Mutual aid and 

group-forming was instrumental in aiding the well-being and even the survival of many. 

Though their experiences have been largely been ignored, women‟s Holocaust 

experiences deserve equal attention so that they can fill in a greater understanding of this 

time. By studying more specific examples of how men and women‟s experiences were 

different from one another‟s, Holocaust scholarship becomes more inclusive of the 

diverse range of experiences that occurred.  
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