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I N T RODUCT ION  
NINA PAULOVICOVA 

“YOU HAVE BEEN LIBERATED BY THE SOVIET ARMY!” ANNOUNCES THE SO-
viet Army soldier from the back of his horse to the group of traumatized Jew-
ish adults and children lying around the train tracks in the final scene of Ste-

ven Spielberg’s contested and commercially successful movie Schindler’s List (1993) 
foregrounding flawed rescuer Oskar Schindler’s efforts to save Jews during the Holo-
caust.1 In this movie, which entered global historical consciousness, persecuted Jews’ 
survival hinges on the acts of two main protagonists, camp commandant Amon Goeth 
and businessman opportunist Oskar Schindler who protects “his Jews” from certain 
death until their liberation. The ultimate liberation scene, which contains a brief ex-
change between the Soviet Army soldier and Schindler’s accountant Itzhak Stern, sends 
out the message about the challenges ahead: “Don’t go east . . . they hate you there. I 
wouldn’t go west either, if I were you,” a Soviet Army soldier advises liberated Jews. The 
final moment of the liberation scene, filmed in black and white, shows survivors march-
ing upright toward an unknown future without any clarity of what liberation brings. 

Such a lack of clarity in representations of the liberation experience in cinematic pro-
duction is not new. Even the first documentaries evidencing Nazi crimes in the liber-
ated camps display the signs of illegibility of the camps’ liberation due to “the construc-
tion, manipulation of, and exchange values related to photographs and films taken at 
the time.”2 For example, when the United States Army liberated Mauthausen, “where 
the opening of the camp had been [a] confused, appalling and sinister affair, the ‘libera-
tion’ of the camps was subsequently re-enacted in order to fix this glorious photographic 
memory, with prisoners waving flags, smiling and cheering as the American tank passes 
by.”3 To be sure, what liberation documentaries sanitized was not the brutality of the 
camps but rather “their temporality.”4 As Didi-Huberman poignantly argues, “A camp is 
not opened like a door; prisoners are not released from a camp like birds liberated from 
a cage.”5 Yet, in cinematography and popular imagination the liberation of Holocaust 
survivors is often represented as an ultimate rescue from Nazi terror, often depicted as 
a “joyous affair”6 or a “Hollywood-style happy ending.”7 As Annette Wieviorka notes, 
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the “optimistic imperative” prevails in representations of the Holocaust: “The history 
of the genocide, it seems, should not end in despair. The story should be told in a way 
that saves the idea of man.”8 Not surprisingly, the liberation as a happy-ending survival 
closure has been routinely prioritized for educational purposes for decades. Moreover, 
it has been embedded in some important oral testimony collections such as the USC 
Shoah Foundation’s Visual History Archive (VHA), which canonize those survival tes-
timonies as “exemplary” and “most dramatically compelling.”9 But as scholarly works 
clearly show, the reality of liberation was experienced differently by survivors. 

Often plagued by survival guilt, survivors faced “existential angst”10 and grappled 
with uncertainty, agony, longing for familial and communal bonds,11 loneliness, hope-
lessness, and not infrequently apathy, resignation, and suicidal thoughts. Many needed 
more time to comprehend the immense loss of loved ones, families, friends, the loss 
of homes and livelihoods, as well as the erasure of Jewish heritage, communal life, net-
works, and institutions. Some survivors were liberated in camps. Due to severe malnu-
trition and disease many would survive only hours or a few days after liberation: at last 
liberated, “they would pass from a living death to a life of agony.”12 Others were liber-
ated while on the death march, in hiding, or passing as Christians. Some survivors, like 
Gerta Solan, experienced liberation “as a surprisingly casual moment”13—a mundane 
encounter with six Soviet soldiers on horses14 or as an “ordinary liberation”—a simple 
act of acknowledging the official war’s end.15 For many, liberation meant homecom-
ing—an experience that Kateřina Králová describes as “the full structural, social and 
emotional return—in space and in time.”16 But for survivors whose relatives were mass 
murdered in the vicinity of their communities, coming home was often not an option. 
As Shmuel Geller noted, “Next to our graves we cannot build a new life.”17 Many survi-
vors thus faced the bleak reality of displaced persons (DP) camps, filtration camps, re-
location, repatriation, or emigration.18 

As these diverse experiences suggest, rather than being a “rapturous moment in 
time”19 when evil was instantly eradicated by the Red Army appearing on the scene, 
liberation was an evolving process20 filled with numerous challenges faced by survivors 
moving across war-affected regions plagued by interethnic tensions, lawlessness, and 
political, social, and economic chaos. As Stefan Cristian Ionescu notes, “antisemitic 
legislation continued to affect the different groups of Jewish survivors and their com-
munities for years” after liberation.21 Many survivors encountered antisemitic violence, 
including pogroms22 or a cold reception by former non-Jewish neighbors refusing to let 
go of stolen Jewish property. Survivors struggled to recover their property through bu-
reaucratic hurdles, court litigation, or settlements with former aryanizers.23 “So many 
of our belongings switched masters,” recalls Nechama Tec in her memoir. “It was as if 
my finding them so well-adjusted to the new owners mocked my claim to them. Their 
settled presence made me an intruder.”24 
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There is no doubt that without the Red Army’s push against the Wehrmacht and 
its enormous sacrifices of young men and women, the Allies would not have defeated 
Nazi Germany and its racial world order. However, this meta-narrative embedded in 
collective memory does not allow us to fully grasp the microcosm of complex every-
day interactions and relations between survivors and the liberator armies including vi-
olent aspects of the liberation and gender-based sexual(ized) violence.25 The gendered 
nature of survivors’ experiences must not be ignored. Survivors’ recollections of liber-
ation mention sexual barter to secure food, quick “strange marriages” or “marriages of 
despair,” dealing with infertility and efforts to conceive, forming of surrogate families, 
pregnancies by liberators and subsequent abortions—just to mention a few.26 This ed-
ited volume addresses sexual(ized) violence inflicted by significant segments of the rank 
and file of the Red Army, as well as by partisans, non-Jewish rescuers, and personnel in 
Soviet filtration camps. The goal of this edited volume is to foreground Holocaust sur-
vivors’ recollections of shattered liberation experiences involving liberation sexual(ized) 
violence as embedded in memoirs and testimonies. 

CON T E X T FOR SI L E NCE S 

Given the varied past challenges and the overwhelming silence about the topic, it 
should not come as a surprise that this will be the first book focusing solely on the So-
viet liberation and gender-based sexual(ized) violence against Holocaust survivors in 
Eastern Europe. That this publication is proposed only now, more than eighty years af-
ter the war, is a result of the recent developments in the fields of international law, the 
women’s movement, and the historiography of the Red Army, as well as the growing 
scholarly interest in the social history of Holocaust survivors, trauma, and sexual(ized) 
violence. In Eastern Europe under communism, censored historiography of the Red 
Army focused on the celebrations of  Soviet victories and expressions of gratitude by 
the “liberated.”27 In this political context, there was no space for a history of pain and 
suffering inflicted on local societies and Holocaust survivors by the Red Army. Even af-
ter the fall of communism in 1989, scholars paid more attention to the interaction be-
tween Western, that is, American and British, armies and Holocaust survivors, rather 
than to the interactions between the Soviet Army and the survivors.28 It was finally the 
sheer amount of sexual(ized) violence against civilians, especially women, during the 
Yugoslav wars, the Bosnian and Rwandan genocides of the 1990s that brought war-
time and military rape into greater scholarly focus on both sides of the Atlantic.29 The 
past three decades have produced some critical works on the mass rape of civilians by 
the Red Army in Nazi Germany at the end of the war. This mass rape, often evaluated 
as revenge against Nazi Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union, has garnered more 
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scholarly and public attention.30 The subject of gender-based sexual(ized) violence 
perpetrated specifically on Holocaust survivors by the Soviet Army has been occluded 
from public knowledge and history production. 

Silence, however, did not always reign. The earliest Holocaust survivors’ testimo-
nies, collected as early as 1943, spoke about gender-based violence, sexual exploitation, 
sexual barter, and rape. These unapologetic, often handwritten testimonies displayed 
a sense of urgency, acute trauma, and “a form of immediacy” that differed from a more 
careful “formulation of an emotionally and conceptually structured narrative” in later 
survivors’ testimonies shaped by social and political climates of the postwar era.31 The 
first survivors’ testimonies contained firsthand unfiltered and disturbing recollections 
of ubiquitous sexual(ized) violence during the Holocaust. They could be found in The 
Black Book of  Polish Jewry published in New York in 1943,32 The Black Book of Soviet 
Jewry published in English in 1946, and in The Unknown Black Book,33 only published 
in Russian in 1993. The accounts of sexual(ized) violence were deposited in the collec-
tions of the Central Jewish Historical Commission and Emanuel Ringelblum Archives 
in Warsaw, the Centre de Documentation Juive Contemporaine in Paris, and the archi-
val collections of the Wiener Holocaust Library in London.34 Written mostly in Yid-
dish, these vital collections stayed on the margins of public and scholarly attention for 
several decades. Only some of the accounts were translated into English while most re-
mained buried in the archives.35 

Some of these early testimonies, such as Olga Lengyel’s Five Chimneys: The Story 
of Auschwitz, that were translated into English sparked an interest among the US read-
ing public precisely because of their mentions of sex barter, sexual(ized) violence, and 
other horrors that survivors experienced.36 The mixture of disbelief, curiosity, condem-
nation, and fascination with Nazi atrocities inspired the commodification of survivors’ 
experiences in popular culture through the publishing of cheap novels. Early postwar 
sensationalizing of Nazi brutality in Western popular culture foregrounded the sto-
ryline of sexual abuse and prostitution of Jewish survivors in concentration camps. In 
so doing, these novels offered a skewed perception of survivors’ plight during the Ho-
locaust. More importantly, they nurtured the environment of doubts about survivors’ 
moral conduct during the Holocaust, implying their complicity with the perpetrators. 
They thus created conditions for stigmatization of survivors and, in consequence, their 
careful reconsideration of what to share or not to share with the public. 

Similar sensationalizing of wartime prostitution in concentration camps circulated 
in the Yishuv, a Jewish community in Palestine, immediately after the war but prior to 
the establishment of the state of Israel in May 1948. According to Na’ama Shik, “the 
image of Jewish women being raped and serving as forced prostitutes during the Ho-
locaust emerged in the consciousness” of Israeli society in the making.37 The famous 
1945 poem “My Sister on the Beach,” written by Yitzhak Sadeh, which by the 1960s 
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was perceived as “history rather than literature,”38 offered Jewish women survivors who 
were raped and forced into prostitution a sense of redemption and permanent home: 

“Here, in our land you should live, my sister. Here you have our love to you.”39 In her re-
search on Holocaust memory in films, Liat Steir-Livny notes that “female Holocaust 
survivors—and specifically their transformation from prostitutes to mothers such as 
in the movie My Father’s House [Beit Avi] (1947)—are presented by the state in films 
as part of a ‘global media offensive to persuade the public opinion in the West to sup-
port the establishment of a Jewish state in Eretz-Israel.’”40 This political goal had an im-
pact on the circulation of early survivors’ testimonies in public discourse. By the late 
1940s, the early accounts of Holocaust survivors were erased from public conscious-
ness.41 As Timm argues, these testimonies “were rarely heroic in any straightforward 
Zionist sense, and they evoked visceral horror rather than feelings of group solidarity. 
They were unlikely to help anyone to navigate the bureaucratic nightmare of  DP camps, 
immigration applications, and family reunification efforts. Stories of this type of vio-
lence were neither easily politicized (in terms of contributing to efforts to create a Jew-
ish state) nor likely to produce the benefits that DPs most urgently needed. They cer-
tainly would not help those who wanted to get to Palestine.”42 

By the late 1950s, the Holocaust survivors in Europe, the United States, and Pales-
tine/Israel were aware of the public demand for the “ideal victim” built on moral su-
periority and the exclusion of any acts perceived as immoral or ambivalent at the time. 
Such societal expectations shaped victims’ choices and careful consideration of which 
aspects of their stories were deemed (un)sharable. As Pascale R. Bos argues, 

Survivors felt compelled to emphasize “the morality of their behavior, believing that 
any suggestion of impropriety in order to survive detracts attention away from the 
real perpetrators of the Holocaust.” This led to self-censorship among survivors who 
had witnessed or experienced morally ambiguous situations such as sexual exchange 
or rape among ( Jewish) inmates, or rape by rescuers or liberators. The narratives that 
remained were primarily accounts that illustrated the barbarism of the Germans 
while emphasizing the virtue and heroism of their victims.43 

Survivors’ self-censorship, however, can be also interpreted as an effort to reclaim 
one’s identity and one’s life in dignity without the rupture that took both away. In other 
words, such refusal of Holocaust survivors to share their traumatic experiences might 
have been the result of “the fear of being trapped in an image in which one does not 
quite recognize oneself.”44 It reflected survivors’ desire to move away from the trau-
matic past and build new families and social and professional lives. 

The memory of sexual(ized) violence was shaped not only on an individual but also 
on institutional levels. The earliest shaping of the collective memory of sexual(ized) 
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violence can be traced back to postwar trials with Nazi perpetrators and collaborators. 
Soviet postwar trials shaped the collective memory of rape by removing sexual vio-
lence against survivors from the public discourse and relegating it to the realm of nov-
els, testimonies, and memoirs.45 The International Military Tribunal in Nuremberg 
and the International Military Tribunal for the Far East in Tokyo focused on prose-
cuting “crimes against peace as the principal crimes committed by Nazi Germany and 
the Japanese Army rather than on war crimes and crimes against humanity as a con-
sequence of aggression.”46 As a result, the postwar trials with Nazi collaborators did 
not consider gendered experiences and sexual(ized) violence. Article 6 of the Charter 
of the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg addressed war crimes and crimes 
against humanity but did not ramify sexual(ized) violence as a category on its own.47 

The Tokyo war crimes tribunal (the International Military Tribunal for the Far East) 
brought the rape of Nanking to the world’s attention but silenced the plight of com-
fort women. During the Soviet war crime trials against local collaborators “sex crimes 
never appeared as a separate type of crime in Soviet regulatory instruments”48 even 
though the available documents displayed a “comparatively compassionate attitude 
of NKGB investigators towards the women.”49 As Marta Havryshko concludes, “So-
viet rape culture,” that is, “a range of perceptions, stereotypes, and myths about rape,” 
informed the Soviet response to wartime rape and sexual violence.50 Soviet postwar 
trials thus effectively erased the history of the Soviet Army’s sexual(ized) violence 
against survivors by facilitating their version of transitional justice and executing re-
venge against the collaborators. 

It was the victors’ justice. The Soviet Army’s military victories meant a tightening 
of political control and the introduction of different levels of censorship throughout 
Eastern Europe under Soviet communism. As Vojin Majstorović shows, the censored 
historiography of the Red Army was now marked by the celebrations of military vic-
tories and an expression of the gratitude of the “liberated.”51 In this context, there was 
no space for a history of pain and suffering inflicted by the Red Army. The sacrifices of 
liberators and the crimes of the Nazis and their collaborators dominated postwar pub-
lic discourse in the region. Even later, when works about the crimes of the Soviet Army 
began to emerge, scholars—as Stefan Cristian Ionescu notes in this volume—would 
rather pay more attention to other crimes of the liberator army, namely “the Soviet 
authorities’ forcible recruitment of survivors for the Red Army and the labor battal-
ions” rather than sexual(ized) violence. Soviet political discourse drew a rather sharp 
line between the evil of Nazi perpetrators and the heroism of the Red Army and par-
tisans, thus ultimately pushing the Holocaust survivors’ experiences to the periph-
ery of public attention. But as Andrea Pető shows in her chapter, communal mem-
ory of the Red Army’s sexual(ized) violence was not erased. Even though “the crimes 
of sexual violence committed by Soviet soldiers after 1945 went largely unpunished 
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legally,” Pető reminds us, “the emotional and political consequences of this remain 
evident to this day.” 

