Comments on Judith Buber Agassi, The Jewish Prisoners of Ravensbrück (Oxford: Oneworld, 2006), 294 pp. .
In the population census of May 1939, we are told,
 twice as many women as men are listed as Jews in the population of Germany! From this curious fact, writes Judith Buber Agassi, one may infer that many more women than men were “affected by” the plan to extinguish German Jewry. Ravensbrück, situated north of Berlin, was the only concentration camp established by the Nazis solely for women; that is, for the isolation, humiliation, imprisonment, punishment, experimentation, slavery, and extermination of women; not only of Jewish women (they actually were a small minority), but of gentile women, of German, Belgian, Hungarian, Polish, French, Czech, Turkish, Dutch, Greek, Bulgarian, Romanian, Italian, Yugoslavian, and Gypsy women. Eventually “liberated” – the word appears here always in quotation marks – by the Red Army, the survivors, for the most part, sought an obscurity in which to heal. A conspicuous exception was Agassi’s mother, Margarete Buber-Neumann, who, having survived two years in a Soviet prison camp in the Siberian Gulag and five years in Ravensbrück, was among the very first publicly to bear witness.
 
Given the blood-line connecting Agassi intimately to the place itself, the understatement she maintains throughout the book is remarkable.
 This book is not an act of filio- (filia-?) pietism.  It is, first of all, an archival project rooted in the obligation to rescue from oblivion the names – the names! – of the ‘Disappeared’. It is estimated that 110,000 women, girls, and children passed through Ravensbrück in the six years of its operation, of which 20,000 were Jewish, married to Jews, or part Jewish. Of these twenty thousand, Agassi has managed to build a database on CD-ROM that identifies by name,
 age, place of origin, occupation, prison experience, and destination (or should I say, fate?), 16,321 -- fully eighty percent -- a few of whom, in photographs, are preserved forever in the springtime of their lives. This volume is an archival triumph of linkage, retrieval, and reconstitution. 
Second, it is a research project rooted firmly in the nineteenth-century German historicist tradition obliging the historian objectively to discover of the past ‘what actually happened’ – “wie es eigentlich gewesen.” Here Agassi and her colleagues had access to over 100 published memoirs and scores of unpublished manuscripts, several dozen secondary sources, and the eye-witness testimony of 138 survivors who were willing, fifty to sixty years after the event, to submit to oral interviews. 
But The Jewish Prisoners of Ravensbrück is still more than that. As a distinguished sociologist of gender and of work, Agassi seeks to understand Ravensbrück as a type of social organization,  a prison where surveillance, discipline, punishment, and torture were made exponentially more terrible by the  ubiquity of death. Of this ‘society’ Agassi, as a social scientist, asks the following questions:

“Are there special forms of women’s resistance to concentration-camp oppression, humiliation, starvation, and constant threat of death? How did the Jewish women prisoners compare to the other women prisoners? Were there significant differences in the treatment of the Jewish prisoners of Ravensbrück from that of the others and how did it change over the six years? Is it correct to speak here of a hierarchy, with the Jewish women at the bottom? Did many of these women resist the danger of ‘losing their human face’? Were they conscious of this danger? What determined survivors’ resettlement decisions and how successful were their absorption and reintegration into normal society?” (p. 24). 
These are the questions one has longed to ask of the entire Holocaust experience, not just of women but of men,. Here Agassi has laid out an agenda of such significance that one wishes the book had been twice as long to accommodate it. Or that the text might have been organized explicitly around these issues. Instead, Agassi found that her first obligation, to retrieve the names, dictated the methodology: the break-points in the data were chronological and they demanded that the story be fit into five discrete time periods. So constrained, she allowed herself only thirty pages at the very end to be the feminist sociologist that she most notably is.
The five periods were each characterized by the arrival of transports each of which introduced a different ethnic group, each of which added to the density and misery and inhumanity of the camp, each of which would have its own destiny. 
By late 1944 and early 1945, the system of concentration camps and the networks that supplied them were running amok. In advance of the on-coming Red Army, Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen were hurriedly evacuated along with other less well-known camps, their human detritus either locked up without food to await “liberation” by Russian soldiers, moved in locked cattle-cars, or prodded in todesmarschen  to camps  that lay farther west. Adding to the desperation was the as-yet undetermined border between eastern and western Europe. Yet, even as some of the camps were being emptied out, the transports to Ravensbrück continued to arrive.
In her provocative last chapter, Agassi returns to the agenda she set for herself early on:

Fact: the German political prisoners – non-Jewish, political activists, and Communists – organized themselves in groups and acted with great collective discipline within the camp’s constraints; 
Fact: the Jehovah’s Witnesses as a group utterly and absolutely refused to cooperate in any way with the camp rules; 
Fact: Polish prisoners – Roman Catholics, Socialists, Communists – as a group resisted performing work they didn’t want to and supported one another;

Fact: Red Army prisoners as a group resisted performing any work.

Questions: Why not, then, the Jews? Why was there not a single instance of sabotage in the factories to which they were sent as slave labor? Why did groups of Jewish women, so in need of solace and protection, form no bonds with one another? Why did not the religion they shared bind them together? Why didn’t Yiddish, the lingua franca of European Jews, serve to bridge the chasm of nationality?
Agassi’s answers are many. Unlike other national groups like Poles or Hungarians, the Jews came from different countries; from different degrees of religious observance; the Hungarians, Italians, Greek and Sephardim did not speak Yiddish; Jews were moved to as many as eight different external camps; they were surrounded by a network of informers and “trustees”; as many as one-third of the Jewish prisoners stayed less than a month in Ravensbrück, “nearly all’ the Jewish prisoners in the early transports were murdered in February-April 1942 or deported to Auschwitz in October 1942. Lastly, “over 44 percent of Jewish arrivals in Ravensbrück had previously been prisoners of Auschwitz” (p. 219). Although Agassi never describes it, it is implied both here and in other Holocaust literature that that experience left scars unlike any other and can be expected most certainly to have affected subsequent behavior.

“They drove me out

when it ceased to be,

Yet who will drive

it out of me?

It still exists.

Only death will be

my exorcist.”
 

“Anybody who strived to survive performed resistance,” wrote a survivor. To which Agassi adds, “May their heroism be remembered with their suffering.”

This is an extraordinary book. It out-performs on all three of the levels it set for itself, as archive, as history, and as sociology. In addition to 258 pages of text, there are a large number of bar graphs and pie charts that purport to deliver the quantitative information more compactly. The impact comes from the slow accumulation of an enormous body of evidence delivered in a tone of super-human detachment and tough-minded reportage, relieved at the end by the more spacious tone of the sociologist. 
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� In one statement, and only one, does Agassi convey the felt horror of the experience: “Already from a distance one could hear the crying and moaning” (p. 105). For the rest, the reader must hear it herself. 


� ‘Name’ is not simple. Linkage in this case was made enormously more difficult because of the fact that many if not most of the individual women had three or even four names: their birth names, a “war name” (which is not explained), a married name, and for those who went ultimately to Israel, a Hebrew name.
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