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The focus of this thesis is how women’s experiences during the Holocaust, 

particularly experiences concerning sexualized and gendered violence, are mostly 

excluded from the public-facing American understanding and narrative of the Holocaust. 

This collective narrative has formed through individual and collective memory, 

immigration, politics, popular media, academic scholarship, and museums, and is 

reinforced in public education. Although scholarship has examined sexualized violence 

and gendered experiences perpetrated by the Nazis and others during the Holocaust, U.S. 

public educational institutions like the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 

(USHMM) have not yet caught up in terms of inclusive exhibition. My main intervention 

is discussing the disconnect between scholarship and museum content through examining 

the USHMM’s materials on women’s experiences during the Holocaust and critiquing 

their online exhibitions, as well as offering possible solutions to make a more inclusive 

and correct narrative. One of these solutions is my supplementary online exhibition plan 

about women’s medical experiences in the concentration camps. I also intervene in the 
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museum’s materials on women by discussing the experiences of German lesbians and 

masculine-presenting women during World War II. I intervene in the USHMM’s 

materials about women in order to strengthen public education and encourage accuracy 

and inclusivity in the American collective narrative of the Holocaust. 
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“Occasionally I tell a few stories [about the Holocaust] [...], if someone asks. But that rarely happens. Wars, 

and hence the memories of wars, are owned by the male of the species. And fascism is a decidedly male 

property, whether you were for or against it. Besides, women have no past, or aren’t supposed to have one. 

A man can have an interesting past, a woman only an indecent one”  –Ruth Klüger, Still Alive: A Holocaust 

Girlhood Remembered1 

Introduction 

Today, the Holocaust has a strong hold on American education, museums, and 

public knowledge. The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) is a large 

and influential institution in international discourse about the Holocaust, and the museum 

was influenced by the collective narrative of the Holocaust that formed in the United 

States during the decades after the war. This collective narrative, informed by collective 

memory and academia, is overwhelmingly male-centered and also neglects to include 

non-Jewish groups that were targeted by the Nazis. It can be difficult to define the 

Holocaust–what groups are included in the accepted definition? One of the most readily 

available public-facing definitions is from Merriam-Webster, “America’s most trusted 

online dictionary,” which defines the Holocaust with four different but connected 

definitions: the older Greek translation, two societal/political definitions, and a historical 

definition.2 The Greek word Holocaust translates to “a sacrifice consumed by fire.” The 

two societal or political definitions refer to destruction accompanied by mass slaughter 

 
1 Ruth Klüger, Still Alive: a Holocaust Girlhood Remembered, 1st English-language ed (New 
York: Feminist Press at the City University of New York, 2001), 18. 
2 Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, “About Us,” 2020. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/about-us/faq.  
Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, s.v. “holocaust,” https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/holocaust.  
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(genocide), and the historical definition they provide is “the mass slaughter of European 

civilians and especially Jews by the Nazis during World War II.”3 The USHMM, 

America’s public and government sanctioned authority on the Holocaust, defines the 

Holocaust as “the systematic, state-sponsored persecution and murder of six million Jews 

by the Nazi regime and its allies and collaborators.”4 The specific Hebrew word used to 

describe the violence perpetrated by the Nazis against their Jewish victims is Shoah, an 

ancient biblical term that translates to “catastrophe.”5 The USHMM and Merriam-

Webster’s definitions of the Holocaust are a good place to start, but I argue that the 

definition needs to be more explicit and inclusive. My definition is as follows: the 

systematic attempted genocide of European Jews, Roma6, and Sinti, as well as the 

persecution and murder of homosexual, mentally disabled, and physically disabled people 

and political dissidents, by the Nazis during WWII. Eastern Europeans, such as Poles, 

Romanians, and Ukrainians, who did not belong to one of the categories already listed, 

were also targeted for extermination as a “lesser” or “worker” race, but some Eastern 

Europeans also acted as perpetrators under the Nazis and contributed to the 

aforementioned groups’ suffering, particularly in the concentration camps. For example, 

the Nazis planned to transform Poland into a German province, therefore the local 

 
3 Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, s.v. “holocaust,” https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/holocaust.  
4 “Learn,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. https://www.ushmm.org/learn.  
5 Elon Gilad, “Shoah: How a Biblical Term Became the Hebrew Word for Holocaust,” 
Haaretz.com (Haaretz, May 1, 2019), https://www.haaretz.com/jewish/holocaust-remembrance-
day/.premium-shoah-how-a-biblical-term-became-the-hebrew-word-for-holocaust-1.5236861. 
6 The Romani word for the Holocaust is Porrajmos, the “great devouring.” See: Edward Tabor 
Linenthal, Preserving Memory: the Struggle to Create America’s Holocaust Museum (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2001), 240. 
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population had to be reproductively decimated and used for labor.7 Polish children who 

resembled what the Germans considered a racial “Aryan”8 were stolen from their homes 

and sent to Germany to be re-educated.9 Polish women faced harsh labor and 

reproductive restrictions, but were nevertheless sexually exploited by the German 

overseers at the Skarzysko-Kamienna labor camp.10 However, the Polish laborers at this 

camp were frequently supervisors and were allowed to return to their private homes at the 

end of the work day.11 

The Nazi regime under Adolf Hitler directly affected millions of people like these 

Polish laborers; unfortunately, this thesis is not long enough to do service to all of them. 

Therefore, I will be focusing on women’s experiences that are not represented in 

American museums, with my main focus on Jewish women in Germany, Austria, Poland, 

and other German-occupied areas. I also discuss the experiences of homosexual and 

masculine-presenting women,12 and issues that specifically affected both Jewish and 

 
7 Judith Tydor Baumel, Double Jeopardy: Gender and the Holocaust (London [England]: 
Vallentine Mitchell, 1998), 10. 
8 The term “Aryan” is a term used in ethnology that refers to “a member or descendant of the 
prehistoric people who spoke Indo-European.” The Nazis co-opted this term and gave it a new 
meaning, which was “a non-Jewish Caucasian, especially of Nordic stock.” The Nazis considered 
people they deemed “Aryans” to be better in every way (physical, mental, better citizens, etc.) 
than those they deemed “non-Aryan.” Definitions from Dictionary.com, “Aryan,” 2020. 
https://www.dictionary.com/browse/aryan. I use the Nazi usage of the term in order to accurately 
portray how the administration of the Third Reich thought about the racial makeup of their 
citizens. 
9 Baumel, Double Jeopardy, 11. 
10 Dalia Ofer and Lenore J. Weitzman, Women in the Holocaust (New Haven: Yale University 
Press/New Haven, 1998), 289. 
11 Ibid, 286. 
12 I strive to use the correct terms for both gender identity and sexuality throughout this thesis. 
The terms these people used to describe themselves are different than the current 
popular/accepted terms. I will use the term homosexual women and/or lesbians to describe 
women who experienced any level of same-sex attraction during the Nazi regime. I use the term 
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Gentile women like pregnancy, abortion, persecution of same-sex attraction and “a-

social” behavior, forced prostitution, rape and fear of rape, sterilization/experimentation, 

camp sisters and surrogate families, and negotiated sex. My focus on these specific 

gendered experiences lends itself to a focus on the ghettos and concentration camps in 

(primarily) Eastern Europe, with a specific focus on the Kovno and Theresienstadt 

ghettos, Auschwitz-Birkenau, and Ravensbrück (located in Germany). In terms of time 

period, my main focus is on the years 1938-1945, with some material and discussion of 

the years directly preceding and after that period for context. 

In this thesis I employ Joan W. Scott’s definition of gender as a culturally-

constructed social category imposed on a sexed body.13 Gender informs social 

relationships, especially the way that relationship was formed and manipulated by 

cultural beliefs and practices as well as social institutions.14 This relationship is also “an 

historical product capable of change,” and it is important to look at gender in history and 

recognize women as historical agents in order to fully understand these evolving social 

relationships and the events of the Holocaust.15 According to Scott, gender is also a 

primary way of signifying relationships of power.16 There is a strong connection between 

 
“masculine-presenting women” to refer to people who considered themselves or were considered 
to be women, but dressed and acted in masculine ways, occasionally or always passing as men. I 
used the following source to assist me in choosing these terms: Katie Sutton, The Masculine 
Woman in Weimar Germany (New York: Berghahn Books, 2011). 
13 Joan W. Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis” The American Historical 
Review (1986) 1056. Although this foundational definition is from 1986, it aligns with 
contemporary definitions that focus more on society and culture rather than biological 
differences.  
14 Baumel, Double Jeopardy, xiii. 
15 Ibid, ix. 
16 Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” 1067. 
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authoritative regimes and the control of women through idealizing the masculine and 

presenting weakness as feminine, which is then codified into sexist laws to keep women 

in state-approved gender roles.17 This is particularly interesting in the context of the Third 

Reich; Germany was traditionally referred to as the “fatherland,” Adolf Hitler was the 

father of the country, and women were subverted as much as possible to their traditional 

role as mothers, especially to provide the “father” with soldiers. Although I attempt to use 

the framework of “gender-conscious” history, history that takes gender centrally into 

account, I focus more on women’s experiences and the understanding of sexualized 

violence against women during the Holocaust. Dalia Ofer and Lenore J. Weitzman argue 

in the introduction to their edited collection of essays on women in the Holocaust that 

“rather than distracting us from the Nazi brutality against all Jews, [gendered 

issues/women’s experiences] enhance our understanding of it by locating it in the 

specificity of individual experiences.”18 

I start this thesis by looking at the formation of the American collective narrative 

of the Holocaust from the end of World War II until the 2000s. This portion is mainly 

concerned with the Jewish victims and survivors of the Holocaust. The American 

collective memory of the Holocaust was/is produced within a specific social, historical, 

and gendered context.19 Therefore, it is essential to examine how gender affected 

peoples’ experiences during the Holocaust to create a fuller understanding of the events. 

 
17 Ibid, 1072. 
18 Ofer and Weitzman, Women in the Holocaust, 13. 
19 Judith Tydor Baumel-Schwartz and Tova Cohen, Gender, Place, and Memory in the Modern 
Jewish Experience: Re-Placing Ourselves (London: Vallentine Mitchell, 2003), 188. 
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The focus on gendered issues in the field of Holocaust studies is fairly recent, beginning 

in the 1980s.20 This was most likely in part due to second wave feminism, which was an 

intersectional and radical movement that focused on social equality, sexual freedom, and 

critiques of patriarchy and other social structures that kept women as second class 

citizens.21 The first official discussion of sexualized violence during the Holocaust 

occurred at the 1983 conference “Women Surviving the Holocaust,” organized by Dr. 