Whereas the Soviet regime’s soft and hard power controls such as the May 8 annual 
celebrations of the victory of the Red Army in the Great Patriotic War, censorship, per-
secution, and ethnic cleansing made discussions about liberator sexual(ized) violence 
in Soviet bloc public discourse taboo, the conditions for the discussions of liberator 
rape in the West took a different course. The topic of the Red Army’s sexual(ized) vi-
olence committed against German civilians (surviving German Jews were not spared 
either) was at the forefront of public discourse in Cold War West Germany. It is esti-
mated that the Soviet Army raped “one out of every three of about one and a half mil-
lion women in Berlin”52 or about two million women (the number of children, men, 
and nonbinary civilians is typically not differentiated from the efforts to assess the num-
ber of raped) during the fall of Berlin and in Eastern Europe.53 Postwar novels, mem-
oirs, and diaries were vocal about the Red Army’s rapes. As Atina Grossmann admits: 

“I found rape stories everywhere, told matter-of-factly, told as tragedy, told with ironic 
humor and bravado. Women told their stories to authorities from whom they expected 
specific forms of redress, and they obsessively retold their stories to each other and to 
their daughters. They lived, interpreted and represented their rape in a particular his-
torical context which they participated in creating.”54 

Amid the international recovery and geopolitical realignments, postwar West Ger-
many instrumentalized the painful history of sexual(ized) violence committed by the 
Soviet Army against German civilians to define its place in Europe and achieve Euro-
pean integration and membership in NATO. The all-pervasive feeling of victimhood 
of postwar German society (as victims of Nazism, Allied bombing, Red Army retalia-
tion and rape, the plight of  German POWs in the hands of  Soviets, the pain of post-
war reconstruction and de-Nazification) tended to obscure the agency and complicity 
of civilians in sustaining the Nazi regime and underscored the plight of a “new national 
community of suffering.”55 The memory and trauma of the Red Army’s mass rapes of 
German civilians, mostly women and girls, were instrumentalized inward, that is, to-
ward national cohesiveness mobilized through emotions of suffering, frustration, loss, 
and pain but also helped to steer the place of Germany in postwar Europe to a “civi-
lized world.” The fluctuation of the images of the “barbarous” communist Soviet rap-
ist in postwar popular culture signaled West Germany’s “reinvention of itself as a part 
of the West.”56 As Júlia Garraio contends, “Rape and violation were not recalled as acts 
of sexual violence against women and young girls in the framework of armed conflicts 
marked by patriarchal cultures with a strong ethnic component. Instead, they were 
made into political images that were firmly embedded in Cold War discourses.”57 Cold 
War tensions thus predetermined the ebb and flow of the discourse on the Red Army’s 
rape in substantial ways. 
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The Eichmann trial of 1961 introduced a new opportunity for witnessing as the 
trial brought to the fore the importance of Holocaust survivors’ testimonies, which 
paved the path to the late 1970s proliferation of institutional Holocaust memory.58 

Following the trial, “the survivors acquired the social identity of survivors because 
society now recognized them as such.”59 The new function of these survivors was “the 
bearers of history.”60 One of the witnesses or “bearers of history” at the Eichmann 
trial, Yehiel Dinur, known as Ka-Tzetnik 135633, authored semi-autobiographical 
novels that, besides everything else, discussed sexual(ized) violences during the Ho-
locaust. Thanks to his texts, sexual(ized) violence emerged as an indelible part and 
parcel of the Holocaust survivor experiences. Ka-Tzetnik’s novels with graphic de-
scriptions of sexual(ized) violence “were indeed initially received as authentic tes-
timony in Israel where they became bestsellers, were studied by members of the Is-
raeli Defence Forces, and were eventually (in the 1990s) even integrated into the 
high school curriculum.”61 Some Israeli publishers responded to an increase in pop-
ular interest in the topic of sexual(ized) violence as a result of Ka-Tzetnik’s novels by 
publishing Stalags—“cheaply made novels with racy covers that turned the theme of 
wartime sexual violence into pornography.”62 Such “pornographization of the history 
of sexual violence in the Holocaust”63 through cheap novels published in Israel rep-
resented another pathway for the fluctuation of the topic of sexual(ized) violence in 
1960s popular culture even though the topic failed to gain attention as a legitimate 
subject of research in academia.64 

In the 1970s, the newly emerging discourses on human rights offered fertile ground 
for the feminist anti-rape movement, “consciousness-raising” as well as “public 

‘speak-out’ on rape,” even though rape was not framed as a human rights issue until the 
1990s.65 The emergence of the 1970s women’s movement shaped the early scholarly ef-
forts to underscore gendered experiences of the Holocaust as well as more open dis-
cussion about patriarchal societies and sexual(ized) violence in war and colonial con-
texts. Yet, on the part of some feminists, the weight was shifted to the interpretation 
of rape as a crime of the patriarchal system devoid of intersections with race. This ap-
proach alienated BIPOC feminists because it obscured experiences of sexual(ized) vi-
olence perpetrated against black and Indigenous communities and people of color.66 

In particular, such an approach ignored the fact that “sexual violence and inter-racial 
rape became one crucial battleground [of the 1940–1975 civil rights movement] upon 
which African Americans sought to destroy white supremacy and gain personal and 
political autonomy.”67 Such alienation has not abated. Even today BIPOC feminists 
are dismayed by the “masked colonial mindset within First World feminism” that ori-
entalizes sexual violence, projects the problem of rape to “darker continents,” and tries 
to “educate,” “help,” or “rescue” BIPOC feminists without acknowledging the long his-
tory of BIPOC feminists’ anti-rape activism.68 
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Racial blindness was persistent when it came to the 1990s discussion of perpe-
trators of rapes and sexual(ized) violence during liberation. One illustration of this 
blindness is the release of German feminist filmmaker Helke Sander and historian 
Barbara Johr’s 1992 documentary film BeFreier und Befreite (Liberators take liber-
ties). The film interprets the rape of German civilians during the liberation as embed-
ded in universal patriarchal oppression. The film “reveal[ed] the pitfalls of a certain 
kind of feminist analysis in which wartime rape is seen exclusively as a sexist crime, is 
defined as the worst kind of harm, and is isolated from the racial-political context in 
which it takes place.”69 Rape of German women (or any human being) was (and must 
be) strongly condemned regardless of the perpetrator. The issue is not to question or 
relativize the suffering and trauma of rape victims. It is important to flag the fact that 
racial blindness was allowed to foreground the victimization of German women in 
the hands of the liberator rapists (the rank and file in the Soviet Army and also the 
British and US armies). In so doing it derailed attention from German women’s com-
plicity in racism and genocide of Jews, Roma, and Sinti who were raped, humiliated, 
persecuted, abused, and exterminated under the watch of Nazism, their collabora-
tors, and ordinary people. 

Similarly, in post-1989 Eastern Europe, the theme of liberator rape was instrumen-
talized by nationalists whose effort was to divert attention from the problematic Nazi, 
fascist, and Holocaust past by emphasizing the communist-era victimhood. The instru-
mentalization of rape stories was notable, especially in Hungary, where the conserva-
tive stream, including the Catholic Church, widely utilized the narrative of mass rape 
of civilians by the Red Army as a means of categorical distancing from the communist 
era. The dissemination of brutal stories of rape depicted Hungary as a victimized na-
tion in the hands of communists while neglecting its wartime collaboration with Na-
zis and the Holocaust.70 

The mass rapes during the Yugoslav wars, the Bosnian and Rwandan genocides in 
the 1990s, and the International Criminal Court’s ruling of sexual violence during the 
war as a war crime and crime against humanity, brought wartime and military rape 
into greater scholarly focus on both sides of the Atlantic.71 The court recognized mass 
rape as a mechanism of genocide and concluded that mass rape represents “a threat to 
national and international peace and security.”72 Mass rapes committed in Bosnia and 
Rwanda, on the one hand, resulted in the recognition and even prioritization of its ra-
cial essence,73 which solidified the notion of rape as a genocidal instrument during the 
war. At the same time, mass rapes in Bosnia and Rwanda represented “anchors of de-
parture or first signifiers of securitization [of rape].”74 Even though the prosecution of 
the perpetrators of rape by international tribunals has been sluggish, haphazard, and 
minuscule in the face of the scale of the committed mass rapes, the critical legal trans-
formation of international law had an immense impact on the course of  Holocaust and 
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genocide scholarship. The transformation opened space for academics to pursue the 
reexamination of the existing knowledge along intersections of gender, sex, race, eth-
nicity, class, age, ableism, and violence. As a result, scholars approached sexual(ized) 
violence not as a “by-product” but rather as an indelible part of genocide. This shift 
toward an intersectional approach to studying genocide was manifested in the emer-
gence of new analytical terms such as “a new grammar of rape—‘genocidal rape,’ ‘eth-
norape’ or ‘femicide.’”75 

SCHOL A R SH I P OV E RV I E W 

This brief context shows how hard-won the first three decades of emerging debates on 
sexual(ized) violence among Holocaust scholars were. Although as early as 1975 Su-
san Brownmiller introduced sexual(ized) violence during the Holocaust as a topic for 
history writing, it was not until the 1980s–1990s that Jewish women’s wartime experi-
ences gained more sustained scholarly attention.76 The 1983 groundbreaking Confer-
ence on Women Surviving the Holocaust organized by Joan Ringelheim and Esther 
Katz at Stern College in New York marked the emergence of scholarship on gendered 
experiences during the Holocaust and foundational works of scholars like Dalia Ofer 
and Lenore J. Weitzman77 or Marion Kaplan.78 But even three decades into the explo-
ration of the subject in 2010, Sonja M. Hedgepeth and Rochelle G. Saidel presented 
their edited volume Sexual Violence Against Jewish Women During the Holocaust to 
readers “as a challenge to claims that Jewish women were not raped or sexually violated 
during the Holocaust.”79 To confront such blatant erasure, some historians ventured to 
break the tabooed topic by focusing on and uncovering a broad range of perpetrators 
of sexual(ized) violence during the Holocaust: the Wehrmacht soldiers80 and the sol-
diers from collaborating nations, the SS, SD, and police battalions and agencies, mem-
bers of auxiliary administrations, fellow Jewish victims, as well as the non-Jewish locals 
who took an active part in the persecution and benefited materially from the deporta-
tion and mass murder of their Jewish neighbors.81 

This heavy focus on perpetrators when examining the history of sexual(ized) vio-
lence soon yielded works on “gendered practices of masculine performance”82 and ef-
forts to produce taxonomies of rape (genocidal, institutional, or opportunistic rape) 
and understand the functions and patterns of sexual(ized) violence inflicted mainly on 
Jewish women and girls during the Holocaust.83 Not surprisingly, perpetrator-centered 
research tended to objectify and sideline rape victims. It was during this phase that 
some scholars ventured to explore the crimes of the liberator Red Army including sex-
ual(ized) violence against civilians, mainly non-Jewish women and girls in Germany, 
while leaving the impact of the Soviet Army’s mass rape of Jewish survivors of the 
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Holocaust during the liberation on the margins of scholarly attention. As a result, the 
past three decades produced some critical works on the mass rape of civilians by the 
Red Army in Germany, where the rape was more prevalent84 and received more atten-
tion85 compared to states between the Soviet Union and Germany.86 The debate sur-
rounding liberator sexual(ized) violence perpetrated against the Holocaust survivors, 
in particular, has remained on the margins of scholarly debates. 

Despite the bourgeoning scholarship about sexual(ized) violence during the Ho-
locaust and in times of armed conflict87 produced since the 2010s,88 some scholarly 
voices still did not hide their skepticism about the risks of discussing such histories in 
the public space. Considering the scale of the suffering of  Jews, Lawrence Langer ar-
gued that “the historical significance [of sexual(ized) violence—NP] is very small in the 
context of the Holocaust experience.” According to Langer, “to make rape a significant 
part of the narrative, the numbers would have to be in the thousands or tens of thou-
sands. We will never know how often it happened.”89 Some were concerned that focus-
ing on Jewish women and girls as the victims of sexual(ized) violence might push the 
suffering of Jewish males aside.90 Lenore J. Weitzman warned that admitting that rape 
during the Holocaust was a widespread phenomenon posits a risk of unwanted stigma 
and trauma for female Holocaust survivors, especially if the victim was not exposed to 
the ordeal of sexual(ized) violence.91 Weitzman warned that sharing sexual(ized) vio-
lence experiences is a mentally challenging and painful process due to “fear, shame and 
concern about being blamed or viewed as ‘damaged goods.’”92 According to Weitzman, 
the concept of shanda, a Yiddish word for shame, dangerously hangs over the family 
reputation when it comes to sexual relations, sexual violence, and rape.93 In this line of 
thinking, some scholars identified the silence of victims as a means of self-defense and 
protection of the family’s honor. 

The more recent scholarship helps to uncover a complicated terrain of erasure 
and visibility of victims’ experiences of gender-based sexual(ized) violence within 
existing taxonomies of knowledge shaped by political, societal, as well as institu-
tional contexts of each postwar decade.94 The survivors’ ability to share the stories 
of sexual(ized) violence precariously hung on societal acceptance and space for vic-
tims to be heard. Fearing indifference, Holocaust survivors were hesitant about shar-
ing their experiences with the public.95 The ability to share survivors’ stories in a safe 
space and acquire the role of a witness allows survivors to rebuild dignity and trust 
that their presence as witnesses is critical in what many describe as mending the 
wrongs of the past. Yet, witnessing itself and determining the (in)visibility of indi-
vidual past experiences is a highly gendered phenomenon. Considering the harms 
of heteronormative patriarchal structures, Dorota Glowacka, for example, points 
to the issue of the credibility of women’s witnessing amid the prominence of men’s 
stories in Holocaust memory. She points to a “disavowal of female agency” and the 
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absence of women’s experiences of sexual(ized) violence in Holocaust memory as 
“a conceptual oubliette” that prompts inquiry into “women’s epistemic authority 
and their status as credible witnesses.”96 Similarly, trans and queer experiences have 
been made invisible until the recent upsurge of critical scholarship transcending 
queer and Jewish studies.97 

F R A M I NG A N D CONCE P TS 

This collection of essays aims to demystify and complicate the history of the 1945 lib-
eration of Holocaust survivors by bringing to the fore their individual and local mem-
ories of liberation. It challenges the mnemonic culture glorifying the Red Army and 
offers a more nuanced interpretation of liberation as a grey zone of rescue. More spe-
cifically, the goal of this collection is to conceptualize the Soviet Army liberation of 
the Jewish Holocaust survivors as an exclusionary process of communal and societal 
displacement and violence. To do so, the volume employs gender and sexual(ized) vi-
olence as critical analytical categories. It also expands the notion of the “Soviet” lib-
eration to partisans and local non-Jewish rescuers whose agency also played a signif-
icant role in the process. 

Through a close reading of survivors’ testimonies and memoirs, our volume thus 
moves beyond the conceptualization of the Soviet Army’s liberation as a “rapturous 
moment in time.”98 We challenge the date of May 8, 1945, as a definite marker of libera-
tion and instead introduce the notion of the liberation process for the period between 
1943 and 1946. This liberation phase (1943–1946) was inspired by a chronology from 
the margins, that is, a chronology inspired by survivors’ recollections of the interactions 
with partisans, rescuers, and Red Army liberators, including the Red Army’s counter-
espionage service, and SMERSH (an acronym for “Death to Spies”) that ran filtration 
camps in Central and Eastern Europe, and in the Soviet Union. 

The emphasis on the liberation of the Holocaust survivors as a process going be-
yond May 8, 1945, has several implications. First, it challenges the deliberate sepa-
ration of the difficult topic of sexual(ized) violence from the Holocaust and World 
War II history and allows for the identification of links and intersections between 
these fields. Second, it contests the fissure between the occupation and liberation 
constructed by the national histories fixed on May 8, 1945. Finally, it highlights the 
flaws of the securitization lens (i.e., “set of interrelated practices, and the processes 
of their production, diffusion, and reception/translation that bring threats into be-
ing”99), which identifies sexual(ized) violence as a weapon of war and, in so doing, ne-
glects its presence during the transition to peace and beyond.100 As Sara Meger points 
out, the securitization lens “enforces a de facto hierarchy of atrocity that considers 
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strategic and instrumental sexual violence inherently worse than ‘everyday’ rape and 
civilian-perpetrated sexual violence.”101 Such an approach “reinforces a dichotomy 
between normal versus extraordinary politics.” 102 Meger reminds us that the secu-
ritization framework “lures us into a fantasy of gender equity, but in reality it ob-
scures, rather than challenges, the structures that lie beneath wartime sexual(ized) 
violence.”103 Such accounting of the structural roots of sexual(ized) violence should 
not be neglected in cases of sexual(ized) violence committed against Holocaust sur-
vivors by non-Jewish rescuers, partisans, liberators, various actors in Soviet filtration 
camps, or fellow Holocaust survivors. 

This does not mean that scholars should abandon the securitization lens when study-
ing sexual(ized) violence during times of conflict. Rather, what this research of sexu-
al(ized) violence during the liberation phase urges us to consider is not the gap, but 
rather the overlap and continuance of structural and recently prominent securitization 
approaches to sexual(ized) violence. Approaching securitization and structural theories 
as embedded in each other collapses the boundaries of these approaches and allows for 
more plasticity; that is, it allows us to approach liberator sexual(ized) violence not as 
an oddity or exception but rather as an indelible part and parcel of states’ heteropatri-
archal structures and an instrument of demarcating power and control to achieve per-
manent security at all times (i.e., regardless of times of conflict, transition to peace, and 
time of peace) within and beyond the borders of the state.104 

In terms of the proposed conceptualization, Monika J. Flaschka offers the term 
“ruined liberation” and argues that “Soviet rape of Holocaust survivors does not fit 
the usual model of military sexual violence.” Flaschka ventures to examine the so-
cial power of rape and its multiple functions as a “public performance of masculin-
ity,” as an expression of what George Mosse earlier described as Männerbund105 or 
belonging to a “national, gendered and military community,” but also as a revenge 
or reward. Yuliya von Saal suggests framing rape as a tool of power control and re-
inforcing hierarchies, or a tool of “misogynic masculinity” in heteropatriarchy. Von 
Saal approaches liberator rape as a sign of the distortion and collapse of generational 
relationships and “the demoralization of [the entire] wartime society.” Stefan Cris-
tian Ionescu’s analysis implies instrumentalization of rape as a tool for navigating 
communal justice and communal memory during an insecure transition to peace. 
Ionescu points to some Jewish male survivors’ approval of the liberator rape as part 
of a just revenge: “belief that the Red Army soldiers were entitled to rape and rob 
in Romania’s cities such as Bucharest,” which “appeared to them wealthy and un-
harmed by war,” as “a form of revenge for the destruction perpetrated by the Ro-
manian soldiers in the USSR between 1941 and 1944.” Liberator rape was thus an 
instrument of social power, as Flaschka argues in her chapter. It also functioned as 
a tool for navigating communal justice and memory in a fragile transition toward 
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postwar national memory building. As Czech Jewish survivor Lilly Selby said in 
Monika J. Flaschka’s chapter: “I wished them what they did to us,” thus refusing to 
condemn Soviet Army soldiers’ rape of women in Slovakia, the state that collabo-
rated with Nazi Germany. 

