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I dedicate this book to my beautiful, extraordinary twin daughters, Zoë Selly and Noa Esther, named in loving honour of their great-great-grandmothers, who once walked the very ground where the Nazi female guards portrayed in this book stood.


May you always carry the unshakable knowledge of your worth, your strength, and your light. And may you forever discern the difference between what is right and what is wrong.
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Preface





History does not disappear. It settles into archives, into memory, into language. And when conditions shift, it resurfaces, sometimes quietly, sometimes urgently.


This book is rooted in the past but written from the present.


My personal journey into the complex and highly painful history of the Holocaust began in 1993, during a formative trip to Israel. I was there to compete in the Maccabiah Games—often referred to as the “Jewish Olympics”—where I proudly represented my country in tennis and was honoured to win a medal. Beyond the athletic competition, the experience was profoundly meaningful: I met Jewish athletes from around the world, each with their own stories, heritage, and connection to our shared history.


The country’s richness and complexity struck me. In Herzliya and Tel Aviv, the golden beaches, the warmth of the sun, and the rhythm of everyday life offered an unforgettable sense of freedom and energy. The rich layers of ancient history alongside the modern pulse of nightlife created a rare and powerful contrast. It’s a place where the past and present coexist in ways that few other places in the world can match.


But amid all of that, one experience stood out. It changed the course of my life: my visit to Yad Vashem, the World Holocaust Remembrance Centre in Jerusalem, left an indelible mark on me. I vividly remember walking into the Hall of Names. Inside, a quiet recording played in a continuous loop, reciting the names, ages, and places of death of children murdered during the Holocaust. It is a powerful part of Yad Vashem’s effort to commemorate each victim and restore identities that were systematically erased by the Nazi regime. The effect was cumulative and overwhelming. Individual identities, spoken one by one, resisted anonymity. I left that space shaken, not by spectacle, but by the scale of erasure.


That experience prompted a sustained commitment to study. Over the years, I immersed myself in Holocaust scholarship, eventually pursuing a degree in Media and History at the University of Amsterdam. My research gradually shifted toward a question that unsettled me: what role did women play within the camp system?


During that research, I came across the image of a strikingly beautiful young woman. Her name was Irma Grese. At first glance, she resembled a film star from the 1940s. Only further reading revealed her position as an Aufseherin, a female guard implicated in brutality at Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen.


The dissonance between appearance and action became the starting point for this book.


I began examining the female guards more closely: their social backgrounds, their training, their authority within camp hierarchies, and the broader ideological framework that made their participation possible. The question was not simply what they did, but how ordinary individuals adapted to roles within a system structured for dehumanisation.


For years, I hesitated to publish this work. Distance and clarity were necessary. The subject demands discipline as much as moral seriousness.


Today, the relevance of such a study feels unmistakable, not because history repeats itself mechanically, but because the mechanisms that enable exclusion, dehumanisation, and ideological conformity remain part of human societies. Political extremism, polarised rhetoric, and mass persuasion operate through new technologies, yet they rely on familiar patterns: fear, belonging, obedience, and reward.


This book does not draw simplistic parallels between past and present. The Holocaust was historically specific, and its scale and structure were unprecedented. But studying it carefully reveals dynamics that remain instructive, how language reframes violence, how institutions distribute responsibility, and how individuals justify participation.


The Aufseherinnen, the female guards who served in Nazi concentration camps, were not peripheral figures. Their names are not always remembered, but their presence was felt deeply by the victims who endured them. These women were not merely background figures; they were active agents in a system of organised inhumanity—eyes, voices, hands that upheld cruelty in its most industrialised form. Some were fierce and brutal. Others, quietly complicit. All were part of a machinery built to dehumanise and destroy. All functioned within a system that normalised harm.


Understanding their roles is not an exercise in sensationalism. It is an effort to examine how systems cultivate compliance and how individuals respond to power when it is granted.