Joan Ringelheim and Esther Katz.22 The conference was held at Stern College and was 

sponsored by the Institute for Research in History and Programs in Public Philosophy 

under a grant from the New York Council on the Humanities, and about 400 people 

attended from all over the U.S.23 Dr. Ringelheim decided to create the conference after 

finding very little research on the subject of women’s experiences during the Holocaust. 

According to the Jewish Telegraphic Agency daily news bulletin, four main questions 

were discussed: “Were women less or more vulnerable during the Holocaust because they 

were women? What survival strategies specific to women did they employ? What was the 

nature of women’s resistance? And, what were relationships between and among women 

like?”24 At this conference, a female survivor anonymously told the press she had been 

raped, and some people in attendance at the conference tried to force panelists to admit 

 
20 Ibid. 
21 Martha Rampton, “Four Waves of Feminism,” October 25, 2015, 
https://www.pacificu.edu/magazine/four-waves-feminism.  
22 Sonja M. Hedgepeth and Rochelle G. Saidel, Sexual Violence Against Jewish Women During 
the Holocaust (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2010), 256. 
23 Toni L. Kamins, Gabe Friedman, Raffi Wineburg, and Julie Wiener, “Focus on Issues Women 
Surviving the Holocaust,” Jewish Telegraphic Agency Archive, Jewish Telegraphic Agency 
(March 29, 1983). https://www.jta.org/1983/03/29/archive/focus-on-issues-women-surviving-the-
holocaust.  
24 Ibid. 
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that they had been sexually abused by the Nazis. Although this conference opened the 

door to discussion about sexualized violence, it is clear that this was not, and is not, an 

easy topic to discuss, and perhaps the facilitators could have been better prepared to 

ethically discuss these types of topics.  

I then examine how the collective narrative informed the creation and the contents 

of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM), the primary holder of 

Holocaust knowledge and artifacts in the United States and one of the preeminent 

Holocaust museums in the world. I examine multiple online USHMM exhibits, with a 

particular focus on the exhibit entitled “Deadly Medicine: Creating the Master Race.”25 

This exhibit lacks specific information about how women suffered under the Nazi 

medical program, and the final section of this thesis attempts to correct this exhibit 

through a supplementary exhibition plan about women’s medical experiences in the 

camps. There have been numerous high-quality academic works done on this topic and 

other gendered topics concerning the Holocaust, but that scholarship has not yet fully 

made its way to textbooks, public education, or museums, and I hope to encourage the 

trend of complicating the United States’ popular understanding of gender in history. 

Museums can be largely static institutions in terms of exhibitions, and therefore 

frequently lag behind scholarship. The purpose of this thesis is to discuss how the 

American collective narrative of the Holocaust formed, what topics are excluded from the 

 
25 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, “Deadly Medicine: Creating the Master Race” 
USHMM, https://www.ushmm.org/information/exhibitions/online-exhibitions/deadly-medicine-
creating-the-master-race. 
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collective narrative and why, how the USHMM developed from that narrative, and the 

flaws in the museum’s materials on women and how to fix them. 

Formation of the American Collective Narrative 

The American collective narrative of the Holocaust focuses on the normative, 

read male, experience of the Holocaust. Men and women were typically socialized 

differently in early/mid 20th century European society, with families and society urging 

men to become an academic or be otherwise employed and women to find a husband and 

have children. Memoirs and secondary scholarship clearly show that these gendered 

experiences matter and affected experiences before, during, and after the Holocaust. 

Scholars who focus on women’s experiences to illustrate these differences have been 

accused in the past of valuing gender over Jewishness and “appropriating the Holocaust 

to further [their] feminist goals.”26 However, a focus on gendered experiences is 

necessary to gain a fuller view of the Holocaust, especially because experiences, like 

rape, pregnancy, abortion, and prostitution, that were primarily experienced by women 

during the Holocaust are traditionally ignored or put to the side in the collective narrative 

of the Holocaust in the United States.  

Collective narratives can never be truly collective because there will always be 

people who decline to share their experiences and there are always new avenues for 

 
26 Zoë Waxman, Women in the Holocaust: a Feminist History, 1st ed (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2017), 1. See also: Judith Tydor Baumel, Double Jeopardy: Gender and the Holocaust 
(London [England]: Vallentine Mitchell, 1998), xii. See also: Esther Fuchs, Women and the 
Holocaust: Narrative and Representation (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1999), ix. 
See also: Dalia Ofer and Lenore J. Weitzman, Women in the Holocaust (New Haven: Yale 
University Press/New Haven, 1998), 1. 
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scholars to explore. The collective narrative upholds the publicly accepted version of 

events, a mix between truth, politics, and omission. I argue in this thesis that the 

collective narrative of the Holocaust obscures women’s experiences, and it is not 

uncommon for the varied experiences of minority groups to be set aside in favor of a 

straightforward or dominant narrative. The collective narrative is by no means an 

exhaustive, monolithic narrative. Rather, the collective narrative is the dominant narrative 

that exists for a major historical event across scholarship and academia, museums and 

public institutions, and popular culture. The collective narrative is partially produced by 

collective memory, which forms when people share their experiences around a particular 

event. This sharing can frequently be in-group, particularly concerning the Holocaust, as 

some experiences are difficult for outsiders to understand, or harmful for survivors to 

share publicly. Sharing stories creates a representation of a particular event, which does 

not include all stories shared, and can exclude experiences that may have been kept 

private for a number of reasons or only shared in academic settings. American Holocaust 

historian Michael Rothberg claims that “all memories are simultaneously individual and 

collective: while individual subjects are the necessary locus of the act of remembrance, 

those individuals are imbued with frameworks common to the collectives in which they 

live.”27 This means that individual memory making is contingent on the societies in 

which those memories are formed and reformed as they are shared. This collective 

narrative diverges from individual memory because not every survivor can find all of 

 
27 Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of 
Decolonization (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2009), 15. 
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their experiences represented in the collective narrative. The formation of a collective 

narrative of the Holocaust in the U.S. demanded that survivors both homogenize their 

experiences and adopt what scholar Zoë Waxman calls the “universal identity” of witness 

to the Holocaust, which causes some survivors’ experiences to be pushed to the margins 

of the collective narrative.28 Collective memory also shapes and filters both individual 

memory and public commemoration.  

The in-group (in this case, Holocaust survivors and families of victims) is 

supposed to control the collective memory and how it is utilized, but that is not 

necessarily the case in the U.S., particularly with the influential and government funded 

USHMM. Scholarship is frequently evolving to include experiences that were previously 

excluded, but museums and public institutions can have difficulties adapting. Permanent 

exhibitions are difficult to modify or update, particularly in a museum so connected to the 

government. Online materials are easier to update and can show changes in academia 

before the conversation starts around exhibition content. The formation of the American 

collective memory of the Holocaust, which will be examined in this section, culminated 

in the federal formation of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) on 

the National Mall. Why was the Holocaust included in official U.S. history? 

Edward Linenthal argues that the Holocaust was viewed as “too important a story 

to be bounded by ethnic memory, [and] it was, by virtue of its awesome impact, its 

poisonous legacy, and its supposed valuable “lessons,” worthy of inclusion in the official 

 
28 Zoë Waxman, Writing the Holocaust: Identity, Testimony, Representation (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), 158. 
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canon that shaped Americans’ sense of themselves.”29 President Carter later justified the 

formation of the USHMM in the following ways, during a speech for the first Days of 

Remembrance commemoration in April 1979: Americans helped liberate the death 

camps, many survivors immigrated to the U.S. after the war, the U.S. needs to “share the 

responsibility for not being willing to acknowledge forty years ago that [the Holocaust] 

was occurring” and not taking steps to stop the genocide, and because the American 

government is concerned with the human rights of all people.30 The USHMM’s 

placement on the National Mall in Washington, D.C. further cemented its importance to 

American memory because the National Mall is touted as a place to “celebrate [the] 

nation's commitment to freedom and equality” and explore American history.31 In terms 

of politics, President Carter approved the sale of F-15 fighter planes to Saudi Arabia in 

1978 which angered many American Jews, particularly those connected to Israel.32 

Carter’s approval of the USHMM was part of his effort to smooth over relations between 

his presidency and powerful Jewish organizations in the U.S. and Israel.  

Another reason for the inclusion of the Holocaust in official U.S. history is that 

after WWII, Holocaust survivors immigrated to the U.S. in the tens of thousands. 

Between 35,000-40,000 displaced persons (DPs), most of whom were Jewish, were 

allowed to enter the United States between December 22, 1945, and July 1, 1948, under 

 
29 Edward Tabor Linenthal, Preserving Memory: the Struggle to Create America’s Holocaust 
Museum (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001), 12. 
30 Hilene Flanzbaum, ed. The Americanization of the Holocaust (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1999), 72-73. 
31 National Park Service, “National Mall and Memorial Parks (U.S. National Park Service),” 
National Park Service (U.S. Department of the Interior, April 2, 2020), 
https://www.nps.gov/nama/index.htm.  
32 Flanzbaum, The Americanization of the Holocaust, 72. 
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the Truman Directive, and about 80,000 Jewish DPs entered the United States between 

1948 and 1952 under the Displaced Persons Act.33 These DPs were expecting to find 

healing and support from American Jewish community groups and the government to 

begin a new life, but were instead typically met with requests for silence from their new 

communities and institutional failure to create memorials that survivors and the American 

Jewish community requested.34 There was no political advantage in supporting Holocaust 

commemoration or education for a few decades after the war, partially because it was not 

considered American history and therefore viewed as less important, especially in the 

face of the Cold War.35 It was difficult for survivors and communities to have 

conversations about the Holocaust due to a lack of scholarship and understanding about 

the true scope of the events; the horrible themes of the Holocaust also prevented 

discussion.  

In her memoir Ruth Klüger explains that “in the fifties the Holocaust hadn’t yet 

been enshrined, and it was not proper to talk about it in any detail.”36 As Peter Novick 

discusses in his work, “between the end of the war and the 1960s, [...] the Holocaust 

made scarcely any appearance in American [or Jewish] public discourse.”37 Survivors 

faced this silence and struggled to make people understand what happened to them. 

 
33 “United States Immigration and Refugee Law, 1921–1980.” Holocaust Encyclopedia. United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum. https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/united-
states-immigration-and-refugee-law-1921-1980.  
34 For example, a space was dedicated in 1947 for a memorial in New York City, but it was never 
designed or built. Deborah E. Lipstadt, Holocaust: an American Understanding (New Brunswick, 
New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2016), 3. 
35 Lipstadt, Holocaust: an American Understanding, 3. 
36 Klüger, Still Alive, 118. 
37 Peter Novick, The Holocaust in American Life (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1999), 103. 
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Survivors had anticipated the problem of disbelief and had collected evidence and 

recorded testimony to make sure people understood the scope of the genocide, to bring 

perpetrators to justice, and to memorialize the ones they had lost.38 There was in-group 

and some scholarly discussions of the Holocaust, but it was not immediately recognized 

in the U.S. as an important event to study and commemorate. 