The grey zone of liberation as “shattered” inevitably introduced efforts to concep-
tualize the agency of historical actors in a way that captured the fluidity of historical 
agency. For example, Ionescu brings to the fore the category of liberator-occupier, and 
in her chapter Miranda Brethour carefully works through the conceptualizations of 

“the dual identity of ‘helper-perpetrator’” while distancing herself from the term “res-
cue” as it implies a successful and positive experience of survivors and obliterates the 

“grey zone” of rescue. These efforts to recognize the multiplicity and fluidity of agencies 
of historical actors highlight the importance of implication—namely a category of im-
plicated subject106 that, more often than not, is absent or outright denied and rejected 
in the national histories’ narratives feeding on national victimhood. 

While focusing mainly on traumatic registers of sexual(ized) violence in history and 
individual and collective memory of liberation, the contributors in this volume did not 
fail to name and recognize physical and psychological interactions with liberators that 
went beyond those of sexual(ized) violence. In so doing, the presented edited volume 
contributes to the recent scholarship that underscores the impossibility of viewing sex-
ual(ized) violence as a fixed category and invites scholars to deeper explorations of what 
is but also what is not sexual(ized) violence. 

The interactions identified by our contributors can be located in the complex space 
between romantic liaisons on the one hand and rape on the other. For example, Anna 
Hájková’s republished chapter107 in this volume challenges feminist scholars’ inter-
pretations of prostitution and sex work as sexual violence. She brings to the fore his-
tories of various forms of sexual barter and the urgency to destigmatize it. Hájková 
situates the concept of sexual barter at the intersection of the history of prostitution 
and the economy of prisoner society and asks “how sexual barter has come to be por-
trayed as inherently shameful.” Her research questions reductive approaches con-
ceptualizing prostitution as sexual violence or rape and, in so doing, rescues victims 
from the harms of scholarly approaches that implicitly add to victims’ dehumaniza-
tion by denying their agency in extreme contexts. As Hájková asserts, “Sexual barter, 
that is, exchange of sex or affection for resources or protection, was a frequent means 
by which Holocaust victims sought to secure their survival.” Similarly, Ionescu maps 
transactional (sexual barter), consensual, or romantic relationships between the Jew-
ish (and gentile) women and the Red Army that included desire, fantasizing, and ro-
mance. Ionescu notes that “a few Jewish girls and women found the liberating Red 
Army soldiers attractive and dated them or fantasized about dating them if they were 
too young to have a romance.” 
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M ET HODOLO G Y 

Methodologically, the editors strove for a survivor-centered approach (i.e., focus on 
women, youth and children—mainly girls, and to a lesser degree queer adults) and 
hoped to highlight what liberation meant to the survivors while recognizing how these 
recollections were institutionally shaped. Carli Snyder’s research that built on Noah 
Shenker’s findings shows how institutional expectations of ideal survivor testimony, 
which was structured around on a 20:60:20 ratio where the majority of the testimony 
should focus on experiences during the war and the rest should be squarely divided be-
tween prewar and postwar experiences, limited survivors’ space for the recollections 
of liberation and navigated it as a resolution to survivors’ earlier plight. As Snyder con-
cludes, “For many, liberation did not lead to a sense of resolution and often could not 
be confined to 20 percent of their retelling.” 

That was because for most Holocaust survivors, liberation had nothing to do with 
one moment in time, namely May 8, 1945. First, most of Eastern Europe was liberated 
much earlier (between the summer of 1944 and early winter 1945), and second, survi-
vors thought of their liberation as a process that began long before and lasted long after 
the actual event. They also gave it meanings that could not be contained in a 20:60:20 
ratio. For some survivors like Jurek Becker, the author of Jacob the Liar, who survived 
the ghetto as a child, the liberation began with longing for freedom while in the ghetto. 
Jacob dreamed about the liberation by the Soviets just like those in the Warsaw ghetto 
clung to any news indicating approaching liberation. Even false news triggered “the 
fantasy of a possible liberation and foster[ed] an imaginary connection to a world in 
which the enemy seeking the death of the Jews is being battled. It counteracts the sense 
of being excluded from the world, abandoned by all.”108 Such envisioning could in-
clude sexual fantasies about the liberator, as Ionescu’s chapter notes. For other Holo-
caust survivors, liberation also meant experiences from “filtration” camps established 
by the Soviet authorities as a means to ensure that only loyal Soviet citizens rather than 
traitors and collaborators were allowed to return. Many liberated Holocaust survivors 
returning to the Soviet Union were subjected to detention and interrogation at filtra-
tion camps—the topic that has been on the margins of scholarly attention and is ex-
plored by Daina Eglitis in this volume. 

The Holocaust survivors ascribed a variety of meanings to their liberation. As Pau-
lovicova’s contribution shows, the diverse memories of liberation ranging from “the 
anti-climatic liberation of one body, one human being”109 to memory vignettes de-
scribing liberation as “such a terrible thing to happen to be liberated”110 suggest the 
presence of unexplored multidirectional memories of liberation worth deeper analy-
sis. Andrea Pető examines how survivors themselves could downplay the liberator rape 
or recollected liberation as love or “romanticizing narrative mode, built on empathy 
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and support,” which, as Pető argues, was “also possible in the case of sexual violence.” 
Flaschka brings to the fore other mnemonic vignettes of liberation, among them Henia 
Goldman’s recollection of liberation as a “nightmarish experience” that she described 

“as a punishment” that she “deserved” because she survived the horrors of the Holo-
caust. Goldman’s memory thus points to the presence of Holocaust survivors’ guilt at-
tached to their survival and liberator rape. Similarly, Carli Snyder’s thorough research 
of hundreds of testimonies concludes that “the very meaning of liberation was closely 
associated with rape” for many of these survivors. Miranda Brethour and Monika J. 
Flaschka analyze testimonies that recall liberator rape as being worse than the terror 
that the survivors went through. 

Many contributors also examine erasures and avoidance in survivors’ recollections 
of their liberation experiences. The volume thus contributes to the ongoing debates 
on the modes of silence and erasures surrounding sexual(ized) violence. What the 
past debates on the silence111 surrounding sexual(ized) violence revealed is the need 
to pay closer attention to how precisely victims narrate the difficult history of sex-
ual(ized) violence and what modes of avoidance rather than silence they resort to 
in their testimonies.112 Paula David notes that during the lifetime of Holocaust sur-
vivors, we approach interviewing, recording, listening, understanding, and a care-
ful unpacking of testimonies as an art rather than science and insists that scholars 
should listen to silence and ask the following questions: “In the context of sexual vi-
olence, is the ‘silence’ or excluded narrative a result of personal choice, awareness of 
personal safety, anticipation of negative reaction, or lack of understanding? Does it 
stem from a personal or familial protective stance? Is it a carefully constructed one 
or an intuitive one?”113 

This volume unpacks various modes of avoidance surrounding the recollection of 
sexual(ized) violence and rape. The early survivor testimonies displayed specific men-
tions of sexual(ized) violence whereas the later testimonies display the presence of cau-
tious language that would not evoke judgment. In some cases, Holocaust survivors men-
tioned sexual(ized) violence only when the circumstances allowed them to escape the 
imminent threat of rape. Such situations are described in the memoirs of Eva Gossman, 
Helena Jockel, and Elizabeth Meyer Liener’s book titled Markus, Planter of Trees: A 
Memoir.114 Even though oral testimonies reveal the reluctance to call sexual(ized) vi-
olence by its name, it does not mean that these narratives are not present in the testi-
monies. One of the survivors, Eva Boros, recalls how they did not want to stay in their 
house upon returning from the concentration camp because of the danger of the Red 
Army’s violence. Eva then describes rape as an “attack” (napadnutie), and only when 
prompted by the interviewer about the nature of the attack does Eva use the word rape. 
Snyder notes the presence of similar euphemisms referring to rape: “go to bed with 
us” or “have fun with us.” Flaschka observes “how survivors try to make sense of what 
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happened to them or distance themselves from it through their word choice,” and Mon-
ika Vrzgulová identifies the word choice of “calamity” as a signifier of rape. Eglitis ar-
gues that “survivors tell of sexual violence that victimized someone else, or which they 
narrowly avoided. . . . [In many cases,] it is impossible to determine whether a survivor 
herself was a witness or a victim.” Scholars suggest that the avoidance of naming the 
rape directly should be studied more carefully, not only as a traumatic memory with 
its long-term impact on victims but also possibly as “a form of communication” and 

“strategy for coexistence.”115 

To better understand factors that played a role in the ways the survivors recollected 
their past experiences of liberator sexual(ized) violence, some contributions ventured 
to carefully unpack the ways the interviews were conducted. Snyder’s meticulous scru-
tiny of the 1990s Shoah Foundation interviews and the interviewers’ training points 
not only to the lack of preparedness of the interviewers to deal with the survivors’ 
recollections of liberator rape but also shows how such training shaped their ideal-
ized notion of liberation as a resolution to survivors’ narratives. Vrzgulová reflects on 
self-presentation strategies of Holocaust survivors during the interviews she along 
with other colleagues conducted in Slovakia between 1995 and 1997 for the interna-
tional project Fates of Those Who Survived the Holocaust under the auspices of the 
Fortunoff Video Archive. Vrzgulová offers a first-person reflective account of the in-
terviewer recollecting the interviewing process and technique, the mood among in-
terviewers, challenges of interviewing the Holocaust survivors, as well as factors that 
shaped the content of survivors’ testimonies. The process of interviewing was not 
only transformative for both interviewer and interviewee, but it also informed and 
shaped subsequent interviews: “All future interviews were already different because I 
had become different too. In each subsequent interview, I was able to better perceive 
and more meaningfully explore the respondent’s past,” Vrzgulová recalls. Her refer-
ence to “embodied presence”116 nudges us to embrace embodied research by empha-
sizing the researcher’s positionality and humanity through “witnessing and ‘listening 
through discomfort.’”117 

W I T N E S SI NG: ET H IC S A N D AG E NC Y 

In a society that values intimacy, “testimony appeals to the heart and not to the mind,” 
Wieviorka claims. “The one who testifies signs a ‘compassionate pact’ with the one who 
receives the testimony.”118 The effect of the “compassionate pact” is the emphatic receiv-
er’s “compassionate response.”119 “Compassionate response” implies careful listening 
and critical pondering if scholars were “truly listening”120 to what survivors were saying. 
Yet, despite their best intentions researchers’ delivery of a “compassionate response” is 



  

  

 

 

  

 
  

 

 
 
 
 
 

18 / SH AT T E R E D L I BE R AT ION 

often not without risks of perpetuating survivors’ dehumanization and stigmatization. 
The contributors inevitably grappled with questions concerning ethical compassion-
ate response, ethical approach, and methodologies. Paulovicova argues that uncritical 
and often assumed conclusions that victims of sexual(ized) violence were silent due to 
their feelings of shame may harm victims as such claims perpetuate the same patriar-
chal structures within which the act of violent mass rape emerged. She argues that the 
victims’ recollections of rape displayed the presence of screen memory—a sign of the 
presence of a coping mechanism rather than shame. She suggests breaking the “vicious 
cycle of [victim] stigmatization” by firmly situating rape victims’ silence in the legal 
protective space of “right to memory.” Protecting the victims from stigmatization has 
a broader societal impact. Shame attached to victims who were raped does not solely 
serve as a tool of their oppression and surveillance; it disintegrates the social, political, 
and economic fabric of the community and society. As the research shows, rape, en-
forced pregnancies, venereal disease, abortions, unwanted children born out of rape, 
trauma, and stigmatization attached to rape had a far-reaching impact on society as it 
often required social interventions and “warped and changed its [society’s] commu-
nal psyche and identity” and even had the power to “irreversibly alter . . . the nature of 
the national character.”121 

Several contributions underscore the importance of approaching shame surfacing 
through recollections of sexual violence, rape, prostitution, or sexual barter as a social 
construct that needs to be historicized. For example, in her chapter, Pető notes that 

“the explicit mention of the feeling of shame was more common after the liberation 
than before.” Hájková’s research carefully unpacks layers that facilitated the portrayal 
of sexual barter as “inherently shameful.” Her research shows how sex work and queer-
ness were instrumentalized in othering and shaming survivors who resorted to sexual 
barter by both their fellow Holocaust survivors and scholars. How to approach survi-
vors’ voices that judge or express contempt for other survivors who resorted to sexual 
barter? She asks “how to examine these voices in a way that shows empathy to judg-
ing narrators (themselves victims of the Holocaust) while refusing to shame the peo-
ple who engaged in sex work.” 

 While striving for a more victim-centered approach in an effort to restore survi-
vors’ dignity and agency, the contributors encountered factors that played a role in 
depleting victims of their agency and, in turn, contributed to the further dehuman-
ization of survivors. One such factor is the harm of scholarly misconceptualization 
inflicted on survivors. As Hájková’s research shows, misconceptualization of sexual 
barter as sexual violence or rape can strip victims of agency and ability to choose even 
in extreme situations. Hájková refutes the entrenched notion of “choiceless choices” 
proposed by Lawrence Langer and underscores the critical importance of survivors’ 
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agency and survivors’ “ability to exercise at least some form of control over sex.” Fel-
low survivors and scholars who resort to moral condemnation, judgments, and sham-
ing of survivors who embraced sex as a vital and often the sole resource that could be 
commodified not only contribute to profound othering, marginalization, and dehu-
manization of such survivors but, more importantly, they fortify the very structures 
of heteropatriarchy that instrumentalize stigmatization as an efficient tool of power 
and surveillance. 

Recognition of the agency of Holocaust survivors in difficult and impossible situ-
ations is a vital pathway to the restoration and affirmation of survivors’ humanity and 
dignity. Brethour’s research in this volume identifies several important layers of agency 
as captured in oral histories: “the choice of survivors to narrate the tabooed histories 
that they tell, the way that their recollections emphasize decision-making, and their 
embodied ways of telling.” Building on the work of Julie Hurst-Whitehouse, Brethour 
approaches “testifying itself . . . [as] an act of agency through which women, to quote 
Julie Hurst-Whitehouse, ‘reinstat[e] their personhood, including their sexual subjec-
tivity [. . .] despite numerous societal barriers which deem talking about the experi-
ence off-limits.’”122 

Throughout the volume, contributors strive to underscore survivors’ agency during 
the liberation phase and the strategies they implemented to prevent sexual(ized) vi-
olence as a refusal of survivors’ objectification and means of rebuilding their dignity 
and humanity. Ionescu, for example, brings to the fore several strategies to which vic-
tims resorted to avoid sexual(ized) violence: “such as traveling in large groups, staying 
indoors after dark, seeking protection from former male prisoners who traveled on the 
same routes or shared the same transit camps, preparing hiding places, disguising them-
selves to look older and unappealing, lying about their age, claiming to suffer from con-
tagious diseases, and asking for help from Soviet officers.” Brethour identifies strate-
gies of self-defense and decision-making in the context of sheltering of survivors by aid 
providers. In her chapter on sexual(ized) violence in partisan units in Belarus von Saal 
identifies strategies that women or young girls implemented to navigate their survival 
in the face of the ever-present threat of rape by the partisans and in “partly coercive sex-
ual relationships with men.” Women would enter into forced marriages, typically with 
men higher in the power hierarchy among partisans like officers, which von Saal de-
scribes as situations with a “blurred line between consensual and forced relationships.” 
Gender and age predetermined the strategies that Holocaust survivors used to navigate 
their survival among partisan groups. Such strategies would entail efforts of little girls 
to seek the protection of a substitute parent, impersonating boys, or dressing like boys. 
Adolescent girls, von Saal argues, “were seeking the protection of a potential partner, 
with whom they usually (but not always) also had a sexual relationship.” 
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DI S SEC T I NG T H E M E MORY OF 
L I BE R AT ION I N NAT IONA L A N D 

T R A NS NAT IONA L SET T I NG S 

While some of the contributions ventured to dissect complex factors behind the pro-
duction of individual memory vignettes of the liberation, few contributors tackled 
the history and memory of sexual(ized) violence in national and transnational con-
texts. Andrea Pető’s contribution in this volume speaks to these debates by pointing 
to the presence of a post-1989 “diverse ‘market’ (academic and political) for stories of 
brutality by the Red Army” dictated by the political agenda of the ethnostate. Pető ar-
gues that while the rape stories of the ethnic majority have “contributed to the forma-
tion of national martyrdom,” ethnic minorities, such as Jews, and Jewish women in par-
ticular, resorted to silence as “a form of resistance to the existing dominant politics of 
memory,” which uncritically glorified the Red Army.” These identity-shaping memory 
dynamics were instrumental to “the illiberal polypore state” and its effort to maintain 

“mnemonic security.”123 As Pető argues, “The memory politics of the ‘polypore state’ is 
to duplicate, depoliticize, and empty the narrative and historical agency by appropri-
ating its meanings.” 