Writing this book required engagement with court transcripts, archival material, and survivor testimony that resist simplification. It also required confronting the uncomfortable fact that the line between observer and participant is often narrower than society prefers to admit.


This work is offered as both historical record and inquiry.


To study the Aufseherinnen is to confront not only their actions, but the conditions that made those actions possible. It is to examine the fragility of moral boundaries under pressure, and the ease with which responsibility can be fragmented.


History does not provide immunity. It provides perspective.


May we read not merely to judge from a safe distance, but to recognise how easily people can be swept into the currents of cruelty—unless we resist. Unless we remember.




Introduction





In the vast chronicle of the Second World War, the names most closely associated with genocide—Adolf Hitler, Heinrich Himmler, Josef Mengele, Adolf Eichmann—remain firmly embedded in global memory. Their roles in planning and executing systematic mass murder have been extensively documented. Yet the functioning of the Nazi camp system depended not only on its male architects but also on thousands of women who participated in its daily operations. Among them were the Aufseherinnen, the female guards assigned to concentration and extermination camps, whose roles, though numerically smaller, were integral to the system’s endurance.


The term Aufseherin derives from the German word for female supervisor, and, in the context of Nazi concentration camps, it designates women trained and employed by the SS to oversee female prisoners. These women functioned not merely as passive observers but as active enforcers of terror within the vast network of camps that comprised the Nazi killing machine.


Of the approximately 55,000 personnel who served as guards in Nazi concentration camps, an estimated 3,600 were women. While this figure may seem numerically modest, its moral weight is immeasurable. These women were not accidental bystanders but integral agents in the perpetration of unimaginable cruelty.


The backgrounds of the Aufseherinnen were largely unremarkable. Many came from working-class or lower-middle-class families, with limited education and modest employment histories as domestic servants, factory workers, shop assistants, or clerks. Their recruitment was facilitated by state advertisements promising stable wages, social mobility, and the opportunity to serve the Reich. For women facing economic precarity or limited prospects, these positions offered financial security and status.


Their outward appearance did not signal extremism. They did not resemble caricatures of violence. That dissonance—between ordinary biography and extraordinary brutality—remains central to understanding their role within the camp system.


Himmler was obsessed with racial ideology, insisting that all personnel, men and women alike, meet strict racial standards. As a result, female guards had to be of either Reichsdeutsche (German-born) or Volksdeutsche (ethnic German) descent. Their supposed Aryan heritage wasn’t just preferred; it was seen as essential for their indoctrination and their role in upholding the regime’s twisted ideals of racial superiority.


The Nazis promoted the myth of the Aryan race as being physically superior, often blonde-haired, blue-eyed, and of so-called “Nordic” features. While these physical traits were not an absolute requirement, they were strongly preferred, especially for women in visible roles within the regime. The appearance of these guards was not merely superficial—it was symbolic. They were seen as living examples of Nazi ideals: racially “pure,” disciplined, and loyal to the Führer.


In 1942, the role of women in the concentration camp system took a more active and brutal turn. That year marked the deployment of the first group of Aufseherinnen, who had been rigorously trained at Ravensbrück, the only major Nazi concentration camp built specifically for women. These guards were sent to extermination camps like Auschwitz and Majdanek, where they became part of the Nazi killing apparatus.


Ravensbrück itself was a place of profound suffering, hidden in the forests of northern Germany. Construction began in November 1938, under Himmler’s orders, using forced labour from the nearby Sachsenhausen camp. The camp officially opened in May 1939, just months before the outbreak of World War II. From the beginning, it was designed as a prison for women, making it a grim exception among the major Nazi camps. Behind its barbed wire and concrete walls, over 130,000 women from across Europe passed through its gates: political prisoners, resistance fighters, Jews, Romani, and countless others caught in the machinery of Nazi ideology.


This wasn’t just another administrative expansion, it marked a disturbing escalation in the Nazi regime’s efficiency. The involvement of women as guards signalled a normalisation of brutality, and it highlighted how deeply the regime relied on civilian complicity. As the war intensified on the Eastern Front and the number of available male SS guards dwindled, the Nazis increasingly turned to women to fill the gaps.