Instead of recognizing the Holocaust as separate but affected by the war, 

politicians and scholars treated the Holocaust as merely a chapter in the history of World 

War II during the first post-war years. This “chapter” supposedly ended with the victory 

of the Allies over Nazi Germany.39 In addition, there was a greater focus on the 

devastating atomic bombs the U.S. dropped on Japan because Americans saw themselves 

as both perpetrators and potential victims of a possible “nuclear Holocaust” in the near 

future.40 Philip Friedman was one of the first scholars in the United States to address the 

Holocaust,41 and he was one of the first scholars to expand the term “Holocaust” to fit not 

just Jews but also other groups persecuted by the Nazis, like the Roma and Sinti.42 Famed 

Holocaust survivor and author Elie Wiesel started using the term in the 1950s, and it 

became popular and widely used because of his cultural influence.43 Another leading 

scholar of the Holocaust in the decades after the war was Raul Hilberg, who examined 

 
38 Lipstadt, Holocaust: an American Understanding, 13-14. 
39 Novick, The Holocaust in American Life, 110. 
40 Ibid, 110-111. 
41 He was able to compile information about Auschwitz shortly after the end of the war, and 
wrote the following: Philip Friedman, This Was Oswiecim: The Story of a Murder Camp 
(London: United Jewish Relief Appeal, 1946). 
42 Lipstadt, Holocaust: an American Understanding, 15-16. 
43 Zev Garber and Bruce Zuckerman, “Why Do We Call the Holocaust ‘The Holocaust?’ An 
Inquiry into the Psychology of Labels,” Modern Judaism 9, no. 2 (May 1, 1989): 202. 
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Nazi Germany’s bureaucracy and how they carried out the Holocaust in detail in his 

monumental 1961 book.44 Hilberg’s work was controversial because he did not use any 

testimony or sources from survivors, only Nazi sources.45 Survivors’ testimonies have 

long been viewed by scholars as the most important component of Holocaust research, 

and many Holocaust scholars believe that you cannot do ethical work on the Holocaust 

without them. For example, Holocaust scholar Marion A. Kaplan’s work on Jewish life in 

Nazi Germany focuses on both Jewish organizational responses as well as individual 

responses and testimonies, particularly the differences in individual responses between 

men and women.46 Survivors’ testimonies are now an essential part of Holocaust 

scholarship, education, and museum exhibits, and have helped personalize the collective 

narrative. 

The Cold War with the Soviet Union also contributed to the academic and public 

neglect of the Holocaust. After Germany’s totalitarianism was defeated, the U.S. turned 

to the threat of the USSR’s own brand of totalitarianism.47 Germany was suddenly a 

crucial U.S. ally rather than a violent and abhorred enemy, and public opinion had to 

follow to ensure the success of the U.S. government’s policies and crusade against 

 
44 He has two important books in the field: Raul Hilberg, The Destruction of the European Jews 
(Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1961). and Raul Hilberg, Documents of Destruction: Germany and 
Jewry, 1933-1945, (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1971). 
45 Lipstadt, Holocaust: an American Understanding, 21. 
46 Marion A. Kaplan, Between Dignity and Despair: Jewish Life in Nazi Germany (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1998), 4. 
47 The term “totalitarianism” originated as a description for the new fascist state of Italy under the 
dictator Benito Mussolini in the early 1920s. The term quickly became “synonymous with 
absolute and oppressive single-party government.” See: The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica. 
“Totalitarianism.” Encyclopædia Britannica, inc. 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/totalitarianism.  
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communism.48 In the U.S., West Germany began to be accepted as a partner rather than 

an enemy, and the U.S. government pushed for West Germany’s rehabilitation and 

rearmament even though there were still Nazis who had managed to stay in power or 

reenter the government after the war. The leaders of political Jewish groups in the U.S. 

did not take much action against these new policies because many were afraid of being 

seen as simply wanting revenge against all Germans, or even worse, as communists or 

supporters of the Soviet Union.49 Author Peter Novick mentions that there was distinct 

concern from American Jewish communities and debates about “controlling emotional 

[public] Jewish responses to questions having to do with Germany and the Holocaust,” 

which encouraged a gap between public (collective narrative) and private discourse.50 

Jewish leaders were concerned because antisemitism was and continues to be prevalent in 

the U.S., and Jewish-led backlash against the government’s decisions could have caused 

problems for Jewish people and communities throughout the country. 

American Jews were highly assimilated during the latter half of the 20th century, 

and they either found it difficult to believe survivors’ stories, held onto the belief they 

deserved the abuse, or suspected that only those who lost their humanity in the camps 

survived the Holocaust.51 There was a generally held belief among American Jews, 

Gentiles, and even psychiatrists that in order to be survivors, they must have been 

perpetrators, working with or for the Nazis in exchange for their life. For example, 
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survivor Ruth Klüger describes a conversation with a Jewish man in 1960s Ohio, where 

he confronts her and says, “I know what you survivors had to do to stay alive,” implying 

that Klüger had been cruel to her fellow sufferers and/or collaborated with the Nazis in 

order to survive the Holocaust.52 This belief was also held by Jews in Israel, although it 

faded over time in both countries. There was also a push from American Jewish families 

and communities for survivors to put their past behind them in order to acclimate to 

American society. For example, after Klüger immigrated to the United States during the 

post-war years, her American aunt urged her to forget everything she had experienced to 

become a “blank slate” for American culture and education, expecting her to turn away 

from the German culture she grew up in and disregard everything she experienced.53 Jews 

in America shunned the label of “Holocaust survivor” in the 1940s and 1950s because it 

evoked pity and contempt and threatened to worsen anti-Semitism because of the 

perpetuation of the image of Jews as victims.54 They wanted to be viewed simply as 

Americans, or at most Jewish Americans, rather than a separate population who had 

survived something traumatic. Therefore, there was a greater focus on success stories of 

survivors who had integrated into American society, as was expected of all Jews in the 

1950s, and these stories contributed to the public image of the Jewish population.55 

American Jews during the 1940s and 1950s were Americans first, and were, for the most 

part, not very connected to international Jewish affairs, including Israel.56  
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In 1957, sociologist Nathan Glazer conducted a scholarly survey on American 

Jews in his book about the history of Jews in America, aptly titled American Judaism.57 

This survey found that the Holocaust had little effect on the inner lives of American Jews, 

and similar studies done in the 1950s came to the same conclusion.58 However, in the 

1950s and 60s survivors typically only shared their stories within their families or 

communities of survivors, and groups of survivors formed to mourn those they lost and 

commemorate their experiences.59 There is evidence that indicates in-group sharing 

within protected or trusted communities, but many people only chose this path and did 

not share their stories with the greater public or academia. At this point, memoir 

publication increased, as the field had been fairly silent in the years following the war. 

During the 1970s, the title of “Holocaust survivor” shifted from being a badge of shame 

to source of honor, and celebration of survivors and recognition of their stories 

increased.60 The title stopped being a source of pity, or a marker of someone’s refugee 

status, and started to represent a kind of heroic morality that could be positively utilized 

for recognition in public and scholarly spaces.61 The celebration of Holocaust survivors 

contributed heavily to the evolution of the American collective narrative of the 

Holocaust. 
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American Holocaust scholar Deborah Lipstadt argues that American fiction 

authors used, and continue to use, the Holocaust as “a tool for interpreting America and 

American culture.”62 The fiction that came out in the first few decades following the war 

was viewed by the American audience as a factual depiction of what happened, and this 

fiction helped form the collective American narrative about the Holocaust. The popularity 

of Anne Frank’s diary, heavily edited and published in English as The Diary of a Young 

Girl in the U.S. in 1952 (previously published in other languages), also had a strong 

effect on the American collective understanding of the Holocaust. Anne Frank’s edited 

diary has been widely popular in the U.S. and read by many, particularly students.63 Her 

diary was adapted into a Pulitzer Prize-winning play, later turned into a film, that made 

her story less overtly Jewish by omitting portions of the diary that deal with the Jewish 

tragedy that Anne Frank witnessed, like the annex’s modified and stressful Hanukkah 

celebration and their encounter with the Gestapo. The play and film also emphasized the 

optimistic portions of her diary in order to “universalize” the Holocaust or make it 

relatable and uplifting for American audiences. This “universalization of tragedy” helped 

Americans grasp the importance of the Holocaust, but downplayed the truth of Anne 

Frank’s story and the devastation of the Holocaust.64 According to scholar Alvin 

Rosenfeld and supported by the clearly edited portrayal of Anne Frank’s diary for U.S. 

audiences, there is an American tendency to “downplay or deny the dark and brutal sides 

of life” and to focus on positive and uplifting themes even when dealing with difficult 
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material, like a diary about a young Jewish girl’s experiences under the Nazis.65 I argue 

that the collective narrative and memory of the Holocaust focuses on men’s experiences, 

but Anne Frank was a young woman. However, her story is not necessarily a woman’s 

story but rather a coming-of-age story about experiencing puberty while hidden away in a 

secret annex from a society that wanted to kill you and your family. The typical trials of a 

young person’s life, including physical and emotional puberty, falling in love, and 

growing as an individual and within your family structure are all very relatable aspects of 

Anne Frank’s experiences, even though they take place in an extreme environment. In 

addition, Anne Frank’s diary contains more personal thoughts and emotions with less 

historical context than the average Holocaust memoir, and this allows more space for 

connections between author and reader. 

Another important event that influenced the American collective narrative was 

NBC’s 1978 broadcast of the televised miniseries entitled “Holocaust,” which reached an 

audience of about 120 million.66 It was criticized for being a fictionalized and dramatized 

account, but it did put Holocaust memory to work for people who hadn’t lived through 

the war and encouraged more survivors to share their testimonies publicly. During the 

1970s, American television programs focused either on social issues or escapism, and 

there were large audiences for both types of programming.67 Fiction shows on network 

television used social issues to drive the plot, teach moral lessons, and comment on the 
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state of American politics and society, and educational TV programming became more 

prominent.68 All of these factors, plus the growing public consciousness of the Holocaust, 

encouraged the high viewership of NBC’s miniseries on the topic. 