Kateřina Králová and Janis Nalbadidacis show how “historiography struggles to 
integrate the experiences of  Jewish women that go beyond the usual national frame-
work” and underscore the importance of transnational linkages in survivors’ accounts 
that are often erased in national histories. Their meticulous research through multi-
ple sources of the experience of one deportee from Thessaloniki, twenty-two-year-old 
Palomba Allalouf from Greece, complements the story of the countries that witnessed 
the physical presence of the liberator Red Army on their respective territories, such as 
Romania, Slovakia, Hungary, Poland, and Belarus. The national framework applied to 
the past would easily miss the histories of sexual(ized) violence inflicted by the Soviet 
Army in countries like Greece, which the Red Army did not liberate. Yet, the sole his-
torical fact of the absence of the Red Army on Greek territory does not mean that dis-
placed Jews were not subjected to the threat of liberator sexual(ized) violence elsewhere. 

As the current and past political contexts reveal, securitized memory instrumental-
izing sexual(ized) violence for identity politics and geopolitical interests varies across 
regions. As von Saal observes in this volume, different political contexts facilitate the 
emergence or erasure of the painful memory of rape and a need to account for the ter-
ritorialization of memory as a factor that predetermines the nature of the fluctuation of 
memory of sexual(ized) violence within specific regional political frames. Such terri-
torialization emerges when one reconsiders narratives in the diaspora. What von Saal’s 
contribution suggests is to consider the different meanings of rape as being time-based 
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and place-based, hence supporting existing scholarship underscoring the fluidity of 
rape signifiers across historical time and space.124 

Sexual(ized) violence as instruments of national and transnational securitization are 
intertwined with orientalism and civilizationism discourses.125 As Violeta Davoliūtė’s 
contribution demonstrates, Primo Levi’s orientalist gaze directed at the Red Army 
and the Soviet Union as a country of “a primitive vitality, a pure pagan talent” dis-
plays a gendered bias. On the one hand, Levi operates with the notion of the “primi-
tive” side of liberators (orientalist gaze). Concurrently, Levi is apologetical toward the 
Soviet liberators as he relativizes the Red Army’s sexual(ized) violences, portraying it 
as “innocent” violence. In so doing, Levi erases the experiences of some female victims 
of sexual(ized) violence whom he describes as “exotic,” “fairy-tale like,” or “half savage.” 
Orientalism and civilizationism are omnipresent and permeate survivors’ testimonies 
and archival documents. Pető argues that the omnipresence of civilizational and ori-
entalizing in public discourse and available documents are entangled with Christiani-
ty’s civilizationism formed since the Middle Ages as a response to Turkish rule and mil-
itary threats from the global East. 

M ET HODOLO GIC A L CH A L L E NG E S 

In addition to our efforts to restore the agency of the Holocaust survivors as an ethical 
imperative and identify the harms that scholars inflict through their methodologies, our 
contributors grapple with a series of other challenges rooted in the nature of testimo-
nies as “constantly mediated, contested, fragile acts of remembering,”126 with a dual func-
tion: as testimonies of the Holocaust and the liberation but also as historical documents 
of their own era in which they were produced, according to Snyder in this volume. The 
contributors encountered the challenges of working with fragmented testimonies due 
to institutional imprint on the process of interviewing, self-censorship of the survivors 
and specific modes of avoiding discussion of  sexual(ized) violence, the problems with 

“making sexual violence invisible with the indexing practice,” according to Pető, or chal-
lenges of language translation of handwritten documents, among others.

 Researchers who worked with oral testimonies and official records, like von Saal, 
were confronted with “the presence of extreme asymmetries of power.” Eglitis points 
to “the absence of women’s voices in perpetrator or other official documents” and the 
importance of testimonies as a gap-filling medium that “recognizes tensions between 
narratives of victimization by liberators and the heroism of liberating armies, and ad-
dresses the longtime marginalization of women’s stories in the telling of these histo-
ries.” Snyder’s contribution unpacks the methodological challenges behind the pro-
duction of testimonies, which in turn produce methodological challenges for how to 
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understand the value of testimonies as a pathway to comprehension of the impact of 
the Holocaust on individuals as well as their value as historical documents reflecting 
the politics of the era during which they were produced. What is the additional layer, 
and always a challenge for all of the contributors, is to reconcile these two layers with 
our positionalities in the changing world. 

ET H IC A L CH A L L E NG E S  

A careful contemplation of the possibility of writing an edited volume on the topic of 
sexual(ized) violence is always wrought with uneasy dilemmas concerning the implica-
tions of such publication for individual victims and the community. The decision “To 
write or not to write on this topic?” was not an easy one. The participants of this proj-
ect had to ask uneasy questions about the risks of writing about the difficult history of 
sexual(ized) violence. What is our investment in writing this history? From the posi-
tion of the researcher’s logic, remaining silent about sexual(ized) violence benefits per-
petrators as the silence absolves the perpetrators of their guilt and contributes to the 
environment that perpetuates sexual(ized) violence crimes. On the other hand, writ-
ing about sexual(ized) violence poses some serious risks as the surviving victims of sex-
ual(ized) violence might be subjected to unwanted societal attention and reemergence 
of the traumatic past. How to write about these difficult histories without reproducing 
harm and stigma? What do we need to unlearn to lower the risks of perpetuating harm? 

We also had to consider the risks of being accused of a predatory approach, that is, 
“collect[ing] stories of pain and humiliation in the lives of those being researched for 
[purposes of ] commodification,”127 which made us think more deeply about knowledge 
production in academia and in Holocaust and genocide studies in particular. Annette 
Wieviorka warns of the dangers of  “saturated memory” feeding on “perverse fascina-
tion with the horror, morbid taste for the past, the use of victims as political tools.”128 

To avoid this danger scholars must insist on legibility “by studying a singular object [in 
our case Holocaust survivors’ testimonies] in order to discover how, by its intrinsic com-
plexity, it re-asks all the questions.”129 The field of Holocaust and genocide studies is 
rooted in the mindset of documenting genocide, genocidal acts, complicity with geno-
cidaires, or what Eve Tuck broadly and historically described as harms or “documenting 
damage.”130 In the words of Eve Tuck, “There is an implicit and sometimes explicit as-
surance that stories of damage pay off in material, sovereign, and political wins.”131 The 
question that looms behind is how victims benefit from such an approach. More im-
portantly, do damage-documenting narratives center on or objectify victims? Does the 
current knowledge production speak with victims (if still alive) and for victims to “pur-
sue a brighter future” based on survivors’ desires, wisdom, and hope?132 To what extent 
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does our research perpetuate the notion of victims as “damaged,”133 and how should we 
unlearn harmful approaches, preconceptions, and methodologies leading to such harm-
ful stereotyping? The list of worries and concerns is rather long. 

Finding a balance between documenting harm to call out the atrocities and abuses 
on the one hand, and centering the victims’ healing, well-being, and betterment on the 
other, is not an easy task as Holocaust scholars in this project, and more broadly, heavily 
rely on the oral testimonies produced within the guidelines of institutionalized Holo-
caust memory primarily centered on documenting the persecution, suffering, violence, 
and trauma incurred during the Holocaust and its aftermath. The sources that the Ho-
locaust scholars work with make balancing damage-centered and victim desire–cen-
tered research as a way of restoring victims’ humanity and dignity rather challenging. 

While acknowledging these challenges and the limits of testimonies, the editors 
and contributors in this volume intended to root our knowledge production in the 
epistemic space embedded in an ethical approach that is centered on survivors’ (rather 
than perpetrators or nations); the approach that acknowledges trauma, restores vic-
tims’ dignity through recognizing agency, and, in so doing, opens the space for healing. 

U N I N T E N DE D E R A SU R E S  

We want to approach our critical reflection on what was omitted or erased in this proj-
ect as a “feminist tactic, not to undermine success or to dole out reprimands,” but to ac-
knowledge that “it comes from a place of critique and reflexivity.”134 What came to the 
fore during our discussions was our project participants’ sense of regret for not asking 
the Holocaust survivors they interviewed in the past about the liberation experience 
from a gendered viewpoint when survivors were still alive and when only a few would 
talk about liberation gender-based sexual(ized) violence. One of the contributors ar-
ticulates this frustration clearly: “There is always the feeling that we started research-
ing this issue [in the Holocaust studies field] too late. Hardly any of the women, men or 
non-binary survivors affected are still alive, and too few have spoken about it. It remains 
an unsatisfactory feeling that we have only uncovered the ‘tip of the iceberg.’”135 Such re-
gret indicates frustration stemming from an incomplete understanding, akin to scratch-
ing the surface of what liberation experience with its grey zones meant for the survivors. 

Despite our great efforts to address liberator sexual(ized) violence against Roma 
and Sinti survivors, we were not able to deliver a much-needed chapter on this import-
ant topic as one of the experts who joined our project withdrew due to the pressures of 
the workload. Another participant who intended to deliver the chapter on the expe-
riences of both Jewish and Roma victims of the Holocaust ended up focusing mostly 
on Jewish survivors. Our inability to include the chapter on Roma and Sinti survivors’ 
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experiences of liberation has deeper roots. The institutional underrepresentation of 
the Romani Holocaust amounts to Roma’s invisibility or “epistemological erasure”136 

due to structural racism in society and academia. Romani scholars are seen as “outsid-
ers within”137 the field or “quintessential ‘halfies’ moving between Romani and gadje 
worlds.”138 Their participation in academic production is tokenistic, which is why it is 
not surprising that Roma scholars do not trust symbolic or “paternalistic ‘Roma in-
clusion’”139 and representation. Such distrust is further cemented by the knowledge 
production of non-Roma scholars who often do not speak the Romani language, and 
thus homogenize the story of Roma and Sinti, and even engender their stereotyping.140 

These issues of structural racism inevitably shape the archives we work with. Ari Josko-
wicz underscores a direct dependency between surveillance and victim witnessing.141 

Roma and Sinti have been largely reluctant to provide interviews due to racialized ste-
reotyping as “unreliable witnesses”—a result of decades of criminalization. Fear of po-
lice profiling and surveillance created tension between Roma’s “desire of witness[es] to 
be heard and . . . their fear of revealing too much.”142 

The pillars for queer Jewish studies were built about two decades ago, and the field 
is gradually making its way out of the periphery to the center of scholarly attention de-
spite the intensified attacks that nonbinary communities have been facing in the cur-
rent political climate.143 Even though the recent scholarship produced critical works 
on the experiences of nonbinary communities during the Holocaust, only Anna Há-
jková’s chapter covers case studies of both, heterosexual and queer Jewish survivors. 

In the early stages of this project, we were asked why we did not address the expe-
riences of non-Jewish women of liberator rape in this volume. There are multiple rea-
sons for our focus on Jewish Holocaust survivors. All contributors are trained Holo-
caust scholars who mainly work with oral or written testimonies, memoirs, and archival 
documents; hence, the focus on Jewish survivors evolved naturally. By not including 
non-Jewish women in this edited volume, we are not erasing their experiences from his-
tory and memory, but rather we acknowledge different wartime experiences and asym-
metries of power between non-Jewish and Jewish survivors subjected to liberator rape. 
We believe that we would need more space to contextualize these different experiences 
and their impact on the recollection of liberation rape. 

We are also fully aware that Holocaust scholarship on sexual(ized) violence is heav-
ily based on women’s experiences. In contrast, the rape of men, trans or queer, is rarely 
brought into focus.144 Despite our effort to invite scholars dealing with masculinities 
and male rapes, we ultimately ended with contributions heavily focused on the expe-
riences of women and girls. As far as our category of liberator is concerned, we failed 
to incorporate soldiers of the Allied armies145 that liberated the Holocaust survivors 
and tackled only interactions with the Soviet Army, partisans, rescuers, and personnel 
in filtration camps. 
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These unintended erasures of this book, along with a key question of what needs to 
be learned and unlearned at this moment of crisis in the field of Holocaust studies thus 
serve as an invitation for scholars to transform the omissions in this project as well as 
inquiries about the state of the field into future research questions, interdisciplinary 
projects, and constructive debates that will collectively guide us to work through the 
crisis, transform the field of Holocaust studies, and offer expertise that allows rebuild-
ing thriving communities in a pluriversal world. 

S T RUC T U R E A N D ORG A N I Z AT ION  
OF T H E E DI T E D VOLU M E 

This interdisciplinary volume is divided into three broad interconnected parts orga-
nized around methodology, history, and memory. 

Part I tackles methodology and notes challenges that researchers encountered while 
addressing the topic of sexual(ized) violence. It addresses the methodology behind 
the production of oral testimonies and the impact such production has on our under-
standing of a painful history of sexual(ized) violence. This part seeks answers to dif-
ficult questions of how we should tell the stories of rape and approach the stigma at-
tached to raped victims. 

Part II reconstructs the traumatic history from available ego-documents by describ-
ing a range of interactions—aid, romance, exploitation, sexual violence, rape, sex barter, 
forced cohabitation—during the liberation phase. It tackles sexual(ized) violence com-
mitted by the Soviet liberators, partisans, and rescuers, and also maps experiences of the 
survivors’ experiences in Soviet filtration camps. It raises several critical questions: What 
do we learn from available ego-documents and recorded oral testimonies about Holo-
caust survivors’ liberation experiences? What forms of interactions (i.e., aid, romance, ex-
ploitation, sexual violence, rape, sex barter, forced cohabitation) between the Red Army 
soldiers and the Holocaust survivors can be identified? What does rape during libera-
tion tell us about the immense social power of sexual(ized) violence? How did the con-
stant threat of sexual(ized) violence affect survivors’ experience of liberation? How did 
the victims make sense of the mass rape committed by the Red Army soldiers? 

Finally, Part III explores the visibility and/or erasure of sexual(ized) violence and 
rape in public memory and asks how the incorporation of sexual(ized) violence into 
collective memory has been occurring. This section underscores the importance of 
studying liberator sexual(ized) violence in a transnational context as national narra-
tives often erase such experiences. This part also uncovers civilizationism and oriental-
izing in some survivor testimonies discussing liberator sexual(ized) violence, nudging 
scholars to consider liberation within the framework of coloniality. 
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“A N D T H I S WA S OU R 
L I BE R AT ION ” 

RAPE OF JEWISH HOLOCAUST 
SURVIVOR S, THE REEVALUATION 

OF LIBERATION, AND THE 
SOCIAL POWER OF RAPE 

MONIKA J. FLASCHKA 

I N T RODUC T ION  

IN HER SHOAH FOUNDATION TESTIMONY, LUBA MOSKOWITZ,1 A POLISH JEW 
from Warsaw who had been raped by two Soviet officers, voices her frustration 
with a particular gap in Holocaust history, saying the following: “What we went 

through in camp was hard enough, but people never ask us what we went through af-
ter liberation. . . . We went through a lot . . . [through] hell after liberation. And no-
body ever talked about it, about the Russians. Sure they were our liberators, but they 
did terrible things to us. They were raping . . . and they said . . . because we liberated you, 
you owe us.” She continues: “And see, nobody writes about it . . . nobody ever says any-
thing about the Russians. . . . But [to] do that on top of it to us. It was a terrible thing.”2 

Over the last twenty years, there has been a proliferation of studies of sexual vio-
lence during the Second World War.3 However, the rape of Jewish Holocaust survivors 
during liberation, what I call liberation rape, is still an understudied topic.4 We do not 
know how many women Soviet soldiers raped, and there will never be a way to know, 
although hundreds of survivor testimonies mention hearing rumors of, experiencing, 
or witnessing rape by the Red Army. The number does not matter, however. The entire 
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issue of numbers is problematic, because it implies that there is some threshold whereby 
the Red Army raped enough women that the topic is now legitimately researchable. 
What matters is that it happened frequently enough that survivors comment on it, and 
it was a significant part of their liberation experience. This is particularly noteworthy, 
as interviewers received little organized instruction on whether or how to ask about 
rape during liberation.5 

This chapter will focus only on female victims of rape, although witness testimonies 
come from both men and women. Given what we know about wartime rape, there is 
no doubt that men were victims of sexual violence,6 but there just is not much informa-
tion about their particular experiences available at the moment. I have viewed most, al-
though not all, of the English-language testimonies about rape by Soviet soldiers avail-
able in the USC Shoah Foundation collection, and I have only come across a single 
testimony that mentions male victims of Soviet rape. I refer to rape by Soviet soldiers or 
the Red Army, but not by Russians. Of course, a significant number of rapes were com-
mitted by those men who would identify as Russian, but there were individuals from a 
wide geographical area, including but not limited to Russian or Russian-speaking ter-
ritory, and including soldiers of non-Russian ethnicities.7 

For the purposes of this chapter, liberation is defined not just as the entry of Soviet 
soldiers into concentration or extermination camps, but any space where the threat of 
the arrival or actual arrival of Soviet soldiers resulted in a shift out from under German 
control.8 For example, someone in hiding or who passed as non-Jewish in German or 
Axis territory is liberated by the rumored or actual arrival of the Red Army. In this chap-
ter, the terms rape and sexual violence are used interchangeably. Taking my cues from 
how survivors describe their experiences, rape is defined as penile penetration of the 
vagina. That is not my overall definition of rape, nor is it how I define rape in all of my 
work; it is specific to this work, and comes from how survivors discuss experiencing or 
witnessing nonconsensual sexual intercourse between female survivors and Soviet sol-
diers.9 Both interviewer and interviewee seem to understand rape as penile penetration 
of the vagina. I have not seen an interviewer ask whether a woman was raped anally or 
with an object, although some survivors discussing non-liberation rape do sometimes 
go into more detail about non-penile penetration.10 It is also worth noting that when 
survivors describe experiencing or witnessing the rape of men, interviewer and inter-
viewee seem to assume it is penile penetration of the anus, unless otherwise indicated. 
This default understanding of rape, whether of men or women, as something that re-
quires penile penetration, is what I call hetero-penetrative—the assumption that in or-
der to be real, sex, consensual or non-, requires penetration in a way that mimics hetero-
sexual penile-vaginal sex.11 Therefore, while my definition of liberation may be a broad 
by some standards, my definition of rape and sexual violence is strict, and both are in-
formed by the survivors. 
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Finally, I do use the words survivors and victims. Normally, I would refer to survi-
vors of rape, rather than victims of rape, in part because I do not like the judgment that 
accompanies the word victim. However, in this particular case of rape committed by 
Soviet soldiers, the sexual violence is being committed against those I call Holocaust 
survivors, whether they survived in camps, hiding, or by passing. To avoid confusion 
between determining what event the historical subjects are actually survivors of, I refer 
to Holocaust survivors as such, and those who experienced rape as victims. 