Their recruitment wasn’t accidental. It was a calculated decision—both strategic and ideological. The growing scale of industrialised mass murder required more personnel, and women were enlisted to help maintain the expanding system of surveillance, control, and extermination. Though they were officially classified as auxiliaries, their responsibilities went far beyond mere support. The Die Aufseherinnen, female guards, became integral to the day-to-day operations of the camps.


They oversaw forced labour, handed out brutal punishments, and even took part in the selection of prisoners for the gas chambers, all with chilling efficiency. Under the direction of SS commandants, these women underwent intense indoctrination designed to erase empathy, encourage racial hatred, and foster absolute loyalty to Nazi ideology.


Their outward appearance did not signal extremism. They did not resemble caricatures of violence. That dissonance—between ordinary biography and extraordinary brutality—remains central to understanding their role within the camp system


When the gates of Auschwitz-Birkenau, Majdanek, Bergen-Belsen, and Sobibór creaked open to admit them, the women of the SS auxiliary corps stepped not into the background of history, but into its darkest chambers. These were not anonymous clerks filing papers behind closed doors, they became instruments of terror, figures who moved through the machinery of genocide with a presence that was both administrative and cruelly hands-on.


They arrived with their pressed uniforms and their Aryan credentials, trained in obedience, detachment, and racial hatred. They were told they were serving a cause greater than themselves. Some believed it. Others didn’t need convincing. What united them was not just ideology—it was the willingness to participate, to carry out their assigned roles, however monstrous.


In the barracks and yards of the camps, many of these women did more than follow orders. They shaped the daily reality of horror for tens of thousands of female prisoners. Some rose quickly through the ranks, becoming Oberaufseherinnen—chief overseers with sweeping authority. Their commands could decide who lived another day of forced labour and who was sent to the gas chambers. Their words, gestures, even glances could mete out punishment or momentary reprieve. Power, once given, became a weapon they wielded with terrifying ease.


History records several names that have become synonymous with female perpetration: Irma Grese, who exercised authority in Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen; Maria Mandl, who oversaw sections of Birkenau and played a role in selections; Elisabeth Volkenrath, who rose to senior supervisory rank; Hermine Braunsteiner, later extradited from the United States and convicted in West Germany; Ilse Koch, whose postwar notoriety became entangled with myth and documented abuse alike.


These women occupied different positions within the camp hierarchy, yet survivor testimony consistently places them in proximity to violence. Their authority was not symbolic. It shaped daily survival.


These were not distant figures lost in the fog of war; they were women who looked prisoners in the eyes, who walked the same muddy paths between barracks, who stood within arm’s reach of the victims. Survivors remembered them not just for their cruelty, but for the ways they twisted what it meant to be a woman. In a world already inverted by violence, their presence brought a new layer of fear, because the maternal, the nurturing, the protective instincts society expected of women had been stripped away, replaced by something colder, something manufactured in the ideological forges of the Reich.


There is no easy explanation for how ordinary women became architects of extraordinary suffering. What history shows, repeatedly, is not that evil is reserved for monsters, but that it can be carried out by those who smile, who write letters home, who braid their hair in the mornings and whistle as they walk past rows of the dying.


The role of female guards has generated ongoing scholarly debate. Early postwar narratives often portrayed them as aberrations or sadistic anomalies, reinforcing assumptions about gendered innocence. Later research has challenged this framing, emphasising structural complicity, institutional socialisation, and the agency exercised by individual women. The evidence does not support a model of universal coercion. While some guards may have entered service under economic or social pressure, documented cases demonstrate initiative, ambition, and in certain instances, overt cruelty.


This book engages with that debate by situating individual case studies within the broader institutional and ideological context of the Nazi state.