Another factor in the increasing American public interest in the Holocaust were 

the intriguing, televised trials of Adolf Eichmann, the master of deportation (and 

therefore, extermination) of the Jewish population of the German Reich. About 87% of 

the American public were aware of Eichmann’s capture by Israeli agents in Argentina in 

1960, and millions tuned in to watch the trials.69 The Eichmann trials in the early 1960s 

increased American consciousness of the Holocaust, and it influenced the collective 

narrative by including more survivor (specifically Jewish survivor) testimony than the 

previous Nuremberg Trials, and because it was aired on American primetime television.70 

Lipstadt claims that this was the first time a “comprehensive” story of the Holocaust was 

presented on a public platform.71 However, I disagree; the Eichmann trials did not cover 

all aspects or experiences of the Holocaust, and it is nearly impossible to create a truly 

comprehensive Holocaust narrative. 

In American society in the 1960s, there was an increased push towards civil rights 

for different identity-based groups, such as anti-war protests, women’s movement, civil 

rights movement led by African Americans, and the Stonewall demonstration in 1969. 

This push for social change by different identity groups contributed to the growth of 
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American interest in the Holocaust as Jewish survivors and supporters also pushed for 

increased recognition of the Holocaust in Jewish circles and beyond.72 The aptly named 

“second generation,” the children of Holocaust survivors, also pushed for more 

recognition for Holocaust survivors and instigated a return to Jewish traditions.73 In 

continuation of this trend, there was an increased celebration of diversity and exploring 

one’s heritage in the 1970s.74 Hilene Flanzbaum argues that adults in this era reported 

that “their need for social connection and commitment for themselves and for their 

children [brought] them back to their roots.”75 Also, there was a renewed public focus on 

history and commemoration, and the number of ethnic, religious, political, and human 

rights groups claiming space in American memory continued to grow. Different groups 

felt they could claim this space in the name of justice, to recognize America’s uniqueness 

as a place where all are purportedly welcome, and/or to push a narrative that their group 

belongs in America and deserves equal rights and treatment as American citizens. 

In the late 70s and early 80s, the ongoing Israel-Palestine conflict created a 

growing rift between the U.S. government under President Carter and U.S. Jewish 

communities, especially when President Carter recognized the claim of the Palestinian 

people to a homeland in Israel, and brought Judaism back into the American public eye.76 

In an effort to mitigate his disagreements with the American Jewish community, and due 

to American support of a Holocaust memorial, President Carter agreed to start the process 

 
72 Ibid, 62. 
73 Ibid, 72. 
74 Flanzbaum, The Americanization of the Holocaust, 11. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Linenthal, Preserving Memory, 99. 



 22 

of creating a memorial to the people who died in the Holocaust, with a focus on Jewish 

victims and survivors. This memorial would become the United States Holocaust 

Memorial Museum (USHMM). At this point, survivors were attempting to deal with 

contemporary genocides by using the Holocaust collective narrative as a prism that could 

refract contemporary events, and by using their power as survivors in political matters 

concerning human rights and genocide.77 For example, at the 1993 dedication of the 

USHMM, Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel spoke out against President Bill Clinton for not 

addressing the genocide in former Yugoslavia: “And, Mr. President, I cannot not tell you 

something. I have been in the former Yugoslavia last fall. I cannot sleep since for what I 

have seen. As a Jew I am saying that we must do something to stop the bloodshed in that 

country!”78 This speech helped cement the perceived cultural and political authority of 

Holocaust survivors in the U.S. There was increased social pressure to hold bystanders 

accountable, attend to the grievances of the victims and their families, and to confront 

other genocides as well as Holocaust denial. By the 1990s, with the USHMM now one of 

the preeminent holders of Holocaust memory through donations from survivors, families 

of deceased survivors and victims, other Holocaust institutions in the U.S., and from 

various concentration camp sites turned museums, the Holocaust was a strong part of 

American historical consciousness. Michael Berenbaum, who served as the Deputy 

Director of the President's Commission on the Holocaust (1979–1980), Project Director 
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of the USHMM (1988–1993), and Director of the USHMM's Holocaust Research 

Institute (1993–1997), ties the Holocaust and American values together in the following 

way: “[The] USHMM reminds each of us how fragile democracy is, and how vigilant we 

much remain in defending the core American values – indeed, the core human values – of 

individual dignity, social justice, and civil rights.”79 

The Importance of Inclusivity: Towards a Fuller Understanding of the Holocaust 

When scholars and academic institutions ignore or downplay gendered 

experiences while discussing an event or time period, an incomplete picture forms. This 

incomplete picture informs education, both public and private, and encourages the 

continued neglect of women in historical study and literature. Myrna Goldenberg 

discussed the issue of the neglect of women’s experiences in past Holocaust studies in her 

1998 article “Women's Voices in Holocaust Literary Memoirs,” where she states “several 

volumes [exist that] focus on women's Holocaust experiences and hundreds of memoirs 

have been written by women survivors, but relatively few of these memoirs are cited or 

reprinted, although they are not less well-written or less authentic than those written by 

men.”80 Scholarship has since advanced on issues of gender to a certain extent, but 

museums and other public institutions lag behind. This issue is striking because women 

had such different experiences than men that essentializing or ignoring their experiences 
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is damaging to the truth of the Holocaust and the progression of women’s participation in 

society and public-facing historical memory.  

Goldenberg further argues that women’s experiences were different in part due to 

the “obvious biological differences and the more subtle but no less significant differences 

derived from their socialization as home- and community-centered caregivers.”81 This 

gendered difference in upbringing and expected social roles, coupled with biological 

differences, such as reproductive capabilities, that the Nazis deliberately exploited and 

attacked caused women's memoirs to be dominated by themes relating to sexualized 

violence such as sexual humiliation while Nazis searched their homes for valuables, 

being forced to have their pubic hair shaved by men in the camps while male guards 

watched and laughed, and being forced to work as prostitutes.82 Works by women 

survivors are cited less frequently in scholarly studies and there is no “women” entry in 

indexes of major monographs on the Holocaust, and men’s, not women’s, experiences are 

assumed to represent a “typical” Holocaust experience.83 The focus on using memoirs 

written by men in public education and academic scholarship is problematic because 

women in male narratives are frequently peripheral, described as helpless, fragile, 

morally deficient, or “erotic in their victimization”; women are the helpless victims 

needing rescue and absent loved ones, not necessarily their own people with separate 

views and understanding of their experiences.84 In his Pulitzer prize winning graphic 
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novel Maus, Art Spiegelman neglects his mother Anja’s viewpoint in favor of using his 

father’s experience as the representation of his family’s Holocaust experiences.85 It is 

later revealed in his work that his father, the main focus of Maus, had burned Anja’s 

diaries and cannot remember what she had written. Anja’s experience of the Holocaust 

had been devalued and destroyed by her family in favor of her husband’s experience, 

which was then immortalized as a best-seller. 

Topics concerning sexualized violence have been excluded from the American 

collective narrative of the Holocaust for a number of reasons, including issues of 

traumatic memory and rape culture. There is a complex interaction of identity, memory, 

and history, especially when those memories contain trauma.86 Sonja M. Hedgepeth and 

Rochelle G. Saidel define sexual violence in their work as violence “directed at the most 

intimate part of a person and against that person’s physical, emotional, and spiritual 

integrity” in an effort to illustrate power and dominance over that person.87 Emilie 

Buchwald, Martha Roth, and Pamela Fletcher define rape culture as “the complex of 

beliefs that encourages male sexual aggression and supports violence against women. In a 

rape culture women perceive a continuum of threatened violence that ranges from sexual 

remarks to sexual touching to rape itself. A rape culture condones physical and emotional 

terrorism against women as the norm.”88 The sexualized violence perpetrated by the 
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Nazis was later reinforced by the rape culture in the United States after the war, in which 

survivors were encouraged to stay silent about those particular experiences. In a rape 

culture this violence is further reinforced through the practice of blaming victims of rape 

and labeling them as “unclean” or undesirable for marriage, especially in traditionally 

religious societies. This victim blaming encourages or even strictly enforces silence, and 

this occurred within the Holocaust collective narrative as well.89 Topics of sexualized 

violence are typically seen as a female issue, and the structural and social power within 

Judaism (and outside of it in the private sphere and family life) are still male-dominated, 

leading to an exclusion of women’s experiences with sexualized violence from the 

Holocaust collective narrative.90 Also, it is common for victims of traumatic sexual 

violence, including Holocaust survivors, to avoid thinking about or discussing the abuse, 

as “the disgrace associated with experiences of a sexual nature tended to create a 

heightened experience of shame and guilt, as well as trigger forgetting as a dissociative 

defense.”91 Deflection is also common, with many female Holocaust survivors telling 

stories of other women being abused sexually or participating in negotiated sex,92 but not 

discussing their own experiences. Although there is evidence of many women using 

negotiated sex as a widely known and accepted survival strategy during the war, it 
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became a source of shame and silence after the war due to the sexual nature of the topic, 

which is still taboo in many societies and/or situations.93 These experiences are also 

viewed as personal or private by many women, not as memories that are part of their 

Holocaust experiences and that are supposed to be discussed or included in collective 

memory. The interaction of trauma and memory can also heavily affect Holocaust 

survivors in their efforts of “zachor,” a tenant of Judaism that calls on them to remember 

both individually and collectively.94 Traumatic events, particularly prolonged traumatic 

events like the Holocaust, can cause post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or traumatic 

amnesia, both of which can affect memory formation and recollection.95 Memories of 

traumatic events can reinforce the trauma, and this can make sharing those experiences 

especially difficult. Survivors sometimes deal with this problem through numbing, 

detachment, or suppression of certain memories, which can cause their stories to be 

fragmented or incomplete, particularly when they experienced sexualized violence.96 

These concepts are summed up by the scholar Joan Ringelheim in her theory of split 

memory– gender was viewed as irrelevant to the Holocaust, resulting in “forgotten” 

memories about gendered violence and experiences.97 The victims of the Nazis were 

attacked, for example, for being Jewish or Roma, not for being women. However, this 
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obscures the fact that women who fit into these categories were persecuted by the Nazis 

in specifically gendered ways at every turn of their Holocaust experience. 