The purpose of this chapter is varied and broad. I do not focus on one specific geo-
graphical area, or only on those liberated from camps, but on all those Jewish women 
who experienced sexual violence by Soviet soldiers—it is a transnational examination of 
rape committed as Soviet troops moved toward Germany. I do provide some biograph-
ical detail about the survivors, but I do not examine how that information may have 
affected their experience or understanding of rape because there is not enough space 
in this chapter to do it justice. However, it is important that these individuals do come 
from different countries, rural and urban environments, and were raised with varying 
degrees of religious observance, because the similarity in their accounts illustrates the 
social power of rape, its effectiveness in communicating information to the victim and 
reaffirming the national identity of the perpetrator. 

This chapter is divided into four parts. I will first briefly discuss the common expla-
nations for wartime rape, and Soviet rape specifically, and will then argue that Soviet 
rape of Holocaust survivors does not fit the usual model of military sexual violence. 
Using USC Shoah Foundation testimonies of Jewish women raped by Soviet soldiers, 
as well as testimonies from men and women who witnessed rape, this chapter will then 
examine possible motivations for the rape of survivors. In the third part, I will demon-
strate what I call the social power of rape. Based on how sexual violence was experi-
enced, understood, and articulated by victims and witnesses, it becomes clear that the 
act of rape has tremendous traction in some societies—it is a powerful language that 
communicates clear and formidable messages not just to victims, but to those around 
them as well. According to the testimonies, rape was an event powerful enough to ne-
gate the elation of liberation, it was often construed as worse than what the Nazis had 
done, and it was an experience traumatic enough to be considered reasonable revenge 
or punishment for those women believed to have collaborated with the Nazis. I do 
want to point out that there is no one meaning of rape. Some women can be utterly de-
stroyed by the experience, some women may not be. In this chapter, however, I am pri-
marily focusing on the women for whom sexual violence was catastrophic, as described 
in their own words. 

Finally, the chapter will conclude with a theoretical discussion about what I call 
the catch-22 of rape theory. Scholars are focusing ever more on wartime rape in his-
tory and present-day events. This rescues the previously lost experiences of women and 
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illuminates how war affects women. However, the constant focus on the damage rape 
does also renders it a continually effective weapon to be wielded by soldiers, armies, and 
militia. The increased focus and analysis of wartime rape has resulted in significant ad-
vances in postconflict international legal punishment. Let me be clear: Rape should ab-
solutely be punished. One of the main ways to ensure that rape occurs in the future is 
impunity—the absence of punishment. However, the focus on international law and 
punishment is problematic for a variety of reasons, including that it is tremendously 
slow; only brings a few rapists or exhorters of rape to justice, while the vast numbers 
of those who commit rape are not brought to trial; requires an avalanche of evidence, 
which is often not available; creates archetypal victims, the existence of which erase the 
experiences of those who do not fit; and is haphazard overall. Some instances of mass 
wartime rape are subject to international recriminations and jurisprudence, and some 
are not. Those of us who work on rape theory, who write about wartime sexual vio-
lence, especially in the past, are faced with a conundrum: The work is vital, but it may 
risk reinforcing the very things that endanger women in the present day—discussing 
the power of rape to ruin, violate, lessen, and destroy. 

WA RT I M E R A PE 

Decades of research has established that rape is a learned behavior, predicated on misog-
yny and a desire for control that creates and enforces a power differential between per-
petrator and victim. It is a language, a “script” that produces and communicates an infe-
rior status for the victim, most often a woman.12 It can convey messages further based on 
that manufactured inferiority, such as that women should not be in certain spaces, per-
haps looking or acting in particular ways; that a man cannot protect “his” woman; and 
a variety of other messages. The information communicated has sociopolitical causes, 
and those vary across time and space. In order to understand those causes, it is import-
ant to distinguish between a military’s rape of enemy women and the rape of women 
who are allies or victims of the enemy. All instances of the rape of enemy women have 
certain characteristics in common: They communicate racial/ethnic/national/reli-
gious superiority; they are a message of defeat to enemy men; an expression of mascu-
linity, especially military masculinity; a means of bonding among soldiers; and a cre-
ation and expression of “hetero-nationality.”13 The rape of allied women, or women 
who are victims of one’s enemy, as Jewish women were to Soviet soldiers, is more diffi-
cult to understand and explain. 

Rape as a weapon of war makes a logistical, strategic, and financial sense. It is horrific, 
but it is cheap. It works to communicate the strength of one’s own army and the weak-
ness and subordinate position of the defeated enemy and its community, or it assists in 
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actually defeating the enemy. It is also a clear demonstration of masculinity and is un-
derstood as such. Whatever the message to be communicated, soldiers commit rape for 
one basic reason: it works. Whether rape is strategic and organized, or if it is haphaz-
ard—it works. Whatever the purpose, form, or response, it works. 

Soviet Rape 

Numerous scholars have addressed the Soviet rape of German women, particularly in 
Berlin, at the end of the Second World War.14 Scholars have also examined the mass rape 
of Hungarian women by the Red Army.15 The above explanations of wartime rape are 
applicable in the Soviet rape of Germans and Hungarians. In addition, rape was an ex-
treme expression of revenge against the behavior of the German and Hungarian armies 
in the Soviet Union.16 By contrast, Soviet rape in the former Yugoslavia, a communist 
country with its own resistance against the Nazis, unlike collaborative Hungary, was 
less common because propaganda did not attack Yugoslav women the same way it did 
German women, and Yugoslavs were considered allies, again unlike Hungarians and, 
obviously, Germans.17 Wartime rape has patterns, based in part on who the victims of 
sexual violence are. Soviet rape of German women definitely worked to punish Ger-
man women for their support of the Nazi regime; to communicate to German men 
that they could not protect their nation; and at a base level, as revenge for the kind of 
warfare waged by the German army in the East.18 Furthermore, Soviet military leader-
ship sometimes exhorted men to rape19 and denied the severity of sexual violence being 
committed by their own troops.20 Even when leadership tried to control the soldiers, it 
took time to change behavior that had previously been either encouraged or tolerated.21 

On the face of it, the rape of Holocaust survivors, victims of Nazi Germany and their 
auxiliaries, does not make sense—the enemy of my enemy is my friend. In theory, Jew-
ish victims should not have been targeted by Soviets because they too were victims of 
the Nazi regime. In this way, Holocaust survivors are not the classic targets or victims 
of rape as a weapon of war. They were raped during war, but were not the same kind of 
target of wartime rape as German women—they were not enemy women. Jewish survi-
vors were not a national enemy, or even of one nation; there was no message to be com-
municated to the men, as ostensibly Jews were not the enemy; rape of Jews served no 
postwar occupational purpose; Jews did not participate in the war in the East, so they 
were not targets of revenge—in fact, Jews fought in the Red Army; and Jewish survi-
vors had nothing, and thus were not targets of envy and resentment for the harsh con-
ditions faced by Soviets during the war.22 

There was no strategic or emotional purpose in attacking those the Germans tar-
geted for extermination, so we must explore the causes of the frequent sexual violence 
directed at Jewish Holocaust survivors. We can use the testimonies of those survivors 
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who experienced or witnessed Soviet rape to help determine why Soviet soldiers raped 
survivors. Clearly, the best source for explaining why Soviet soldiers raped would be 
their own testimony. However, it is unclear how many sources and testimonies by sol-
diers specifically address their participation in rape as it is not something that soldiers 
often freely and frankly admit to.23 The examination of why Soviet soldiers raped, us-
ing their words as evidence, is in its infancy. Failing access to those testimonies, I use 
the testimonies of victims or witnesses of rape. Rape victims often described what the 
soldiers themselves said and did. They describe their experiences of the environment, 
their interaction with the soldiers, what the soldiers said, and the kind of violence they 
experienced or witnessed. They know why they were raped, or why they were witness-
ing rape. Aside from the soldiers themselves, they know the most about the experi-
ence and are in the best position to explain it. Moreover, motivations for rape really 
only work when we also know the response. If rape is a language, we must know how 
the other participant in the conversation received the information in order to have the 
most complete picture. 

L I BE R AT ION R A PE  

Militar y Masculinity 

Survivors provide a number of explanations for the sexual violence committed by So-
viets that they experienced or witnessed, several having to do with the construction, 
negotiation, and expression of a militarized masculinity. According to those coming 
into contact with the Red Army, the soldiers were motivated by a desire to demonstrate 
their manliness, by long periods of enforced celibacy during fighting, a sense that they 
were entitled to sex for having fought for so long, and by drunkenness. All of these are 
related in some way to concepts of masculinity, in this case, a specific Soviet masculin-
ity predicated on what the country had experienced during the war and during years of 
participating in the brutal fighting in the East. 

Survivor Ruth Hockley was born in Magdeburg, Germany, in 1924. Her family 
tried to escape Nazi control by moving to Paris, but had to return; they tried to send 
her away to Switzerland, but her passport was revoked; and they tried to emigrate, but 
could not. Thus, she spent the war hiding with a family on the outskirts of Berlin un-
til she was liberated by the Soviets. Hockley believes the Soviets raped for a particular 
reason: “Men want to be men, [the Russians] tried to get hold of and rape the women 
. . . they felt they had the need to do that and the right to do that.”24 Hockley compares 
the behavior of German and Soviet soldiers, saying that the Soviets “were very nice to 
the Germans—they raped them, but they gave them food . . . so, it’s . . . not like [what] 
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the German soldiers did [to Russian women]. They raped them and killed them.” In her 
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum testimony, Hockley describes asking a So-
viet soldier, who spoke German, “Why do you want these women who are not willing? 
Aren’t you married? He said ‘Yes, I’m married. My wife is all the way away—we write 
letters, but what are letters?’”25 

Survivor Lilly Selby understood what being a woman at this point in time meant. 
Born in Trnava, Czechoslovakia, in 1910, Selby spent the war in hiding. When asked 
whether the Russians raped women because they were Jewish, she responded with a 
negative. The interviewer then asked: “‘They raped you because you were a woman, 
that’s all?’ She responds, ‘A woman.’ She continues to explain that the soldiers did not 
care that the women were Jewish, Slovak, Czech, or German. ‘They raped everyone. . . . 
They raped them wherever they was able.’”26 

Numerous survivors describe Soviet soldiers, brutalized by years of fighting, drink-
ing to extreme excess and targeting women across Europe. Irene Romer, born in Nyir-
egyhaza, Hungary, and living a fairly well assimilated life, was incarcerated in a ghetto, 
escaped, and spent the rest of the war in hiding and passing. She says Soviet soldiers 
“wanted women, of course. And they were drunk half of the time. Because just imagine 
what they went through. They came a long way, and for how many years? They were, 
some of them were like animals.”27 Survivors believed the perceived fact that Soviet sol-
diers had no access to sex for long periods of time explained their lack of control. War-
time celibacy is a common excuse for rape; it is a long-held belief that men need access 
to sex in general and to be strong, heterosexual members of a nation in particular.28 So-
viet leadership also believed lack of access to sex facilitated sexual violence. Norman 
Naimark describes Soviet leadership in the postwar period suggesting that “unless they 
made sure that no bachelors were stationed in Germany and that families were sent 
along with married officers, the order [against fraternization] could not be enforced.”29 

The belief appears to have been that sex was inevitably going to happen, and prohibit-
ing fraternization could result in other kinds of sexual contact. If celibacy was a con-
cern in immediate postwar peace, it was certainly a concern as the war was ending, af-
ter years of fighting. Even Stalin himself intimated that time away from home, and an 
inferred access to sex, facilitated violence. In 1944, he said when criticized about vio-
lence in Yugoslavia: “Can’t he understand it if a soldier who has crossed thousands of 
kilometers through blood and fire and death has fun with a woman?”30 

This belief is reflected in what rapists said and how witnesses and victims of rape 
explained the violence that was occurring. Miriam Ingber, born into a large family in 
Czechoslovakia during the war; imprisoned, among other places, in Auschwitz; and 
liberated in Danzig after a death march, describes the behavior of her liberators: “The 
night that they freed me, they were worse than, they were just as bad as the Germans. 
They were so bad, that I didn’t know . . . they were in the war for who knows how many 
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years. And when they saw a woman, right there, they stretched her out middle of the . . . 
[they] didn’t care if you looked, if you had one eye, one foot in the ground, they stretch 
you out on the ground and they laid on you. Raped you.”31 

It is also of importance that almost all survivors describe the public nature of rape, 
or the fact that most rapes involved a few to several soldiers. This is evident in the testi-
mony of Erika Gould, born and liberated in Budapest after hiding and passing during 
the war. She encountered Red Army soldiers in a cellar where she was hiding. She ex-
plains that after drinking everything they could find, the soldiers “wanted women.”32 

In her description of her rape, she makes an interesting linguistic distinction between 
her experience and that of her cousin. She says: “I was lucky at first because this soldier 
was very nice in the way that he tried to be gentle, and not forceful. And we knew we 
had to submit to them, there was no way to fight them. And after this one soldier took 
me to the other room . . . [and] . . . acted quite civilly, [he] took me to the other room 
and had sex with me. Unfortunately, my cousin . . . was also taken by somebody else, 
and was also raped.” 

The gentle soldier had sex with her, but her cousin, whose experience seemed to have 
been more violent, was raped. She goes on to discuss how her experience changed when 
more men began participating in her assault: “And one of the guys was kind of force-
ful and had a problem with me not fitting him or something, and had another soldier 
pushing him from the back while he was raping me. I think that was one of the most 
horrible experiences I ever had. And, that was that.” When the violence increased, her 
language changed from sex to rape. This kind of linguistic dissimulation is not unusual. 
Survivors try to make sense of what happened to them or distance themselves from it 
through their word choice. 

Gould’s testimony also illustrates something that is threaded through almost all the 
testimonies: that the Soviets targeted all women and targeted them publicly. Several 
other survivors cited above clearly say there were multiple people around when a rape 
occurred, that it occurred in a street, or imply that there were multiple people when 
using the pronoun “they.” Publicity of rape is part of the performance of superiority 
and was yet another factor to deal with in the experience of rape. Gould recalls hearing 
her mother screaming as she, Gould, was being gang-raped: “I must have been scream-
ing, because of the pain, and then my mother heard that in the other room. And then 
I heard her screaming and begging a soldier there in charge of the other civilians to let 
me go. And then I was very much afraid that they were going to shoot her.” She contin-
ues: “So, I had plenty to cope with—my own very degrading experience, and worrying 
about her, and no way to communicate to her to please shut up!” 

Gould is describing public rape, but also a particular kind of rape—gang rape. Gang 
rape is one of the most efficient ways to mark membership in a group, and it is a public 
performance of masculinity to one’s comrades.33 Gang rape is so common during war 
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precisely because it does so well communicate and demonstrate membership in a par-
ticular group, which could not be more important than during a war.34 In wartime, gang 
rape proves membership in the national, gendered, and military community. 

Rape as Reward 

Another explanation for sexual violence committed against survivors is a basic sense of 
entitlement. Rape is often the product of entitlement—men feel entitled to a woman’s 
body, they feel entitled to ignore issues of consent, they feel entitled to demonstrate 
their manliness. During the rapes of survivors, Soviet soldiers often justified their be-
havior by claiming they were entitled to a reward for their participation in a brutal war, 
they were entitled to a reward for liberating survivors, and they were entitled to what 
they believed the Jews had done to survive the Germans. 