In confronting the legacy of the female guards, we are compelled to ask unsettling questions about complicity, gender, and moral responsibility. Their stories are a grim testament to the capacity for cruelty that lies not in gender or class, but in ideology, power, and the choices individuals make when faced with ethical imperatives. Let us, then, remember not only the names of male tyrants but also the shadowy figures of the women who stood beside them—not as innocents, but as perpetrators.


Thus, the narrative of Die Aufseherinnen serves as a chilling testament to the fragility of moral boundaries under totalitarian influence. Their history reveals how ordinary individuals, when exposed to dehumanising ideologies and coerced by state-sanctioned violence, can be remoulded into perpetrators of extraordinary cruelty. The involvement of these women challenges traditional gendered assumptions of wartime innocence and nurturance, offering a darker, more complex portrait of female agency in times of moral collapse. It confronts us with the uncomfortable reality that women were not merely passive observers or coerced collaborators but, in many cases, enthusiastic enforcers of the Holocaust’s genocidal logic.


On the surface, the responsibilities assigned to the female guards may have appeared clerical or peripheral. Yet, in practice, their duties placed them at the very heart of the camp’s machinery of terror. Many participated directly in the beatings, torture, and execution of prisoners. Others presided over selections, processes by which inmates were arbitrarily chosen for death in the gas chambers. These moments, often marked by a grotesque mix of bureaucratic detachment and sadistic glee, attest to the depth of psychological transformation wrought by the regime’s ideology. Survivor testimonies frequently recount the unfathomable cruelty of female guards who not only mimicked but often exceeded the brutality of their male counterparts.


As the war approached its catastrophic conclusion and Allied forces began the liberation of concentration camps, the full magnitude of Nazi atrocities came into harrowing focus. In the immediate aftermath, many female guards attempted to flee or conceal their identities, hoping to evade accountability. However, the pursuit of justice did not end at liberation. Through a series of postwar trials—including the Ravensbrück Trials (1946–1948), the Hamburg Ravensbrück Trials, and the Belsen Trial—numerous female guards were apprehended, tried, and sentenced for war crimes and crimes against humanity. Sentences varied widely, ranging from execution by hanging to long-term imprisonment, depending on the severity and evidence of individual complicity.


Each of these women, despite their differing roles, shared a fundamental trait: a wilful embrace of their duties within the Nazi extermination system. Their behaviour underscores the dangers of ideological radicalisation and the capacity for ordinary individuals, regardless of gender, to commit acts of unspeakable evil under the guise of obedience, order, and ideological conviction.


In memorialising the victims of the Holocaust, it is imperative that we also scrutinise the instruments of their suffering, including those whose participation has too often been dismissed or minimised due to gendered perceptions. The female guards were not anomalies; they were products of a regime that systematically weaponised its citizens for the execution of a genocidal mission. Their stories compel us to reconsider the nature of culpability and to confront the unsettling truth: that evil, in its most enduring and insidious form, often wears the face of the ordinary.


What follows is not a catalogue of sensationalism, nor an attempt to isolate aberrant figures from the broader machinery of genocide. Rather, it is an examination of how individual women became embedded within—and indispensable to—the operational structure of the Nazi camp system. Through close analysis of selected case studies, this work situates these women within the social, ideological, and institutional frameworks that shaped their actions.


By tracing their trajectories—from ordinary civilian lives into positions of sanctioned authority within spaces of extreme violence—this study seeks to confront a difficult but necessary reality: that participation in atrocity was neither exclusively male nor confined to a narrow psychological type. The female guards of the Third Reich were products of their time, their training, and their choices. They operated within a system designed to erode empathy and reward obedience, yet many exercised agency in ways that intensified suffering rather than mitigated it.


The question is not whether women were capable of cruelty; history has already answered that question. Instead, it asks how ideological conviction, institutional power, gendered expectations, and personal ambition intersect to produce a cohort of female perpetrators whose roles have too often been minimised or misunderstood. In doing so, it challenges lingering assumptions about femininity, victimhood, and moral passivity in times of political extremity.