Even being approached to speak about the topic of sexual abuse during the 

Holocaust can be perceived as an accusation of sexual misconduct, causing women to 

deflect, speak generally, or tell stories about other women experiencing abuse.98 There is 

also the problem of the public nature of oral Holocaust testimony; typically, it is gathered 

for a reason, such as for use in schools and museums or to share the story with family 

members. In these situations, even when the interviewer asks the survivor for the “truth” 

or their “full experience,” that typically does not include topics of sexualized violence 

due to their sexual, and therefore age-restricted, nature.99 In a situation where the 

testimonies will not necessarily be used for those purposes, women seem more likely to 

share stories of sexual abuse, especially in recent testimony-collection projects. For 

example, the University of Southern California’s Shoah Foundation’s more recent 

collection of testimonies from the 1990s show higher rates of topics concerning 

sexualized violence than earlier collections, like the one at the Fortunoff Video Archive 

for Holocaust Testimonies at Yale University.100 

In terms of remembrance, more memoirs were written by women than men in the 

years following liberation; however, these women were not “ordinary” survivors, but 
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rather resistors or privileged prisoners.101 Memoirs tended to focus on female self-help 

and mutual assistance, which survivors described as a primary factor in survival; mutual 

assistance was a positive or uplifting topic that could make memoirs easier to relate to 

and digest. These stories helped push against the aforementioned narrative that 

concentration camp inmates treated each other horribly and cared for their own survival 

at the expense of their fellow inmates’ survival. In the late 1960s and onward more 

memoirs were published by women, and the 1970s brought an emphasis on gender-

related experiences.102 This could be due to the burgeoning feminist movement and 

subsequent academic development of women’s studies in the 1970s.103 The 1970s was 

also a “period of heightened Holocaust awareness,” especially in the United States, and 

survivors understood that they had a responsibility to share their stories and educate the 

public, as well as contribute to public Holocaust remembrance.104 Although the number 

of memoirs continued to grow, and experiences specific to women came to light, there 

was still a lack of discussion of sexuality and sexual violence in these later memoirs.  

Jewish women were targeted by the Nazis because of their connection to the “race 

struggle” as real or possible mothers of more Jews.105 This means they were specifically 

targeted as women, not just as Jews, and this contributed to the fact that fewer women 

than men survived the Holocaust.106 Feminist scholars Faye Ginsburg and Rayna Rapp 
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argue that state power has typically depended directly and indirectly on defining 

normative families and controlling populations, particularly minority populations that are 

discriminated against or unwelcome in that society.107 The Nazis attempted to control 

both Jewish and Gentile women’s reproductive cycles and abilities, either to commit 

genocide or create good soldier-citizens for the Reich, and they were fairly successful in 

both arenas. Gender-specific policies point to the need to discuss sexualized violence 

perpetrated by the Nazis. Scholarship has started to fill this need, but that has not yet been 

reflected in Holocaust museums.108 Sexualized violence perpetrated by the Nazis in the 

concentration camps and across Nazi-controlled territory is downplayed or not discussed 

in the collective narrative because those types of experiences are always part of women’s 

lives; sexism is seen as banal, and therefore cannot be part of the ‘uniqueness’ of the 

Holocaust.109 However, “the Nazi genocide destabilized the boundaries of the self, 

unmaking the gendered self” through both racist and sexist supremacy, which means that 

the policies, institutions, laws, and social norms under the Third Reich disrupted peoples’ 

conceptions of themselves.110 It is clear that “[...] to ignore [the Nazi’s] misogyny is to 

remain oblivious to the profundity of their antisemitism and anti-humanism.”111 

 
107 Faye Ginsburg and Rayna Rapp, “The Politics of Reproduction.” Annual Review of 
Anthropology 20 (1991): 314. 
108 For a fairly recent example of scholarship that particularly focuses on Central and Eastern 
European women’s experiences during the Holocaust, see: Andrea Pető, Louise Hecht, and 
Karolina Krasuska, eds. Women and the Holocaust: New Perspectives and Challenges. 
WARSZAWA: Central European University Press, 2015. Accessed February 24, 2021. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7829/j.ctt1t6p69c.  
109 Ofer and Weitzman, Women in the Holocaust, 345. 
110 Ibid, 376. 
111 Esther Fuchs, Women and the Holocaust: Narrative and Representation (Lanham, MD: 
University Press of America, 1999), ix. 



 31 

Museums, particularly large national institutions like the USHMM, need to address this 

misogyny in their museum materials in order to accurately represent the politics and 

horror of the Nazi regime. 

Men’s survival could also be dictated by their gender, as some Jewish men were 

targeted through their beards, earlocks, or childhood circumcision; however, all of these 

were also connected specifically to their Judaism, not just their gender.112 Men were also 

placed under familial and psychological pressure as they were unable to fulfill traditional 

gender roles under the Nazi regime. They were not able to protect and adequately provide 

for their families because of Nazi policies that targeted Jewish men, like employment and 

travel laws. For example, Jewish businesses were targeted and laws such as the Law for 

the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service (1933) forced Jewish men out of jobs, 

leaving many families scrambling to make a living in other ways.113 Men were frequently 

more routinely or heavily punished by guards in camps and ghettos than women; for 

example, in the Theresienstadt ghetto four men to every one woman were physically 

punished.114 

Although it is important to discuss experiences concerning sexualized violence, 

understanding other types of female experiences is essential to gaining a fuller view of 

women’s Holocaust experiences. The term “camp sisters” refers to “groups of two and 

three unrelated women who formed quasi-family groups in labor and concentration 
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camps.”115 The sisters took responsibility for each other’s survival in any way possible 

inside the ghettos and camps, primarily by sharing food, offering mutual emotional and 

physical support, and trying to prevent selection or death.116 Ofer and Weitzman argue 

that “virtually all” women joined surrogate families of some type, including camp sisters 

relationships and larger surrogate family groups; sometimes because “caring for someone 

else [gave purpose] to her own life.”117 Many of these groups contained supportive-

dependent (or “mother-daughter”) relationships between pairs, sometimes subsumed into 

a larger group. An example of a larger mutual support group was the Zehnnerschaft 

group formed in Plaszow in 1943, which lasted for two years as the participants moved 

through three camps.118 This particular group continued their relationships after 

liberation, which was not common in men’s groups.119 Men also organized into quasi-

family groups, but women organized with a specific purpose in mind for many: due to 

women’s physical and sexual vulnerability, there was greater safety in numbers.120 

Women’s groups were also different from men’s because supportive-dependent 

relationships formed quickly between women due to what the scholar Judith Baumel calls 

“traditional social conditioning” before the war.121 

This “traditional social conditioning,” oriented towards motherhood and women’s 

perceived responsibilities towards the family as a societal structure, influenced other 
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areas of women’s experiences as well. For example, some women chose to die with their 

older mothers in the camps rather than be selected for work, and there are numerous 

stories of mothers giving their portion of food to their children or other family 

members.122 Also, women’s burden of labor grew through each stage of the Holocaust; 

they experienced increased difficulty in their private sphere work, trying to manage the 

home under new restrictive laws and stress, and growth of work in the public sphere, as 

many were forced to go out and earn money on top of housework and childcare to keep 

their families afloat.123 Women also strove to make shared apartments in the ghettos and 

bunks in the camps feel home-like to decrease stress for their families, biological or 

surrogate.124 In the ghettos, men relied on women for comfort and domestic duties on top 

of the jobs women were already performing in the ghetto.125 This traditional social 

conditioning could also benefit women; they were more willing to establish mutually 

supportive relationships with other women, which frequently helped them survive.126 

There are also numerous stories about how former housewives would “cook” together by 

describing and sharing recipes, a tactic that helped keep many alive in spite of starvation 

in the camps.127 
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 Queer women were also affected by Nazi policies and violence, and their 

experiences are rarely discussed in mainstream scholarship and public institutions. 

Although homosexuality was not socially accepted in many countries and was 

criminalized in many others, Weimar Germany was not a horrible place to be queer. The 

Institute for Sexual Science was founded by Magnus Hirschfeld in 1919 with two goals: 

“scientific research on all of human sexuality and love life, as well as the sexual life of all 

other creatures, and second, to make use of this research for all.”128 Hirschfeld believed 

in his mission so strongly that he became the “public face of the homosexual 

emancipation” in Weimar Germany. After Adolf Hitler became Chancellor, the Nazis 

sacked his institution, burned his life work, and would have killed him if he had not been 

out of the country at the time. During the interwar period, gay, lesbian, and transgender 

bars and clubs were in full swing, but they were forced to close after Hitler’s rise to 

power; also, the flourishing queer media (magazines and books) were destroyed in the 

Nazi’s book burning and censorship efforts.129 Through these methods and the 

criminalization of homosexuality, queer people in Nazi Germany were forced out of the 

small public sphere they had been able to claim in Weimar Germany. 

Homosexual men were in great danger under the Third Reich. If discovered, they 

were arrested and detained in concentration camps and faced harsh conditions, if not 

death. They were imprisoned under laws relating to “illicit sexuality,” which was defined 
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as all non-marital sexual activities not primarily aimed at procreation.130 Although 

homosexual men were heavily persecuted, lesbians and masculine-presenting women 

were not viewed as equally threatening. This was due in part to the Nazi establishment’s 

assumptions about women’s nature: that women are dependent on men, passive in 

society, not in control of their own sexuality, and that all women want to have children. 

Queer women were also much harder to identify due to the gendered differences in 

socially acceptable expressions of affection. The Nazis worked to keep women in the 

private sphere where they believed they belonged, and therefore thought that it would be 

difficult for established lesbians to “seduce” other women to the “lifestyle.”131 Lesbians 

were also not viewed as as much of a danger to society as homosexual men because 

women held few positions of power in Nazi Germany.132 Under Nazi ideology, “Aryan” 

women were meant to reproduce and keep the home, and the Nazis believed that even 

established (read: “out” or public) lesbians could be “converted” into a heterosexual 

marriage and reenter society as productive, family-oriented women, with a focus on 

producing children.133 To avoid detection, some lesbians attempted to live by these Reich 

policies by marrying men and changing their outward appearance to fit the feminine 

ideal.134 Occasionally, homosexual men and lesbians created outwardly “heterosexual” 

couplings or marriages to avoid arrest.135 
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Although lesbians were not as persecuted as homosexual men under the Third 

Reich, they were still denounced by their neighbors, arrested, imprisoned, and murdered. 

The denouncement of individual lesbians and lesbian relationships (or simply suspected 

relationships) was encouraged by the Race Policy Bureau of the NSDAP.136 Lesbians 

were typically imprisoned or abused as “a-socials”; this term related to a person’s ability 

to work, reproductive behavior, and social need.137 Lesbians were therefore imprisoned 

due to their “incorrect” reproductive behavior, as were prostitutes. However, some 

lesbians were forced by the Nazis to be prostitutes for men as a “corrective” to their 

behavior, and some homosexual men were forced to visit these brothels for the same 

reason.138 Lesbians were sometimes imprisoned in the all-female camp Ravensbrück in 

Germany, where they were forced to wear red triangles as political prisoners because the 

traditional pink triangle was reserved for imprisoned homosexual men.139 This again 

illustrates how the Nazis viewed queer women as different and much less threatening 

than queer men.  