Born in Lodz in 1924, imprisoned in the Lodz ghetto, and then transferred to 
Tschenstochau, where she was liberated, survivor Fay Lachman clearly describes this 
sense the Soviets had of deserving a sexual reward: “They said, ‘I liberated you, and you 
don’t want to go to bed with me?’ . . . So that was my experience with the Russian sol-
diers, I have nothing against them, but that’s the right that the Russians took. They 
felt that they liberated us [and] we ought to go to bed with them.”35 Joe Potok, born in 
Bedzin, Poland, was actually liberated by the Americans, but the Soviets took over that 
particular area. He says the Soviet soldiers were clear in their expectations: “They said 
‘I fight a war, we died for you, we liberate for you, and you refuse our pleasure? What 
we want?’”36 Lea Eisenberg was also born in Bedzin, Poland, in 1925. She was interned 
in the Bedzin ghetto, in four concentration camps, and was finally liberated in Ger-
many. She also explains that the Soviets felt they deserved sex: “The Russians started 
to come and visit us, and started to rape. They said, ‘We gave you freedom, you give us 
something else for that.’ . . . So from one hell, we went into another . . . it was awful. It 
was horrible, because here you had the freedom, and still they treated you like [an] an-
imal, even worse.”37 

According to another survivor, Jean Feffer-Matz, born in Poland and liberated in 
Germany, the Russians “raped the girls . . . because they came to celebrate.”38 Hanna 
Mishna was born in Lodz, Poland, to a poorer middle-class family as the only child. 
She and her mother were interned in the Lodz ghetto, then deported to the Tschen-
stochau camp, where she was liberated. She describes the soldiers as completely out 
of control: “They also were looking for girls. They were wild. We heard of raping. Five 
raped one. I knew one. And it was so horrible, and we were so afraid . . . and when you 
told them you lived through the war, the terrible war, and you know what they said? 
They said ‘the hell with you. You slept with them, that’s why you lived through. You 
Jewish, you wouldn’t live through if you wouldn’t sleep with them. You slept with the 
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Germans, we liberated, you don’t sleep with us?’ It was the most horrible experience 
in that month.”39 

Rape is about power and domination, and although it is difficult to understand 
why Soviet soldiers would want to locate their power in the domination of an already 
extant victim group, the rape of Jewish women did function to reinforce the mascu-
line identity of the Soviet man, their “hetero-nationality.”40 Red Army soldiers saw 
women, including those in their own military, as “sexual partners first and foremost,”41 

and thus, Soviet soldiers were defining themselves against all non-Soviets and creat-
ing and affirming a particular masculinity through the rape of women, any women. 
Moreover, Soviet soldiers constructed themselves as men because they were owed 
women—liberation rape was a reward for the masculine endeavor of having fought 
the German troops for so long. 

Lisa S. Price, in her work on sexual violence in the former Yugoslavia, explains war-
time rape by saying rapists are motivated by the following: “I AM only to the extent 
that you are not—male because you are female, Serb because you are Muslim, soldier 
because you are civilian. Your absence marks, verifies my presence and your pain be-
comes my power.”42 I always return to this formulation because it so clearly encap-
sulates how wartime rape works, and it is always easier for individuals and groups to 
figure out who they are by defining who they are not. Soviet soldiers knew they were 
victors because they were not the imprisoned or fleeing victims they targeted during 
liberation; they were victors because they were soldiers who had slogged through the 
most brutal fighting of the war to move west toward Germany, attacking those civil-
ian women who did not “belong” to them;43 and they were men because they were 
raping women. 

The Soviet Union had a long history of antisemitic pogroms, many characterized 
by rampant and unpunished sexual violence.44 However, I would argue that the Red 
Army was not targeting Jewish women because they were Jews, not like they targeted 
German women because they were German, or Hungarians because they were Hungar-
ians. Rather, I would argue that being Jewish, being victims of the Nazi regime, was just 
not enough to protect survivors. Military leaders did not direct sexual violence away 
from survivors; they were horrified by what they found when they discovered Nazi ex-
termination camps, and at first, Nazi atrocities were used in propaganda against the 
Germans, but publicity of atrocity faded as the Soviets moved west,45 and the victim-
hood of Jews was not enough for leadership to warn against or punish the rape of sur-
vivors. They had a bigger, formidable, and much hated enemy to confront and punish; 
they were indifferent to the sexual violence being committed against Jewish survivors. 
Indifference can normalize sexual violence, making it part of the overall move west into 
German-occupied lands and Germany proper. 
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In the above testimonies, we can clearly see how military masculinity facilitated 
sexual violence, even against non-enemy women. These beliefs about masculinity were 
mobilized by survivors to explain their experiences as dual victims—of the Nazis and 
the Soviets. Moreover, it was based on their observations or what Soviet soldiers said 
to them. It was assumed that soldiers needed access to sex, and when that did not hap-
pen, sex drives were uncontrolled and women were raped. In addition, the brutal na-
ture of the war the Red Army soldiers had fought led to excess drinking and brutal be-
havior that was couched as a reward for the fighting they had done. However, the rape 
of Holocaust survivors was not unavoidable. It occurred because the Red Army had al-
ready established a practice of rape, and leadership made no effort to prevent the rape 
of survivors.46 The sexual violence committed by Soviet soldiers could be moderated 
and directed. For example, Soviet rape in Yugoslavia and Bulgaria was far less common, 
as allies or ethnically similar, than in Germany and Hungary, staunch enemies of the 
Soviet Union.47 Holocaust survivors were not specific targets, but they were victims of 
a practice of rape during war. 

T H E SO CI A L POW E R OF R A PE 

As said above, soldiers, armies, and militias rape because it works; it accomplishes a spe-
cific goal, such as demonstrating military and national superiority to the enemy. Rape is 
a language that communicates specific messages because everyone in that society under-
stands that language. They may not know what it means to each specific woman, how 
it is internalized and how it will affect them later in life, but they do know what rape 
means for the perception of that woman, for her family, her ethnic or national group. In 
most cases, rape is understood as a ruination or violation of a woman.48 A raped woman 
is believed to be of lesser value, qualitatively different from and inferior to who she had 
been before. This lessening of a woman is illustrative of the social power of rape—it 
changes a woman’s position in society, which has all sorts of ramifications. For exam-
ple, in some cultures, rape makes a woman unsuitable for marriage, which decreases 
her value to the community.49 

Rape is not just a metaphorical language; the actual word itself is often used in place 
of other words because its use ensures that everyone will really understand what is being 
said. I have always found it striking that in his amazing work on the meaning of torture, 
Jean Améry finds that one of the best ways to communicate the meaning of torture is 
to use rape as a lens: “At the first blow . . . this trust in the world breaks down. The other 
person, opposite whom I exist physically in the world and with whom I can exist only 
as long as he does not touch my skin surface as border, forces his own corporeality on 
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me with the first blow. He is on me and thereby destroys me. It is like a rape, a sexual act 
without the consent of one of the two partners.”50 

We can see the social power of rape in how women raped or threatened with rape by 
Soviet soldiers understood and articulated their experience of rape or the threat of rape. 
It is further evident in how some survivors advocated for the rape of others. 

Worse Than the Germans 

Ann (Hanna) Mishna refers to the rapes committed by Soviet soldiers as “another Ho-
locaust.” She says, “We thought [with] the Germans, we were better off. At least you 
don’t get venereal disease, and you don’t get raped.”51 German Gisela Adamski, deported 
to Theresienstadt and Auschwitz, then transferred to a camp in Germany, and finally 
escaping from a death march, describes her liberation and the rape of several women 
who were with her in similar terms. The interviewer asks her, “Was it one of the worst 
things that had happened?” Adamski responds: “It was. I had just come from being in 
a camp, supposedly being free now, and this is happening to me . . . it was very painful 
and hard to understand that they would do that. They may or may not have known we 
are Jewish, I don’t know, they probably did, but they didn’t care.”52 

Lilly Selby, describing Soviet rape, laments, “You have no idea what we went 
through. From one thing to a worse one.” When her interviewer responds, incredu-
lously, with “Was it really worse? Did the Russians try to kill you?” Selby answers loudly, 
“Not kill, raped!!”53 Another survivor, German-born and liberated Margot Field, de-
scribing the rapes, says, “We all said it was worse than the Germans—they left us alone, 
the Germans, but [this] was terrible.”54 According to Austrian survivor Erika Borozan: 
“The end of the war, that was for me actually almost worse than the Germans.”55 Af-
ter spending the war in hiding, she describes the first Soviet troops to liberate her as 
“Mongolians”: 

And these were really wild people, I mean they were raping women. They lined up 
the soldiers and . . . held [a] gun to the husband and he had to watch as [the Soviet] 
was raping the wife, and a lot of other women. A lot of women were terribly scared. 
They committed suicide, jumping into the wells. . . . I saw a lot of that, a lot of atroci-
ties. . . . They were really wild. The Mongolians . . . did terrible things for about a week 
or so . . . particularly to women.56 

When asked what happened to her, Borozan responded: “Well, they were not very 
nice; I would rather not go into it. But, yes, I had a bad experience.” For Doris Martin, 
the sexual violence perpetrated by the Red Army had a particular effect on her expe-
rience of liberation. Incarcerated in the Bedzin ghetto, liberated from Auschwitz, she 
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says about the rapes: “What happened to the world? Well, it’s going to be the end.”57 

The sexual violence associated with liberation was the end of the world to her—more 
than what she had survived from the Germans. 

I have always found it striking that given what the Germans did—the social death, 
ghettos, camps, mass shootings, extermination camps, forced hiding, forced passing, 
destruction of families and relationships—that so many refer to rape as worse than 
the twelve years of genocidal planning and genocide, worse than six years of war. That 
means that the act of rape and then the changed perception of the victim had tremen-
dous social power. 

Revenge 

The desire to avoid rape, as well as, in some cases, the desire for revenge, prompted some 
survivors to push Soviet soldiers to rape women they believed to have collaborated 
with the Nazis.58 Matilda Klein, born a Hasidic Jew in Czechoslovakia, escaped a death 
march in Germany and hid in a barn until liberated by the Soviets. When a soldier tried 
to rape her, Klein said: “I’m häftling, why don’t you take German girls, why me?” The 
soldier responded by saying, “If you don’t shut up, I’ll shoot you.”59 Hungarian survi-
vor George Bozoki, liberated by the Soviets in Austria, describes men who were trying 
to protect women from rape by encouraging soldiers to find other women to assault: 
“And, those men who could deal with the Russians, told them that ‘Hey, you will be in 
Vienna [soon and] there will be plenty of German women. . . . [These women] are ref-
ugees and they are returning home. What the hell [do] you want?’”60 

Czech Jew Lilly Selby clearly states that she felt no sympathy for Slovak women 
raped by Soviet soldiers. She says, “I wished them what they did to us.” When the in-
terviewer then asks, “You didn’t feel sorry for them?” Selby responds, “Not at all. Not at 
all.” She then recounts the story of a teacher who was threatened with death for hiding 
something from the soldiers and says, “What can you expect?” When the interviewer 
asked her whether the teacher was raped, Selby responded, “I hope so.”61 

Sonja Milner, born Orthodox in Wilno, Poland, a territory that was occupied by 
Soviets and then Germans, was interned in three ghettos and six camps during the war. 
She was liberated by the Soviets, about whom she says the following while observing the 
Soviet rape of German women: “I said to myself, Jews never can take revenge for some-
body . . . and I was standing with my husband and I said I don’t like to look at things 
like this, but really I was happy [in] my heart. They did [so many things to us], let them 
taste a little [of ] what the Russians do to them.”62 

In one way, it is not surprising that people tried to avoid rape by pushing soldiers to 
rape someone else. It is an extreme trauma response to the threat of rape—anyone but 
me. However, they did not just encourage soldiers to rape someone else, but those who 
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had hurt them. Survivors were attempting to use rape as a means of revenge, because 
they knew what it would mean to those who would be raped. The violence, the lack of 
control, the potential physical harm, the power of rape, was a sufficient punishment for 
the harm they had experienced. Pushing soldiers to rape women who were associated 
with the Nazis was both a method of survival and of punishment. 

Ruined Liberation 

The power of rape is also evident in how it affected the experience of liberation. Survi-
vors recount shifting from great joy at their new-found freedom to utter terror as they 
realized what this freedom meant.63 Edith Ressler was born in Oradea, Transylvania, 
in 1927, the eldest of two in a middle-class family. She was incarcerated in the Oradea 
ghetto, as well as Auschwitz and the Stuthoff concentration camp. Eventually liberated 
in Poland, she describes that moment: 

And the next morning, somebody opened the door, and they spoke Russian. And 
we figured, well, we are liberated. It’s something. But actually we were not liberated. 
The Russians never gave us a piece of bread or an ounce of soup or something to eat, 
to drink, to . . . nothing. To organize that we can get out of there, or what we can do, 
nothing. They really were looking who looks good enough to rape? That’s all they 
were looking for. They were not really responsible. I am sorry to say that, but this, this, 
I can testify to, that the Russian Army was not a liberator army. It was a liberator army 
since they didn’t kill us anymore, so I guess maybe I should be thankful. At that point, 
I couldn’t be thankful because I had to be more afraid than I was afraid yesterday.64 

Polish survivor Fela Machauf, who had been in the Krakow ghetto before hiding in 
Berlin until the end of the war, argues that the Soviets did not bring liberation: “The 
only thing . . . they brought us was rape.”65 Survivor Tibor Weston, who had served in a 
resistance group during the war, clearly articulates his confusion about liberation. Hid-
ing in a room in Budapest, Hungary, Weston first greeted the Russian soldiers with great 
joy, but then, as he explains, his emotions underwent a radical shift: “One of the Rus-
sians [was] raping one of the women, on the ground, right in front of everybody. And 
I went from the high of being liberated, to a low of ‘what is this?’ I couldn’t fathom. 
Here I was hoping . . . the day [will come when] I was liberated, [and] here the liberator 
[is] raping the women. What kind of people are they? Who’s going to liberate me from 
this?”66 Liberation rape, for some survivors, was an event powerful enough to change 
the meaning of freedom, and ultimately to negatively affect their ideas about the future. 
As Weston continues: “And then I realized that the Russians were not there . . . to help 
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me or to assist me, or to do anything like that. They were, they had their own agenda. . . . 
I hated them too. How could they destroy my hope in the future, [in] liberation . . . ?” 

Henia Goldman, born in Sadowa Wisznia, Poland, lived under both Soviet and Ger-
man occupation, escaped deportation, went into hiding, and was finally liberated in 
Germany, where she had been sent as forced labor while she was passing. She provides 
a heartbreaking explanation of her liberation experience: 

I think all we survivors are damaged beyond repair. But at that stage in Germany, 
when I felt that Germany’s beginning to lose, I was hoping, you know, that for the 
liberation, I was looking forward to this moment of liberating and going back to Po-
land and finding the family who are somewhere, you know, in different ways per-
haps survived. But my liberation was another nightmare, because I was liberated by 
the Russians. And the Russians have never taken any account whether you were Jew-
ish, or Russian, or Polish, or German. They were raping and looting all throughout. 
And it was another nightmarish experience, which I personally took very badly be-
cause being liberated, I took it as a punishment that I survived, that I deserved that.67 

In a sad manifestation of survivor guilt, this case demonstrates that not only was the 
meaning of liberation changed, but rape became a punishment for having survived at all. 

CONCLUSION 

The power of rape as a language became clear to me in a bizarre but powerful moment 
when I was in graduate school. Our department had invited a well-known Holocaust 
scholar to give a talk on campus, and some graduate students were invited to join her 
for lunch. While discussing the end of the war and liberation by the Soviets, she said, 
“Well, the German women had it coming to them, they got what they deserved.” The 
power of rape as communication became crystal clear to me at that moment; it was and 
is a tremendously effective language of domination, control, and punishment. This was 
the moment, informed by the work of excellent scholars of rape theory and rape during 
war, that started me thinking about the meaning of rape in the specific situation of lib-
eration, an event I had always learned was “the happy end” to a sad chapter in history. 
Clearly, liberation is more than an event; it is a process, fraught with violence and hap-
piness, freedom and trauma. The testimonies in this chapter help explain why Soviet 
soldiers raped Holocaust survivors, victims of the Nazi regime and its allies, and how 
that violence and the threat of violence affected survivors. There was no purposeful tar-
geting of survivors the way there was in the targeting of German women. However, the 
sexual violence occurred for specific reasons and had specific effects. 
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These testimonies clearly demonstrate the power of rape. It was considered by sol-
diers an adequate and reasonable reward for military success. Soldiers believed they were 
owed sex for their military (read masculine) endeavors, and women, all women—vic-
tims of the Nazi regime or not—were considered payment for the Soviet effort in the 
Second World War. The experience of rape was enough to destroy the experience of 
liberation, the delight caused by freedom from the camps or hiding, and hope for the 
future; it was enough to render the liberators monsters in the eyes of those they liber-
ated. Rape was so powerful that what Luba Moskowitz called “a terrible thing,” several 
other survivors explicitly called worse than what the Nazis had done to them. That the 
experience of rape could be worse than years of persecution, in ghettos, in camps, or in 
hiding, demonstrates the immense social power of rape. Lastly, and perhaps most im-
portant for demonstrating the meaning of rape, it was powerful enough to be consid-
ered punishment for those believed to have supported genocidal persecution. 