To examine the Aufseherinnen is not to sensationalise female cruelty, nor to isolate aberrant figures from the broader machinery of genocide. It is to restore analytical completeness. The camp system relied upon thousands of participants, male and female alike. By tracing the trajectories of these women from civilian life into positions of authority within sites of extreme violence, this study seeks to clarify how ideology, opportunity, hierarchy, and personal choice intersect.


The story of the Aufseherinnen is not peripheral to Holocaust history. It is central to understanding how genocide functions—and how ordinary institutional roles can become instruments of extraordinary harm.
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IRMA GRESE
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Irma Grese occupies a singular place in the history of the Nazi camp system. Among the women trained as SS auxiliaries, she became one of the most frequently named by survivors of Auschwitz-Birkenau and Bergen-Belsen, and one of the most closely associated with personal brutality. During and after the war she was described by a succession of epithets—“the Hyena of Auschwitz,” the “Blonde Angel of Death,” the “Blonde Angel from Hell”—labels that attempted to capture the dissonance between her youth and the violence attributed to her.


Grese was neither a senior architect of policy, nor a camp commandant. Her significance lies elsewhere: in how quickly a young woman from an unremarkable rural background moved into a position of authority over thousands of prisoners—and in how readily she exercised that authority through punishment, humiliation, and, according to extensive testimony, cruelty. Her actions unsettle precisely because they resist easy explanations. She was not an anomaly in the sense of being “outside” the system; she was shaped by it, promoted within it, and rewarded by it.


Irma Grese was born on October 7, 1923, on a farm in Wrechen, a village nestled in the southeast of Mecklenburg amid the quintessentially rural landscape of northern Germany. She was one of five children born to Alfred and Berta Grese. She grew up in a conservative Protestant family. Irma was withdrawn and not especially close to her family. In this rustic setting, amidst the pastoral tranquillity of the German countryside, the seeds of a monstrous future were sown.


Tragedy descended upon the Grese family in 1936, leaving an indelible scar on the lives of its members, none more so than young Irma. That year, her mother, Berta Grese, overcome by despair and trapped in what was reportedly a deeply unhappy marriage, took her own life. She ingested hydrochloric acid, a violent and agonising means of suicide, when Irma was just twelve years old. The horror of such a loss at such a formative age cannot be overstated; it pierced the very fabric of the family’s existence and cast a long, oppressive shadow over Irma’s adolescence. Her grief was compounded by silence, for in the social climate of the time, mental anguish and family dysfunction were cloaked in secrecy and shame.


In the wake of this trauma, Irma was left in the care of her father, Alfred Grese, a man known for his strict, authoritarian disposition and deep alignment with the conservative, patriarchal values of the era. Irma grew up in a household defined by rigidity and emotional austerity.


As Irma transitioned from childhood to adolescence, she found herself increasingly drawn to the fervent nationalism and rigid structure of the Nazi ideology. Like many girls of her generation, she joined the Bund Deutscher Mädel (BDM), the League of German Girls. It existed officially from 1930 to 1945 and became compulsory for girls in Nazi Germany in 1936, after the Nazis consolidated power. At just ten years old, they entered the Jungmädelbund, or Young Girls’ League, the first tier of the Bund Deutscher Mädel. There, in neatly pressed uniforms and under the watchful eyes of their leaders, they learned discipline, obedience, and physical fitness, wrapped in songs, hikes, and patriotic rituals. It was a childhood shaped by flags and slogans.


Then, at fourteen, they graduated into the full League of German Girls. The tone grew more serious. The expectations are sharper. Now, they were not just children of the Reich but young women preparing for their “sacred duty”: to become loyal wives, strong mothers, and vessels of the so-called Aryan ideal. Their youth was no longer just about growing up—it was about becoming what the state demanded.


Its purpose was to indoctrinate young girls with Nazi ideology, train them in physical fitness, obedience, domestic skills, and loyalty to Hitler. While boys in the Hitler Youth were groomed for war, girls in the BDM were groomed for service and motherhood.