The history of lesbians in the camps and under Nazi persecution is difficult for 

historians to document because they were typically not arrested or imprisoned under the 

label of “lesbian,” but rather as a-socials or political dissidents.140 Also, continued 

discrimination against lesbians and other queer women prevented survivors from sharing 
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their stories after the war.141 Scholarship has started to address this void, but museums lag 

far behind on this topic in particular. It could be argued that lesbians cannot be 

considered victims of the Nazis under the term Holocaust and therefore not included in 

Holocaust museums, but they were targeted, persecuted, arrested, and killed by the Nazis 

for an identity they could not control, similarly to the other groups that are considered to 

be Holocaust victims and survivors. Holocaust museums should at least include the 

experiences of lesbians during the Third Reich in their online materials and exhibitions. 

U.S. museums need to revise their materials to meet advancing scholarship in order to 

properly educate their visitors. 

The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum: The Foremost U.S. Representation 

of the Holocaust 

The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM), located on the 

National Mall in Washington, D.C., is America’s preeminent Holocaust institution which 

leads the field in education and preservation and boasts one of the largest and most 

comprehensive collections of Holocaust materials in the world. The museum strives to be 

both a “national statement” on the Holocaust and a “living memorial” to Holocaust 

victims and survivors and also to address genocides that have occurred since the 

Holocaust. The museum maintains “the illusion that it is possible to offer a 

comprehensive narrative of the Holocaust,” a large and multi-faceted historical event, but 

in reality the museum adheres and adds to the “civil religion” of the U.S.142 According to 
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scholar Jennifer Hansen-Glucklich, the term civil religion refers to “the ceremonials, 

myths, and creeds which legitimize the social order, unite the population, and mobilize 

the society’s members in pursuit of its dominant political goals.”143 The USHMM’s 

promotion of the civil religion of the U.S. is evident as the museum was formed at the 

request of the U.S. government, and the United States Holocaust Memorial Council, 

headed by Elie Wiesel, was formed in 1980 to create a concept, building, collections, 

education department, and permanent exhibit. The council was formed to plan and 

develop the USHMM, as well as raise funding for the new museum.144 After the museum 

was completed, the council became the governing board of trustees. The council includes 

Holocaust survivors, Holocaust scholars, public officials, and museum experts, as well as 

members from the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives. All council representatives 

are appointed by the president and therefore have a close relationship to power in the 

U.S. Although women and men were persecuted in almost equal numbers during the 

Holocaust, there were only ten women included in the original council out of 50 total 

members.145 There were also no Romani representatives included on the council or in the 

planning of the museum until the Romani community publicly demanded it; for context, 

the Nazis murdered about ½ million Rom during the Holocaust.146 Elie Wiesel purported 

that the Holocaust was a holy event, similar to the revelation at Mount Sinai, that can’t be 
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represented, explained, or understood, and that survivors have “privileged interpretive 

authority” over everyone involved in the museum; the USHMM agreed, as there were 

many Jewish survivors included on the council and in general decision-making.147 Jewish 

Holocaust survivors were seen as expert witnesses with crucial testimonies and had 

authority on the council over academic members. The council tried to turn the museum 

itself into a “quasiauthentic site of the Holocaust” by using authentic artifacts from 

historic Holocaust locations, such as the Auschwitz concentration camp.148 However, the 

USHMM also tries to function as a “story-telling museum” that doesn’t depend on 

artifacts, but rather the experiences of survivors.149 The museum’s placement on the 

National Mall contributes to the perceived importance of the Holocaust as it enshrines not 

only the events of the Holocaust in American national memory but also the “American 

democratic and egalitarian ideals as they counterpoint the Holocaust.”150 

The permanent exhibit, designed by Ralph Appelbaum, attempts to teach the 

following lessons to the (primarily Gentile American) public that visits the museum: the 

dangers of being bystanders, dangers of Christian anti-Semitism, the fragile relationship 

between technology and human values, individual responsibility, responsibilities and 

dangers of bureaucracies, therapeutic value of memorials, dangers of racism, and how to 

apply lessons of the Holocaust to contemporary situations/problems.151 The museum 

attempts to teach these lessons because the U.S. government views American memory as 
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a moral compass for the world and as the repository of others’ historical wrongs, but not 

our own.152 The museum uses exhibit content, the design of the permanent exhibit, and 

the architecture of the museum itself to teach these lessons. The permanent exhibit is 

designed to be disorienting to visitors in order to give a sample of how survivors and 

victims felt during the Holocaust.153 However, the council also wanted to censor the 

exhibit of nudity and corpses and emphasize the “tenacity of the human spirit” shown by 

victims and survivors.154 These two ideas were difficult for the council to reconcile, and 

the permanent exhibit also strives to make the Holocaust, a large piece of history, as 

personal as possible, which created an additional challenge for the council. A prominent 

feature of the permanent exhibit is the “Tower of Faces” feature, which is a tall and 

imposing display of hundreds of personal family photos of victims of the Holocaust. 

However, Hansen-Glucklich argues that instead of making history personal, the display 

“[devalues] the individual in favor of an overall impression that is undeniably (and 

disturbingly) pleasing to the eye.”155 She further argues that it “evokes aesthetic 

appreciation rather than empathy” for the victims.156 The focus is on the effect of the 

exhibit on the visitor rather than the individual stories that are represented within it.  

The museum has a variety of materials available on their website including the 

digitized portions of their extensive collections, teaching materials, online exhibits, 

survivor and victim databases, a Holocaust encyclopedia, and materials about how to 
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confront modern day genocidal actions/politics and anti-semitism. Their teaching 

materials are helpful to foster a basic understanding of the Holocaust, genocide, and 

antisemitism in secondary education. However, there are very few references to 

specifically gendered experiences in these materials, unless the teacher chooses to show a 

woman’s testimony to their class.157 There are seventeen online exhibits available for 

unrestricted viewing on the USHMM website. Online exhibits allow for a greater portion 

of the population to access the museum’s materials and learn about different portions of 

the Holocaust and about other genocides. The museum focuses on the Jewish “core” of 

the Holocaust in the permanent exhibit but also attempts to expand the boundaries of 

Holocaust memory by including other groups persecuted by the Nazis primarily through 

temporary and online exhibits.158 The council and survivors were afraid of the possible 

dilution of Jewish memory by prominently including other groups in the permanent 

exhibit. 

During the creation of the USHMM, an argument for the unique Jewish 

experience of the Holocaust formed; the board, which predominantly consisted of Jewish 

members and/or members who were connected to the American Jewish community in 

some way, insisted that “Jews were Holocaust victims, others were victims of Nazi terror; 

Jews were exterminated, others were murdered.”159 They recognized that there were other 

victims of the Nazis but argued that they were not targeted in the same ways. The Jewish 
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survivors and other board members involved with the fledgling museum fought with the 

Carter Administration over the inclusion of different ethnic groups. The White House 

wanted them to be included for political reasons, while the Jewish survivors did not want 

to include them because those groups or countries had perpetrated crimes against the 

Jewish victims and survivors.160 However, representatives of non-Jewish victim groups 

(and non-Jewish/Gentile survivors) argued that they should not only be included in the 

permanent exhibit and therefore enshrined in America’s Holocaust memory, but also in 

the planning of the museum.161 The founders and formers of the USHMM dealt with this 

by including mentions of those groups in the permanent exhibit and creating rotating 

temporary exhibits that would “maintain the accepted hierarchy of victims” in 

Linenthal’s words.162 Although the Roma and Sinti people met a very similar fate as the 

Jews for similar reasons under the Nazi regime, their stories were primarily relegated to 

temporary exhibits. 

Women’s unique experiences are missing from the USHMM’s narrative of the 

Holocaust, and it is telling that women only made up ⅕ of the formation council. When 

the council was discussing the permanent exhibit, there was a crisis over the inclusion of 

women’s hair from Auschwitz. Survivors and some members of the council felt that the 

hair did not belong at the USHMM due to its origin at Auschwitz and that including the 
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hair would dehumanize the victims. However, the scholar Joan Ringelheim, cited 

elsewhere in this thesis, argued that “the display of hair would be one of the only places 

in the exhibit that would focus on what was done to women.”163 Many female survivors 

who were imprisoned in the concentration camps describe the ordeal of being forcibly 

shaven of their hair as sexually humiliating, as male prisoners were forced to shave the 

naked women and male guards were allowed to watch and ridicule them.164 The survivors 

won out in the end and no hair was included in the exhibit, but this issue clearly shows 

that women’s experiences were not central to the conversation concerning the formation 

of the permanent exhibit.165 The Holocaust encyclopedia on the website does have an 

entry entitled “Women During the Holocaust” that very briefly mentions “mutual 

assistance” groups, rape, resistance, abortion, pregnancy, brothels, and other gendered 

experiences.166 The entry acknowledges that these gendered experiences happened, and 

that gendered violence was a problem, but it does not discuss the effects (such as the 

implications, meaning, and how that made women’s experiences of the Holocaust 

different from the average man’s). There is no discussion of lesbians or political 

dissenters in the entry; Gentile women who were persecuted by the Nazis are mentioned 

but their experiences not actually discussed. There is also an encyclopedia article entitled 

“Lesbians and the Third Reich,” in which the persecution of lesbians under Nazi rule is 

 
163 Ibid, 214. 
164 Baumel, Double Jeopardy, 23. 
165 Ibid, 211-215. 
166 “Women During the Holocaust,” Holocaust Encyclopedia (United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum), accessed July 28, 2020, https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/women-
during-the-holocaust. 



 44 

finally discussed.167 This entry stands in sharp contrast to the online (and traveling) 

exhibit featured on the museum’s website entitled “Nazi Persecution of Homosexuals 

1933-1945,” in which lesbians are relegated to a few lines of text about how they lost 

their meeting places but still had reproductive value in the eyes of the Nazi government if 

they were “Aryan.”168  

There is also no real discussion of people who did not conform to typical gender 

norms and expectations, such as masculine-presenting women (mentioned but no 

discussion of implications), transgender people, and other gender non-conforming people. 

As discussed previously in this thesis, many “Aryan” homosexual people avoided 

detection by adhering to traditional gender roles and entering into heterosexual marriages, 

and the psychological impact of conforming and neglecting the true self in this way has 

rarely been addressed in Holocaust scholarship and museums. A more nuanced view is 

needed in the USHMM, perhaps pulling from the encyclopedia entry on lesbians that they 

already have on their website and scholarship on the topic, such as the book Hidden 

Holocaust?: Gay and Lesbian Persecution in Germany, 1933-45 edited by Günter Grau. 