What is less clear to me, though, is what we do with this information. What do 
we do with this interesting, but temporally far-removed information about sexual vi-
olence during a war that ended now more than eighty years ago? As a historian, it is 
enough to write about the experiences of these survivors, to rescue and analyze events 
that were important enough to them that they brought them up in their testimonies 
decades later, often unprompted. Rarely do interviewers ask specifically about sexual 
violence, but these survivors spoke about their own rapes, the rapes of their mothers, 
the constant threat of rape, even though they found it uncomfortable. Thus, writing 
about these events is enough in itself, and actually long overdue. I would also add that 
given what is happening in Ukraine, the sexual violence against women and men, ram-
pant sexualized violence, the targeting of members of the LGBTQ+I+ community, 
now is an incredibly important moment to be discussing Soviet violence at the end of 
the Second World War. Perhaps, had there been punishment, or at the very least sus-
tained discussion and condemnation of the behavior of the Red Army, the behavior of 
the Russian army now might be different. A practice of sexual violence was established 
and successful at the end of World War II, and most importantly, it went unpunished. 
Impunity breeds repetition. 

E PI LO GU E: T H E CON U N DRU M  

It is with these questions that the catch-22 rears its head. I have made the argument 
that survivors understood rape as a language that communicates inferiority and ruin-
ation, but this argument might perpetuate that meaning of rape. It is difficult to recog-
nize that rape makes women feel hurt, violated, ruined, and unwanted without making 
women feel hurt, violated, ruined, and unwanted by focusing on those effects. We have to 
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acknowledge the suffering without making it all that matters. Many scholars, particularly 
recently, have discussed the problems associated with international legal punishment of 
rape as a weapon of war, as discussed in the introduction.68 Others have demonstrated 
that the seriousness with which the international community regards sexual violence is 
used by militias to garner attention and even political legitimacy.69 Rape gets them a seat 
at the international table, because now it has to be acknowledged and punished. Oth-
ers have emphasized the need to look at rape victims as more than their rape, to examine 
the gender inequalities that facilitate rape and the disregard of rape victims, and change 
them.70 I want to suggest something that I am not even sure is possible—to change the 
meaning of rape. My thinking here is strongly informed by my former training as an an-
thropologist, and by Christine Helliwell’s article on cultural differences in the under-
standing of rape. In some cultures, it is not the ruination and trauma that it is in others; 
for some, “It’s only a penis,” as Helliwell’s article is titled. For others, it is the worst expe-
rience in life. If rape can mean more than one thing, then the meaning can be changed. 

I have been struggling with this idea for over a decade, and it is still not crystallized 
in my head, and thus will not be here. So, I want to present it as a thought, not as an in-
struction. Part of my thinking is perhaps too postmodern—that something is bad be-
cause we make it bad. If we stop acting and speaking of rape as ruinous, will it then not 
be ruinous? I have been criticized for this idea, as it is seen as the top of the slippery 
slope to minimizing or outright negating the trauma of rape, which, let me be clear, 
is not my intention. But it is the source of the conundrum—how do we change what 
rape means without telling rape victims that what it means to them is wrong? How do 
we punish rape without recognizing it as a terrible offense that needs punishment? We 
cannot simultaneously try to argue that rape does not have to be traumatic and then 
punish it as a crime that caused trauma. 

All that said, though, it seems as if it would be possible to change the meaning of 
rape. Scholars have already established that rape means different things in different cul-
tures; that it does not occur in all cultures or even all military actions;71 and rape the-
ory now includes far more discussion of male victims, which has broadened the defini-
tion of rape to mean something that now can be done to men, which was not the case 
historically. Thus, clearly, what rape means can change. So why can we not change it so 
that it is not considered the worst thing that can happen to a woman, worse than death? 
We can change parts of the meaning. For example, by not using the threat of rape as a 
punishment—in fiction, film, TV, and in conversation—could we not start to remove 
its power as punishment?

 Then again, perhaps it is not possible to escape the conundrum. Perhaps two things 
will have to exist at the same time: Rape victims feel shame and humiliation (in part be-
cause we just cannot tell them not to), while at the same time rape survivors, activists, 
and scholars on the ground will say that they should not feel shame and humiliation. I 
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do not have answers to all these questions I have posed; sometimes I wonder if it is not 
the job of the historian to ask these kinds of questions, given that our work is grounded 
in violence eight decades in the past. But, let me explain why I keep asking the question: 
Soldiers rape because it works. It communicates a powerful message of inferiority, ru-
ination, shame, or degradation; it results in a sense of power, bonding, and masculine 
belonging. However, if it does not communicate that information, then it will no lon-
ger be an effective language. If rape does not work, maybe they will not rape. 

NOT E S 

1.  I do not anonymize the survivors whose oral histories I use for two reasons. First, they dis-
cussed sexual violence in their testimonies, knowing that their names would be avail-
able in the recordings and that the testimonies would be widely accessible. There was 
no expectation of privacy; the testimonies were created for the specific reason of re-
cording survivor experiences for the public. Second, anonymizing victims of sexual vi-
olence facilitates and continues the idea that surviving sexual violence is something 
about which victims should be ashamed. See Anna Hájková’s contribution in this vol-
ume for discussion. 

2.  Luba Moskowitz, Interview 7784, USC Shoah Foundation Institute. Moskowitz was 
born Orthodox in Warsaw. She spent time in two ghettos and in hiding, finally being 
liberated from the Tschenstochau concentration camp by Soviet forces when she was 
sixteen or seventeen. The majority of testimonies used are housed at the Shoah Foun-
dation, and so only the name and interview code will be used from here forward. If a 
testimony is from another location, the full citation will be provided. 

3.  Birgit Beck, Wehrmacht und sexuelle Gewalt: Sexualverbrechen vor deutschen Militärger-
ichten, 1939–1945 (Ferdinand Schöningh, 2004); Atina Grossmann, “A Question of Si-
lence: The Rape of German Women by Occupation Soldiers,” October 72 (1995): 42– 
63; Sonja M. Hedgepeth and Rochelle G. Saidel, ed., Sexual Violence Against Jewish 
Women During the Holocaust (Brandeis University and University Press of New En-
gland, 2010); Shannon Heit, “Waging Sexual Warfare: Case Studies of Rape Warfare 
Used by the Japanese Imperial Army During World War II,” Women’s Studies Interna-
tional Forum 32, no. 5 (2009): 363–70; Mary Louise Roberts, What Soldiers Do: Sex 
and the American GI in World War II France (University of Chicago Press, 2013). 

4.  I argue that there are two kinds of liberation during which sexual violence occurred: 
territorial liberation, the removal of Nazi control over a territory, and Holocaust liber-
ation, the freeing of Jews from persecution. In territorial liberation, several militaries 
engaged in sexual violence, including, for example, the Americans and the French, al-
though no other military committed as much sexual violence as the Red Army. During 
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the liberation of the Jews, however, according to my research thus far, only the Soviet 
Union’s military troops engaged in pervasive sexual violence against Jewish women. 
Therefore, in this article, liberation rape refers to the Soviet rape of Holocaust survivors. 

5.  See Carli Snyder’s contribution to this volume. 
6.  Marysia Zalewski, Paula Drumond, Elisabeth Prügl, and Maria Stern, eds., Sexual Vio-

lence Against Men in Global Politics (Routledge, 2018). 
7.  Leo J. Daugherty III, “The Reluctant Warriors: The Non-Russian Nationalities in 

Service of the Red Army During the Great Patriotic War 1941–1945,” Journal of Slavic 
Military Studies 6, no. 3 (1993): 426–45. 

8.  See Dan Stone, The Liberation of the Camps: The End of the Holocaust and Its Aftermath 
(Yale University Press, 2015) for a discussion of the process and meaning of liberation. 

9.  The one exception to this survivor definition of rape I have encountered comes from 
Ephraim Klamka (13994). In his testimony, he describes that one instance of the rape 
of men mentioned in the text. According to Klamka, he heard about a “squadron” of fe-
male soldiers raping a group of men, what he calls both rape and being “forced to have 
love with a woman.” 

10.  Women do discuss being digitally penetrated. See, for example, Veronika John-Steiner 
(47178) who recounts being “finger-rape[d]” before a transport, while Germans were 
looking for lice, and Maria Scheffer (4187) who describes being “assaulted by hand” 
upon her entry into Auschwitz. 

11.  The understanding of rape as hetero-penetrative can be positioned against how Jo-
anna Bourke defines rape for her work: “So long as someone says that an act is ‘rape’ . . . 
that claim is accepted.” Rape: Sex, Violence, History (Shoemaker & Hoard, 2007), 9. 
For Holocaust victims of rape, male and female, hetero-penetrative appears to be the 
most accurate way to define their understanding of the act. 

12.  Sharon Marcus, “Fighting Bodies, Fighting Words: A Theory and Politics of Rape Pre-
vention,” in Feminists Theorize the Political, ed. Judith Butler and Joan W. Scott (Rout-
ledge, 1992), 390. 

13.  Euan Hague, “Rape, Power and Masculinity: The Construction of Gender and Na-
tional Identities in the War in Bosnia-Herzegovina,” in Gender and Catastrophe, ed. 
Ronit Lentin (Zed Books, 1997), 50–63. See among the following for explanations of 
rape during war: Maria Eriksson Baaz and Maria Stern, Sexual Violence as a Weapon of 
War?: Perceptions, Prescriptions, Problems in the Congo and Beyond (Zed Books, 2013); 
Elizabeth D. Heineman, ed., Sexual Violence in Conflict Zones: From the Ancient World 
to the Era of Human Rights (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011); Lisa S. Price, “Find-
ing the Man in the Soldier-Rapist: Some Reflections on Comprehension and Account-
ability,” Women’s Studies International Forum 24, no. 2 (2001): 211–27. For discussion of 
gender and nationality, see George L. Mosse, Nationalism and Sexuality: Respectabil-
ity and Abnormal Sexuality in Modern Europe (Howard Fertig, 1985), particularly his 
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chapter on manliness and homosexuality. See also Joane Nagel, “Masculinity and Na-
tionalism: Gender and Sexuality in the Making of Nations,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 
21, no. 2 (1998): 242–69. 

14.  See among others: Antony Beevor, The Fall of Berlin 1945 (Penguin Books, 2002); 
James W. Messerschmidt, “The Forgotten Victims of World War II,” Violence Against 
Women 12, no. 7 (2006): 706–12; Norman M. Naimark, The Russians in Germany: 
A History of the Soviet Zone of Occupation, 1945–1949 (Belknap Press of Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1995). 

15.  James Mark, “Remembering Rape: Divided Social Memory and the Red Army in Hun-
gary 1944–1945,” Past & Present 188 (2005): 133–61; Andrea Petö, “Memory and the 
Narrative of Rape in Budapest and Vienna in 1945,” in Life and Death: Approaches to 
a Cultural and Social History of Europe During the 1940s and 1950s, ed. Richard Bessel 
and Dirk Schumann (Cambridge University Press, 2003), 129–48. 

16.  See Mark and Petö for discussions of the causes of Soviet rape in Hungary, and Mess-
erschmidt for Berlin. 

17.  Vojin Majstorović, “The Red Army in Yugoslavia, 1944–1945,” Slavic Review 75, no. 2 
(2016): 396–421. 

18.  Atina Grossmann, Jews, Germans, and Allies: Close Encounters in Occupied Germany 
(Princeton University Press, 2009), 51. 

19.  Norman M. Naimark, “The Russians and Germans: Rape During the War and Post-
Soviet Memories,” in Rape in Wartime, ed. Raphaëlle Branche and Fabrice Virgili (Pal-
grave Macmillan, 2012), 203–204. 

20.  Grossmann, Jews, Germans, and Allies, 51. 
21.  Naimark, “The Russians and Germans,” 204. 
22.  Naimark, “The Russians and Germans” discusses Soviet resentment of German wealth. 
23.  Iva Glisic and Mark Edele, “The Memory Revolution Meets the Digital Age: Red Army 

Soldiers Remember World War II,” Geschichte und Gesellschaft 45 (2019), 114. 
24.  Ruth Hockley, 2668. 
25.  USHMM RG 50.150.0016, Accession Number 1993.A.0094.16, Oral history inter-

view with Ruth Hockley. 
26.  Lilly Selby, 18067. 
27.  Irene Romer, 54738. 
28.  See, for example, Annette F. Timm, “Sex with a Purpose: Prostitution, Venereal Dis-

ease, and Militarized Masculinity in the Third Reich,” in Sexuality and German Fas-
cism, ed. Dagmar Herzog (Berghahn Books, 2005), 223–55. 

29.  Naimark, The Russians in Germany, 94. 
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31.  Miriam Ingber, 33836. 
32.  Erika Gould, 25797. 



  

   
 

   
   
   
   
   
   

 

   
   

   
   

  
  

   

  

 

    

   

   

   

R A PE OF J E W I SH HOLO C AUS T SU RV I VOR S / 67 

33.  See Elissa Mailänder, “Making Sense of a Rape Photography: Sexual Violence as So-
cial Performance on the Eastern Front, 1939–1944,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 
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36.  Joe Potok, 53588. 
37.  Lea Eisenberg, 47578. 
38.  Jean Feffer-Matz, 17834. 
39.  Hanna (Anne) Mishna, 55345. Mishna has two testimonies in the collection, so there 

are two interview codes cited when appropriate. There are also two different names: 
Hanna (Anne) Mishna and Ann Mishna. 

40.  Hague, “Rape, Power and Masculinity,” 55. 
41.  Steven G. Jug, “Red Army Romance: Preserving Masculine Hegemony in Mixed Gen-

der Combat Units, 1943–1944,” Journal of War and Culture Studies 5, no. 3 (2012), 328. 
42.  Price, “Finding the Man in the Soldier-Rapist,” 213. 
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bership in a particular group by attacking an enemy—not a national or ethnic enemy, 
but a gendered enemy—women, believing they had the right to do so based on celi-
bacy and the brutality of fighting. 

44.  Irina Astashkevich, Gendered Violence: Jewish Women in the Pogroms of 1917 to 1921 (Ac-
ademic Studies Press, 2018); Elissa Bemporade, Legacy of Blood: Jews, Pogroms, and Rit-
ual Murder in the Lands of the Soviets (Oxford University Press, 2019). For the history 
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the War and Post-War Years,” Journal of Genocide Research 11, no. 2–3 (2009): 355–79; 
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“DI D T H AT H A PPE N 
TO YOU?” 

ADDRESSING RAPE PERPETRATED 
BY RED ARMY SOLDIER S AGAINST 

JEWISH WOMEN HOLOCAUST 
SURVIVOR S IN SHOAH FOUNDATION 

TRAININGS AND INTERVIEWS 

CARLI SNYDER 

I N T RODUC T ION  

HOLOCAUST SURVIVOR EDITH SAT FOR HER INTERVIEW WITH THE SUR-
vivors of the Shoah Visual History Foundation in December 1994.1 Speak-
ing about her experiences during the war was evidently difficult for her. 

During the first tape break, members of the crew whispered to each other about how 
nervous she seemed. Worried that she could not remember dates or words, Edith asked 
if she could call her sister or check her notes to be certain about the details. The inter-
viewer, Mark Rothman, who had recently graduated from the University of Southern 
California’s School of Cinematic Arts Master’s program, was patient and helped ease 
her concerns.2 When Edith rushed through parts of her story, Rothman prompted her 
with questions that aimed to ground her in what she did remember. As she described 
her memories of liberation, she looked away for a moment and said: “I don’t know if I 
should talk about it.”3 Rothman quietly encouraged her, “Yeah, yeah.”4 She began, “I 
was in a room with . . . ,” then stopped again abruptly to say to her interviewer: “You say 
yeah. But my brother told me no. I told my brother about it. And he said I should never 
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talk about it in my whole life, because it’s not very nice for me. But maybe I should tell 
you. Because maybe that’s what they want.”5 Edith decided to proceed. She then de-
scribed when two Red Army soldiers raped her after liberation. 

Edith spoke for four uninterrupted minutes about this painful memory—which 
was not common in most Shoah Foundation interviews. When I encountered this 
segment in the Visual History Archive (hereafter VHA), I wondered, which con-
ditions made it possible for her to share this story? Her brother’s shame about her 
rape, which he initially expressed to her in the 1950s, almost dissuaded Edith from 
bringing it up altogether. Edith’s decision to share relied heavily on her comfort level 
with Rothman, which she explicitly commented on later in the interview. She also as-
sumed that “they,” presumably the Shoah Foundation, would be interested in having 
the memory recorded. Rothman’s demonstrated openness to listen was essential. He 
did not interject or change the subject. At the same time, he seemed almost surprised 
by the information and did not pose any follow-up questions about it. In the postinter-
view summary, a piece of writing to be used by those who would process the interview 
at the Shoah Foundation, Rothman wrote two sentences about the rape—showing 
that he felt it was significant enough to be mentioned in the records about her inter-
view.6 He also included “rape” as one of the keywords to describe her testimony. This 
would alert the indexer to take note of this story while labeling the segments. Edith 
and Rothman’s dynamic ensured that her experience of rape was documented in the 
institution’s collection. 