In the war’s later years, older BDM girls were drafted into more direct roles, nursing, anti-aircraft assistance, or even helping with administration in concentration camps.


The BDM indoctrinated its members with the principles of the regime, grooming them to embrace motherhood as their highest calling. The BDM also offered Irma a sense of purpose and belonging, promising a future in which she could contribute to the grand vision of a revitalised Germany.


After completing her initial training in the Bund Deutscher Mädel, a young woman was required to spend a year working the land, symbolising a return to the agrarian roots that the Nazi regime idealised. However, for young Irma, this dream was initially thwarted by a practical impediment. The small village of Wrechen, where she resided, lacked a local BDM chapter. To partake in its activities, Irma would have needed to bicycle to the nearby town of Fürstenhagen.


Irma’s father, Alfred, formally aligned himself with the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP) in 1937, embracing the political movement that promised to restore pride and order to the countryside he so deeply identified with. But, he deemed this journey too perilous for his young daughter. He forbade her from undertaking this endeavour, temporarily halting her aspirations. Despite this paternal prohibition, the seeds of Irma’s future were already sown. In 1938, at age fifteen, Irma left the lower school in Wrechen.


Irma’s departure from school in 1938 marked the end of her formal education and the beginning of her indoctrination into the Nazi regime’s worldview.


In an effort to find purpose and structure, she joined the Reich Labour Service (Reichsarbeitsdienst, or RAD), an organisation modelled on a military framework that recruited both young men and women. Within the RAD, Grese completed what was known as a “Landjahr” or “Country Year,” a period dedicated to instilling discipline and a strong work ethic in the youth.


Her initial assignment mirrored that of many young Germans at the time: she worked for six months on a farm near the village of Wrechen, engaging in a variety of agricultural tasks, primarily assisting farmers with their daily responsibilities. After completing this tenure, she transitioned to a half-year stint in the milk trade in Lychen, approximately 40 kilometres from her birthplace. The intent behind these assignments was clear, to instil in Grese the values of hard work and social responsibility from a young age.


Upon the conclusion of her Landjahr, Grese pursued a position as an assistant nurse at the SS sanatorium in Hohenlychen. She remained there for two years, with the aspiration of becoming a fully qualified nurse. Despite her efforts, her repeated attempts to secure a formal internship were unsuccessful, each rejection deepening her frustration. Consequently, she was transferred to a dairy factory in Fürstenberg, in proximity to the Ravensbrück concentration camp.


In July 1942, Grese, with the aid of an acquaintance from Hohenlychen, renewed her attempts to gain a trainee nurse position. Yet again, her endeavours proved futile, a setback that reportedly weighed heavily upon her. That very year, she enlisted in the SS as a Helferin, a designation for women working within the SS, albeit in a subordinate capacity. Female Helferinnen, by virtue of their gender, were ranked below all male SS members and were never acknowledged as full-fledged members of the SS, only as auxiliary forces. This hierarchy ensured that women could never formally issue orders to male SS personnel.


Despite these limitations, the training provided to female camp guards, a group Grese joined in 1942, bore striking similarities to that of their male counterparts. These women completed rigorous courses ranging from a month to six months long under the tutelage of senior wardens. Their education included methods of punishing prisoners, detecting sabotage, and thwarting other subversive activities within the camp. Moreover, they were taught the means to humiliate and mistreat female inmates. This was the horrific environment in which Irma Grese matured into young adulthood. Upon completing her training, Grese attained the official title of Aufseherin, a camp overseer, a role she had aspired to. Ravensbrück, would be the site where her newfound authority would soon be exercised.


At the age of 18, Irma received a monthly wage of 54 Reichsmark, a sum considerably less than that earned by her fellow guards. Her training was overseen by the notorious Dorothea Binz, who spent her entire SS career at Ravensbrück until the war’s end. Binz, a senior instructress, shared with Grese a sinister predilection for bizarre and sadistic practices in the torture of female prisoners.
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