This book is a collection of reproduced primary sources concerning Nazi policies about 

homosexuality with introductions and context by Grau and Claudia Schoppman, a leading 

scholar on the experiences of lesbians in the Third Reich.169 This book includes primary 
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Nazi documents concerning lesbianism in the Third Reich that cover topics such as: 

denouncing lesbians or lesbian relationships, the possible prosecution of lesbians under 

Nazi criminal law, the reproductive capacity of lesbians despite their homosexuality, the 

role of women (including lesbians) under the Third Reich, homosexuality among youths, 

and curative treatments for lesbians.170 

 The museum also has an online exhibit about one of the ghettos formed by the 

Nazis, entitled “Hidden History of the Kovno Ghetto.”171 This exhibit does not discuss 

gendered problems that scholarship has shown were rampant in ghettos like abortion, 

pregnancy, loss of menstruation, rape, surrogate families, childcare, and prostitution. The 

exhibit features a primary source, the Memorial Plaque, which shows that more women 

than men died in the ghetto, so a focus on women’s experiences would be helpful to truly 

understand the range of people’s experiences in Kovno. The only mention of rape in the 

exhibit is relegated to a tiny mention on the “Timeline” portion of the exhibit, which 

appears to reinforce the notion that experiencing rape was something that people were 

just supposed to endure and keep quiet about – there were “worse” things happening to 

both themselves and others.172 Rape was a common occurrence in war time, and likely 

something that the community dealt with quietly during World War I.173 The exhibit does 
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highlight some women in Kovno, like artist Ester Lurie and Dr. Elena Kutorgiene, but 

mentioning a few exceptional women does not accurately describe the extent of gendered 

experiences in the ghetto. It is clear that the USHMM’s current online exhibitions are 

inadequate in terms of understanding women’s experiences during the Holocaust. I will 

discuss this issue in more detail and discuss solutions in the final section of my thesis. 

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Online Exhibition Critique and 

Supplementary Exhibition Plan 

The USHMM online and traveling exhibit entitled “Deadly Medicine: Creating 

the Master Race” is about the history, development, and implications of Nazi eugenic 

policies.174 The exhibit shows how the Nazis’ racial policies concerning the creation of a 

perfect “Aryan” race in the Third Reich led to the Holocaust. The exhibit is separated into 

three narrative categories: “Science as Salvation: Weimar Eugenics, 1919-1933,” “The 

Biological State: Nazi Racial Hygiene, 1933-1939,” and “Final Solutions: Murderous 

Racial Hygiene, 1939-1945.” “Science as Salvation” discusses German anthropologists’ 

interest in eugenics and hereditary traits, especially in order to produce more fit and 

healthy (white) Germans. “The Biological State” turns its attention to how racially 

motivated eugenics policies influenced reforms under Hitler. He created policies that 

privileged those of “Nordic” or “Aryan” background and punished people who were 

“racially foreign.”175 This section of the exhibit does discuss women; Hitler wanted 

“Aryan” German women to have more children for Germany, and he implemented mass 

 
174 “Deadly Medicine: Creating the Master Race,” online exhibition, United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum. https://www.ushmm.org/exhibition/deadly-medicine/overview/ 
175 Jews, Roma, and Sinti were viewed as “racially foreign.” 



 47 

sterilization programs for the women who did not fit into that category. The final section, 

“Final Solutions,” discusses the increasingly brutal eugenics methods of the Nazis, 

including Operation T-4, the use of ghettos to segregate Jews from desirable populations, 

and the use of camps to implement what the Nazis called their Final Solution, or the 

(attempted) genocide of European Jewry. The exhibit includes artifacts such as a poster 

about pre-marriage genetic counseling, a poster about the Rassenschande176 laws, photos 

and medical equipment from eugenics medical professionals, and patient genetic history 

files. The exhibit fails to discuss the sterilization of Roma and Sinti women and other 

medical experimentation and horror that the Nazis specifically perpetrated on women in 

the concentration camps. The exhibit mentions in a caption that women were subjected to 

horrible medical experiments in the camps but does not discuss the scope and level of 

violence perpetrated against these women; women should be a particular focus in an 

exhibit about eugenics due to women’s reproductive role. The work Sisters in Sorrow: 

Voices of Care in the Holocaust by Roger A. Ritvo and Diane M. Plotkin thoroughly 

discusses women’s medical experiences in the Nazi concentration camps through 

personal interviews conducted by Plotkin.177 This book is useful for a feminist expansion 

of the exhibit “Deadly Medicine” because of the immense focus on women’s testimony 

and medical experiences. Doctors and nurses (some of whom were unaccredited) worked 

in the camps in horrible conditions with few tools, equipment, or sanitation.178 The book 
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details stories of medical experimentation, forced abortions, women with children 

forcibly gassed by the Nazis upon arrival, secret births and killing newborns to save 

mothers, and doctors/nurses as “favored prisoners” with some agency in the camps. 

Below, I will use Sisters in Sorrow, other scholarship, and resources from the 

USHMM to create a plan and narrative for a supplementary exhibition about women’s 

medical experiences in the camps, specifically experiences that include gendered or 

sexualized violence. I plan to feature testimonies or clips of testimonies, that I have yet to 

select, from the USHMM’s own archives that discuss these types of experiences (or 

similar experiences) to add a more dynamic and personal aspect. In that same vein, I also 

plan on including photographs and artifacts (or images of artifacts) from the USHMM 

archives to supplement my text. The narrative I supply below could be used as a jumping 

off point to create a more story-based exhibit that would be compelling and easy for 

visitors to understand. I supply a good deal of detailed historical information that could 

be used to create a more condensed and straightforward narrative, accompanied by the 

other materials I mentioned previously and list below. The theme of this exhibit is how 

the Nazis targeted women’s reproductive roles and abilities, especially among groups 

included under their eugenics policies like Jews, Roma, and Sinti. The key concepts of 

this exhibit include pregnancy, abortion, medical experimentation (including 

experimentation on female Gentile Polish prisoners), sterilization, and how racial 

genocide is connected to misogyny and reproductive control. This exhibit will further 

educate Holocaust museum visitors of all genders and appropriate ages by exhibiting 

clear and informative concepts and evidence, creating an emotional connection between 
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visitors and the victims and survivors depicted in the material, and allowing the visitor to 

explore the concepts through multiple mediums including photographs, video/oral 

testimony, physical objects (rendered digital), and text. The overarching goal of this 

exhibit is to fill in the public gap of knowledge concerning women’s medical experiences 

while imprisoned by the Nazis.  

Title of exhibit: “Sisters in Sorrow: Gendered and Racial Violence in Medical 

Procedures in the Nazi Concentration Camps.” 

Assumptions: This exhibit would be provided as a sister or supplementary exhibit to the 

already existing online USHMM exhibit entitled “Deadly Medicine: Creating the Master 

Race,” and/or showcased as part of a Holocaust museum (physical or digital) with the 

appropriate context of Holocaust education. It can be difficult for museum visitors (and 

experienced scholars) to grapple with this type of horrific material, which is why it is 

essential for the exhibit to be recommended for ages fourteen and older and be showcased 

within a Holocaust museum or on a Holocaust museum’s website with the proper context 

and supporting materials. Knowledge of how the Nazi concentration camps operated 

would be necessary for the visitor to fully understand the exhibit. 

Intro to exhibit: Forced sterilization and forced abortion are acts of sexual violence and 

gender-based discrimination and are defined as elements of genocide by the United 

Nations.179 Jewish, Roma, and Sinti women were targeted both for being women and due 
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to their perceived or real ability to propagate their respective races. The Nazis wanted to 

prevent them from having children in order to achieve their goal of extermination of these 

races and the creation and promotion of the “Aryan master race.” Polish women were 

also devalued and targeted for experimentation, particularly as “rabbits” in the 

Ravensbrück concentration camps, and were subjected to other forms of brutal 

experimentation outside of sterilization. 

Narrative flow of exhibit: introduction–> general overview of medical care in the 

camps–> sterilization–> experimentation–> pregnancy and abortion–> conclusion. 

Media in exhibit: photographs of female prisoners, camp doctors and nurses, and camp 

hospitals (focus on Auschwitz-Birkenau and Ravensbrück); digital renderings of era-

appropriate recreations or actual camp medical equipment; copies of laws concerning 

sterilization; and the oral testimonies of survivors, for example Judith Meisel, Dora 

Goldstein Roth, Lucille Eichengreen, Fanny Federman, Renee L. Duering, and Dorothea 

Buck (all digitally available on the USHMM’s website). 

I want to feature the following quote from Isabella Leitner’s memoir Isabella: From 

Auschwitz to Freedom.  

Most of us are born to live--to die, but to live first. You, dear darling, you 
are being born only to die. How good of you to come before roll call 
though, so your mother does not have to stand at attention while you are 
being born. Dropping out of the womb onto the ground with your mother's 
thighs shielding you like wings of angels is an infinitely nicer way to die 
than being fed into the gas chambers.... We cannot let her [your mother] 
see you because you don't belong to her. You belong to the gas chamber. 
[...] And so, dear baby, you are on your way to heaven to meet a recent 
arrival who is blowing a loving kiss to you through the smoke ... your 
father.180 
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One way to draw museum visitors into the exhibit narrative is with a compelling quote 

that, while beautifully written, makes dark content understandable to someone positioned 

outside of the horror. This quote illustrates the way women prisoners worked together in 

the camps to conceal pregnancy and birth, and also indicates the death and brutality of the 

camps by having the unnamed baby meet its father in the afterlife. 

Narrative/story line: Women imprisoned in the Nazis concentration camps during the 

Holocaust faced various forms of persecution, many of which were specific to their 

gender. These were compounded due to the intentional lack of adequate medical care and 

abundance of medical abuse in the camps. The female doctors and nurses who were 

available in the camps were typically prisoners themselves, although they had certain 

privileges because of their position in the camp hierarchy; for example, nurses and 

doctors were sometimes allowed to send postcards and receive packages unlike other 

prisoners.181 Although they were privileged, doctors and nurses could be gassed as well, 

especially if they were ill for longer than a few days.182 There are stories of horrible 

nurses, like Nurse Frigda in Birkenau, who was sadistic, participated in selections, and 

whipped patients who were standing in front of the infirmary waiting for medical 

treatment.183 There are also stories of kind nurses, like Ms. Teichnerowa who hid Polish 

Jewish girls from the SS doctors in Auschwitz, and Dr. Olga Nikititschna Klimenko who 

also cared for sick Jewish children in the camp.184 In Birkenau, sick women had to parade 
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nude in front of the SS doctor for permission to stay in the infirmary.185 However, if the 

doctor was not at the camp (which was a typical occurrence), it was up to the female 

prisoner-doctors to make selections. Although there were Jewish prisoner-doctors and 

nurses, Jews were still targeted during medical selections.186 Throughout most medical 

treatment in the camps, there was limited anesthesia available, but none available for 

prisoners on the lower rungs of the camp hierarchy, such as Jews.187  

In the transit camp Westerbork in the Netherlands, there were no sanitary napkins 

available and no access to other sanitary cloth that could be used as a substitute, like 

bandages or even clean clothes.188 In all camps, women experienced amenorrhea, the loss 

of menstruation, and there were rumors that this was caused by a mysterious powder that 

the SS put in the food.189 For example, Ruth Klüger discusses the issue of the loss of 

menstruation in the camps in her memoir, where she says “everyone was so 

undernourished that no one menstruated. [...] Some women thought the Nazis had put 

something into our food to prevent menstruation.”190 This in turn caused fears that 

menstruation may never start again–the fear of sterilization.191 

Sterilization was used by the Nazis in their eugenics program to further their 

efforts to create and sustain an “Aryan master race.” The Nazis believed that certain 

people, such as the mentally ill, Roma, Sinti, and Jews, should not be allowed to 
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reproduce, so men and women in these categories were often forcibly sterilized. Asocial 

women, a term used by the Nazis to identify and punish people, such as prostitutes and 

lesbians, who they believed did not belong in German society were also targeted by the 

Nazis as useless to the Reich’s eugenic goals and forcibly sterilized.192 In the Westerbork 

transit camp, Jews with a Gentile spouse were given a “choice” between sterilization or 

deportation to the labor camps in the East, which typically meant death.193 The Nazis 

wanted to sterilize people who could be productive in slave labor but should not 

reproduce under their eugenics policies.194 Women were especially targeted because, 

according to German eugenicist Josef Grassl in 1929, “the number of degenerate 

individuals born depends mainly on the number of degenerate women capable of 

procreation. Thus, the sterilization of degenerate women is, for reasons of racial hygiene, 

more important than the sterilization of men.”195 The Nazis utilized this idea and others to 

form their racial policies, with the term “degenerate” equating to a person who does not 

fit into the “Aryan” or idealized German race, such as Jewish people. They emphasize the 

importance of sterilizing “degenerate” women because they viewed women as the 

carriers of the race, particularly because of women’s reproductive abilities. The 

sterilization practices used for this goal were legalized under Nazi law in 1933, when the 

Law for the Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased Offspring was introduced which ordered 

eugenic sterilization for certain categories of people, including Jews. Eugenic sterilization 
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was clearly crucial to the Nazi plan because it was introduced so early during their 

administration. The Nazis forcefully sterilized about 400,000 people by the end of the 

Third Reich in 1945.196 The Nazis also sterilized about 3,000 Roma women by the end of 

the war.197 

Nazi doctors and other medical professionals sterilized women in the camps 

through the use of experimentation, among other methods. The Nazis were looking for a 

“cheap” sterilization method, in order to sterilize all groups of people they deemed 

“undesirable,” and the concentration camps were the perfect place to conduct sterilization 

experiments.198 Women frequently suffered the forced removal of the uterus and ovaries 

at the hands of camp doctors as part of experimentation or to see the results after 

experimentation.199 Dr. Carl Clauberg was one of the most notorious of these camp 

doctors, and he often kept hundreds of women available for his experiments in 

Auschwitz.200 Clauberg was an eminent gynecologist before joining the Nazi Party, and 

he conducted experiments in mass sterilization at Auschwitz from 1942-1944.201 In Block 

30 in Auschwitz, he conducted sterilization experiments using injections into the womb 

as well as radiation in the form of x-rays.202 During the last year of the war, Clauberg 
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worked in Ravensbrück, sterilizing Jewish, Roma, and Sinti women through direct 

chemical injection into their uterus.203 

In Ravensbrück, Polish women were also used for different kinds of 

experimentation with high rates of mortality; these women were called “rabbits” by the 

SS, which illustrates that the SS saw them as animals that could be experimented on at 

will.204 In Auschwitz, the camp doctors conducted vivisection experiments on Polish 

women, as well as experiments involving menstruation and amenorrhea.205 Also in 

Auschwitz, the infamous Dr. Mengele conducted experiments based on torturing mothers 

and their infants. For example, he bound a mother’s breasts to see how long babies could 

survive without nutrition.206 In this case, a sympathetic camp physician gave the mother a 

syringe filled with morphine to commit infanticide, saving the child from further 

suffering and the mother from the gas chamber. 

Pregnancy made survival in the camps almost impossible– pregnant women were 

frequently killed by the SS through immediate gassing upon arrival, forced to have 

abortions under dangerous conditions, or, if the woman was able to hide the pregnancy 

when she arrived or she had become pregnant in the camps, discovery and subsequent 

death. In Auschwitz, pregnant mothers were told to step forward during the first 

selection; they were then beaten and thrown into the crematory alive.207 There was a 

difficult choice that imprisoned pregnant women had to make; abortion to save 
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themselves, or death with their (sometimes very wanted) unborn child.208 In Auschwitz, 

Dr. Bodmann aborted every known pregnancy from a transport of Jewish women, 

regardless of how far along the woman was in her pregnancy.209 All twenty of the women 

he operated on died of blood poisoning due to a general lack of hygiene in medical 

matters, which was common in all the camps. Abortions in the camps, even when 

sanctioned by the medical SS, had to be done with few (if any) sterile medical supplies, 

and by nurses or women with little (if any) medical training in gynecology or the birthing 

process.210 Later in Auschwitz, women further into their pregnancy were gassed while 

earlier pregnancies were aborted to allow the woman to work at her full potential for the 

failing Nazi war effort. If the pregnancy was able to be kept secret from the guards and 

camp doctors, the baby would typically be delivered in the barracks, as silently as 

possible, then killed by other inmates to save the mother, who would be forced to work 

the next morning.211  

Conclusion of exhibit: Medical care in the camps during the Holocaust was lacking for 

all prisoners. Admitting to illness and going to the infirmary could be a death sentence. 

Although some men’s and women’s Holocaust experiences are similar, women had to 

endure sexualized and gendered medical violence and had the added danger of 

pregnancy. Women were targeted, experimented on, and sterilized because the Nazis 

viewed them as genetic carriers and propagators of their race. The Nazis thought that 
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their quest to create an “Aryan master race” in Germany would be successful through 

their destruction of Jewish, Roma, Sinti, and Polish women’s reproductive abilities. 

Reproductive violence is a form of gendered violence that is almost always utilized 

during genocide, and it is crucial to learn about women’s experiences to fully understand 

how governments, like Nazi Germany, implement racial genocide. 

Conclusion and Continuation 

In the decades after World War II, an American collective narrative of the 

Holocaust formed through individual and collective memory, scholarship, politics, public 

history, and popular media. Through this narrative, male survivors’ experiences have 

become the normative understanding of the Holocaust in America, and women’s 

experiences, particularly those involving gendered or sexualized violence, have been 

pushed to the side in museums and entertainment. This collective narrative has informed 

both private and public education, like the internationally acclaimed United States 

Holocaust Memorial Museum. This institution, including the exhibitions, education 

department, and extensive archives, is influential in American discourse and abroad but 

neglects to fully discuss women’s experiences and include them in their permanent and 

online exhibits, giving similar treatment to the marginalized ethnic groups that were also 

targeted by the Nazis, like the Roma and Sinti. In particular, the materials on the United 

States Holocaust Memorial Museum website concerning women’s experiences during the 

Holocaust are inadequate at best. When the materials on the website do address women’s 

experiences, there is a pattern. They are discussed in terms of the overall experience with 

little attention to the specific problems that women faced, like pregnancy, abortion, rape, 
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and prostitution. Women are frequently excluded or disregarded, even in online 

exhibitions about eugenics and sterilization. Are mentions of women enough? Should 

they be relegated to a few encyclopedia entries that are only available through a search 

engine, or should gendered experiences be featured more prominently? When women are 

only mentioned, it implies at worst that their experiences are unimportant, and at best that 

their experiences were the same as the “average” Holocaust survivor’s experience, which 

is overwhelmingly based on a male perspective. 

In this thesis, I presented an exhibit proposal accompanied by a narrative and 

some possible materials to include. This exhibit is presented as supplementary to the 

USHMM online exhibit entitled “Deadly Medicine: Creating the Master Race” but takes 

a different direction that focuses on the medical experiences of women in the 

concentration camps under the Nazis’ eugenics policies. Although the exhibit is presented 

as supplementary, the proposal could be turned into a stand-alone online exhibit. Visitors 

to this online exhibit would need some level of background knowledge on the Holocaust 

to be able to contextualize and fully understand these women’s experiences and how 

eugenics affected them. The USHMM’s permanent, in-person exhibit and/or online 

materials would adequately prepare a visitor for this exhibit. 

The scope of my thesis is primarily dedicated to Jewish women’s experiences. I 

also discuss the experiences of lesbians and masculine-presenting women, and I mention 

Roma, Sinti, and Polish women but was unable to do them justice due to my limitations 

in space, time, and resources. I was limited in my discussion of the USHMM because I 

was unable to visit the museum in-person during the process of researching and writing 
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this thesis. The trip to Washington, D.C. was untenable pre-COVID, and the situation 

further devolved due to the pandemic; because of these limitations, I primarily focused on 

the USHMM’s online materials and exhibits in order to write a fair critique. There are 

many areas for further research in the intersection of the Holocaust and gender studies. 

These include how the growth of feminist theory starting in the 1970s affected Holocaust 

scholarship and testimony; the experiences of Roma and Sinti women; the experiences of 

lesbians (both Jewish and “Aryan”), and female perpetrators’ roles during the Holocaust 

as well as perpetrator-victims, prisoners that were forced or encouraged to be perpetrators 

in the concentration camps. The experiences of Roma, Sinti, disabled, and homosexual 

men during the Holocaust are also neglected by scholarship and public educational 

institutions. As these areas of study gain attention and nuance through research and 

testimony, academia and society as a whole will benefit from a more detailed and 

nuanced understanding of the Holocaust. 

The past few decades have seen an increase in scholarship on women’s Holocaust 

experiences, including the experiences of lesbians and masculine-presenting women, but 

the collective narrative, and therefore museums and other forms of public education, have 

not shifted their focus to reflect this growing field. If Holocaust institutions continue to 

ignore these experiences, then they support an inaccurate version of events and present a 

roadblock to American understanding of the Holocaust. Academia has made great strides, 

with much of the secondary material written by women and with more and more female 

survivors sharing their stories over the past few decades. Public institutions need to 

acknowledge these strides and update their exhibitions and educational materials to 
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reflect inclusive scholarship. It can be difficult for American society to discuss the 

gendered and sexualized violence that many women experienced during the Holocaust, as 

well as during prior and subsequent genocides, but it is necessary for academia and 

public history to encourage these conversations in order to fully understand historical 

events and patterns and create a more equitable society. 
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