This interaction between Edith and Rothman raises broader questions: Were Shoah 
Foundation interviewers prepared to hear or ask about rape during liberation? If so, 
how? Was the Shoah Foundation interested in collecting these sorts of stories? How 
was this reflected in their methodology? Addressing similar questions from historical 
and media studies angles, scholars including Annabelle Baldwin, Allison Somogyi, and 
Lauren Cantillion have recently produced fascinating interdisciplinary research about 
if and how survivors chose to testify about experiences of sexual violence during Shoah 
Foundation interviews.7 This chapter contributes to this conversation by focusing on 
the role interviewers played in eliciting these memories or curtailing their recounting. 
I utilized the Shoah Foundation’s institutional archival materials, specifically video re-
cordings of interviewer trainings that took place between 1994 and 1998—the peak 
years during which the Shoah Foundation trained interviewers and conducted most 
of its more than 52,000 interviews with Holocaust survivors.8 

This chapter focuses primarily on the first Shoah Foundation interviewer train-
ing held in Los Angeles, California, in July 1994 and the interviews conducted by 
interviewers who were present at this training.9 Initially, trainers did not mention 
rape as a possible topic interviewers might encounter. This meant that when survi-
vors shared memories about rape perpetrated by Red Army soldiers, interviewers 
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Y E A R  N U M B E R  O F  I N T E RV I EW S  C O L L E C T E D  

1994 477 

1995 8,882 

1996 15,637 

1997 13,678 

1998 10,946 

1999 798 

2000 752 

2001 483 

were not necessarily prepared for these stories and needed to respond spontaneously. 
Then, the chapter turns to subsequent English-language interviewer trainings that 
took place in North American cities in which sexual violence was named as a pos-
sible topic. However, interviewers were still not trained to address it in a specific 
way. The chapter then highlights patterns in interviewer-interviewee interactions 
in English-language interview segments indexed in the VHA with the tag “liber-
ator sexual assaults” in which survivors spoke about their own experiences of rape, 
or their fear of it, at the hands of the Red Army and how interviewers responded.10 

This organizational structure serves to highlight the distinctions between how the 
Shoah Foundation communicated their methodology to interviewers-in-training 
and how interviewers later implemented and adapted the methodology during in-
terviews in various ways. 

I argue that descriptions of rape during liberation conflicted with the training in-
terviewers received for two main reasons: First, interviewers were not trained to ask 
questions about sexual violence in general. Second, they were trained to frame survi-
vors’ memories of liberation in an idealized way, so that it would contribute to a sense 
of resolution to their narrative. To understand divergent interviewer responses to these 
memories, it is useful to pay attention to the contextual elements behind each inter-
view, including the training the interviewer received, their personal background and 
experience levels, as well as the contemporaneous state of discussions of sexual(ized) 
violence more broadly.11 Dawn Skorczewski’s work on the “intersubjective field” be-
tween a survivor and interviewer is instructive in this regard.12 Drawing from theoret-
ical and psychoanalytic perspectives on this concept, Skorczewski highlights the “pro-
cess in which individuals consciously and unconsciously make meanings together in 
different contexts,” particularly between survivors and interviewers, and in relation to 
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the institutional influences of the Shoah Foundation.13 She traces how in small mo-
ments during an interview, an interviewer’s reaction or question causes the “intersub-
jective field” to either constrict (and prevent the sharing of certain stories) or remain ex-
pansive and flexible, a state in which even the most difficult memories are shared more 
freely. The development of rapport between interviewer and interviewee often dictated 
whether or not stories about rape were recorded. 

SCHOL A R LY A N D P OL I T IC A L 
CON T E X TS OF T H E 1990 S 

When the Shoah Foundation initially developed its methodology, sexual violence was 
not included as a possible topic to ask about at any point of a survivor’s narrative, during 
or after the war. However, hundreds of testimonies in the VHA demonstrate that many 
survivors’ personal narratives of liberation and postwar life do not make sense without 
their reflections about rape. In a number of studies about liberation and the immediate 
postwar period, historians have mentioned the rape of Jewish survivors, but these ex-
periences are often overshadowed by the much higher numbers of German women ci-
vilians raped by Soviet soldiers.14 Additionally, in popular narratives of liberation, the 
rape of Holocaust survivors has been discounted or ignored entirely. However, for those 
survivors who feared, witnessed, or personally experienced sexual violence during lib-
eration, this had an enormous impact on their decision-making in the postwar period. 
As historian Dan Stone writes, “Camp survivors’ experience of rape was no doubt one 
of the reasons that the liberated inmates preferred not to remain under Soviet jurisdic-
tion any longer than they had to.”15 

It is crucial to remember that much of the foundational scholarship about these top-
ics did not yet exist during the years the Shoah Foundation was training interviewers. 
However, it was generally becoming more common to speak publicly about sexual vio-
lence in the 1990s. Feminist philosopher Susan Brison describes how “the everydayness 
of sexual violence” was so common that it was often taken for granted.16 At the same 
time, Brison argues, there was a mass denial of its prevalence. Throughout the 1990s, at-
tention to rape, sexual harassment, and sexual assault became increasingly prominent in 
mainstream media coverage.17 Women described their experiences on television shows 
and other televised broadcasts—Anita Hill’s 1991 testimony against Clarence Thomas 
figured significantly in people’s minds, for example.18 Drawing on feminist theories 
about rape that had been developing since the 1970s, academics and activists spoke out 
against sexual violence in their writing and in the streets.19 Additionally, the prevalence 
of mass rapes perpetrated during the Bosnian and Rwandan genocides was reported 
on the nightly news.20 We can imagine that at least some of the Shoah Foundation 



  

 

 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

   

 
 

A DDR E S SI NG R A PE PE R PET R AT E D BY R E D A R M Y SOL DI E R S / 7 7 

interviewers and interviewees had been aware of these developments around the time 
interviews were conducted. 

Both of these sets of context are necessary to consider at the same time: Although 
scholarship on the topic of sexual violence during the Holocaust, and more specifically, 
rape perpetrated during liberation, was not yet published, public awareness about rape 
in general had been growing considerably. This means that it is not adequate to simply 
assume that because research was not available, the Shoah Foundation, individual in-
terviewers, or survivors would not have been considering the significance of rape during 
the Holocaust in these years. By analyzing both the trainings and interviews with these 
contexts in mind, the segments in the VHA attain new significance in the ways rape 
during liberation was or was not spoken about. 

“E M PAT H ET IC GU I DA NCE” 

On July 7, 1994, Shoah Foundation staff members and prospective interviewers gath-
ered on the backlot of Universal Studios in Los Angeles for the organization’s first train-
ing. The lead trainer, Darlene Basch, a psychotherapist and a child of survivors who had 
long been involved in Holocaust memorialization efforts, described the project as an 
“unprecedented collaboration” between filmmakers, Jewish community activists, survi-
vors, and children of survivors to gather thousands of survivor testimonies.21 The Shoah 
Foundation staff expressed a sense of urgency in this undertaking: The organization 
needed to work quickly to interview as many survivors as possible before they passed 
away. As Basch addressed interviewer responsibilities, she explained that they would be 
the very people who would facilitate the sharing process at this critical moment to pre-
serve survivor narratives for future listeners. The trainees were eager to take up the call. 

To get to know each other, each trainee introduced the person who sat next to 
them to the rest of the group, including their name, their profession, why they wanted 
to participate in the project, and if relevant, their personal relationship to the Holo-
caust.22 These prospective interviewers brought varying levels of personal and insti-
tutional knowledge to the project. They were teachers, professors, psychotherapists, 
artists, and writers. Many were the children of Holocaust survivors and a few were sur-
vivors themselves. Some had previously volunteered for institutions like the Museum 
of Tolerance, Yad Vashem, or the Holocaust Museum LA. A couple were motivated by 
their concerns about “revisionism”—they felt that the project could serve to combat 
Holocaust denial. Some stated that they were simply interested in learning about in-
dividual survivors’ experiences before, during, and after the war. A number felt it was 
their personal responsibility based on the memory of family members who perished 
during the Holocaust. 
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Throughout the day’s sessions, which included a presentation by Judge Bruce Ein-
horn, a discussion led by survivor Renée Firestone, and a mock interview between 
Basch and survivor Dana Schwartz, sexual violence was not mentioned. Even with this 
absence, key methodological aspects of the training can help us examine the ways in-
terviewers handled the topic when it did eventually come up in interviews. One of the 
most important elements was how Basch prepared interviewers to support survivors. 
Trainees were instructed to act with “empathetic guidance,” especially during instances 
when survivors recalled particularly traumatic memories, by utilizing nonverbal cues to 
show their attentiveness, such as eye contact, nodding, and body language.23 At the same 
time, interviewers were told to remain, to the best of their ability, visibly unmoved so 
that survivors would not question whether their interviewer could emotionally handle 
what they were sharing. Basch explained that survivors might become quite distressed 
and cry. However, interviewers should not stop the tape for any reason unless the sur-
vivor explicitly asked them to do so. While rape was not specifically named as a topic 
interviewers might encounter, these instructions would be what interviewers relied on. 

Another element was the Shoah Foundation’s narrative structure and logistical in-
terview timing. The trainers wanted interviewers to aim for a 20:60:20 ratio for what 
they considered to be the ideal testimony: 20 percent of the interview would focus on 
prewar life, 60 percent on wartime, and 20 percent on postwar experiences.24 Noah 
Shenker has described the structure as “the inciting incident of the outbreak of war 
and persecution, followed by the central events of the Holocaust, and then leading to 
a sense of resolution through discussion of liberation or other postwar experiences.”25 

For countless reasons, survivors’ memories could not easily fit into these parameters.26 

For many, liberation did not lead to a sense of resolution and often could not be con-
fined to 20 percent of their retelling. As is evident in the interviews, the survivors who 
were willing to mention rape during liberation disrupted the narrative structure as it was 
envisioned by the institution and interviewers, because it directly challenged a sense of 
resolution. Many survivors anticipated that stories of sexual violence during liberation 
might not even make sense for the project. During interviews, some wondered aloud 
about whether that part of their story was relevant or interesting. 

This made up the guidance element of “empathetic guidance”—the Shoah Founda-
tion wanted interviewers to assist survivors to articulate their memories in this narra-
tive arc. In the earliest months of interviewing, interviewers were told that they would 
be provided with four 30-minute tapes with the intention that the first tape would be 
dedicated to prewar life, the second and third were for wartime, and the fourth was for 
postwar life, adhering to the 20:60:20 ratio as mentioned above. During this first train-
ing, Basch explained a slightly different way to divide the tapes: She instructed train-
ees to aim for about fifteen minutes for prewar, fifteen minutes for postwar, so that 
even more of the time would be focused on wartime, with enough time at the end to 
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show the survivor’s photos and in some cases introduce their family members on cam-
era. These logistical instructions may have also had considerable influence on survivors’ 
willingness to discuss rape during liberation and interviewers’ ability to ask follow-up 
questions. For example, if an interviewer was trying to keep a survivor “on track” based 
on the ratio and they were already low on time, they might have rushed past a memory 
about rape, a topic they were already not explicitly trained to handle. 

We can also glean important context from the trainers’ instruction about the role 
of pre-interview interactions between survivors and interviewers. The Shoah Founda-
tion implemented a pre-interview questionnaire system in which survivors and inter-
viewers would meet or speak on the phone and fill out the questionnaire about key ele-
ments of their story. Basch told interviewers that they should ask survivors “to give some 
thought to the most profound things that happened to you that you want to be put on 
tape.”27 The Shoah Foundation also informed survivors in advance that a copy of their 
tapes would be sent to their children and grandchildren. Would survivors consider their 
own rape or the rape of their family members as “profound”? Would they want these 
details on tape for their family to hear? The anticipation of future listeners might have 
contributed to a level of self-censorship or decisions to hold back. Taken together, the 
lack of training about sexual violence, the mode of “empathetic guidance,” the narra-
tive structure, and survivors’ sensitivity to future listeners created conditions in which 
it was in fact quite difficult to provide or receive stories about rape during liberation. 

At the training, the Shoah Foundation provided interviewers with copies of a Ho-
locaust Oral History Manual, which trainees were instructed to read “cover to cover.”28 

It contained nineteen extensive lists of questions organized by a variety of experiences 
such as resistance, hiding, ghettos, concentration camps, refugees, child survivors, and 
more. None of the questions asked about sex, sexual violence, or rape. This absence, 
among the hundreds of questions, may have signaled to interviewers that it was not 
relevant, appropriate, or necessary to ask survivors about these issues. It is import-
ant to understand that the manual, published by the Center for Holocaust Studies in 
Brooklyn, New York, in 1991, was written by survivor-historian Yaffa Eliach and archi-
vist and scholar Brana Gurewitsch.29 Eliach’s experiences of interviewing the Hasidic 
survivor community in Flatbush with the help of her Brooklyn College students in-
fluenced the development of the manual.30 Eliach wrote about the importance of es-
tablishing trust with the community. In many cases, students interviewed their own 
parents or relatives, which may have also contributed to the lack of questions about 
sex, rape, and sexuality.31 

The manual also contained the transcriptions of six excerpts of interviews that the 
Center for Holocaust Studies conducted with survivors. One featured a story from a 
1978 interview with Judith Alter, a child survivor who was born in Czechoslovakia. 
The interview was conducted by Alter’s daughter. Alter described her experience of 
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liberation by the Red Army. She stated: “It wasn’t so pleasant with the Russians be-
cause the Cossacks were wild animals and anything that they could touch, they de-
stroyed. They would rape, strip and use the women and girls. It was hard to decide 
who was better, the Cossacks or the Germans, but I guess we were saved by them so 
the Russians were like saviors for us.”32 If the interviewers had read the manual cover 
to cover, this would have been the only instance in which they encountered a survi-
vor’s recollections about Red Army rapes. Rape was not completely invisible or un-
mentioned, but it still remained unclear as to how interviewers should ask more 
about it. 

M E MOR I E S OF R A PE I N C A L I FOR N I A-
BA SE D I N T E RV I E WS  

Many of the interviewers set out on their first interviews within the week of their 
training. This section focuses on three interviewers, Barbara Gordon, Carol Stulberg, 
and Dana Schwartz, who encountered multiple accounts of rape by Soviet soldiers 
from survivors and responded in different ways. I selected these interviewers because 
they had all been present at the first training and each of them conducted a consid-
erable number of interviews for the Shoah Foundation. Their personal backgrounds 
also provide additional information to think through the individual influences on 
interviewer-interviewee dynamics. I will address each of their interviewing styles 
broadly, followed by a specific example from one interview. 

The first, Barbara Gordon, was born in Berlin, Germany, and escaped with her fam-
ily to the United States in 1939. At the training, she mentioned that her sense of survi-
vor’s guilt motivated her to take part in the project.33 In her interviews, Gordon’s inter-
vention was minimal. She mostly asked factual questions about dates and geographic 
locations. When she encountered survivors’ stories about rape during liberation, Gor-
don repeatedly avoided asking follow-up questions. There are at least six interviews in 
which this occurred. Instead, she usually asked an entirely different question or simply 
clarified, “You were liberated by the Russians.”34 There are a number of possible expla-
nations as to why Gordon diverted in these moments: She may have been too uncom-
fortable or thought it was inappropriate to ask more, the stories might not have seemed 
to fit into the mainstream narrative of the Holocaust that she was familiar with, or she 
might have felt low on time and wanted to save time for postwar immigration stories 
or to introduce the survivor’s family. Regardless, she decided, possibly due to a combi-
nation of these factors, to pass over these stories. 

One of Gordon’s interviewees, Alice S., described a memory of witnessing Soviet 
soldiers attempting to rape women. The interview took place on July 20, 1994, about 
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two weeks after the first training. Gordon began the interview by gathering prewar in-
formation: Alice was born in Czechoslovakia in 1926. Her father was a World War I 
veteran so her family experienced exceptions to certain laws and her immediate family 
did not have to enter the ghetto. Soon after, though, her family was deported to Aus-
chwitz. At this point, the interview closely followed the 20:60:20 ratio, creating the 
narrative arc that Gordon was trained to collect. When Alice began to speak about her 
experiences at the end of the war, she recounted her transfer to the Stutthof camp, then 
to Proust, a camp near Danzig. From there, she was sent on a death march, became ill, 
and briefly stayed in a farmhouse with other girls. When Gordon prompted Alice to 
describe liberation, she said: 

Now—I survived. But being liberated by the Russians was terrible. I mean, they 
looted, they—they raped—a lot of [girls] were killed and raped by the Russians. 
Later, when I got better, I was in the room with a friend, two sisters, and a Russian of-
ficer came in. The sister got under the bed, one of them. The other he wanted to rape, 
and she resisted. So she was shot while the sister was under the bed. They [pause] they 
were pretty awful. I mean, they were like animals let out of a cage.35 

Gordon immediately followed up by asking, “How long were you in this farmhouse 
until—how—when you became ill, how long—”36 The follow-up question caught Al-
ice off-guard as evidenced by her brief startled facial expression. Alice did not share 
any more details about this horrific encounter with the soldiers and instead answered 
Gordon’s question with information about what happened next. This leaves listeners 
to wonder: What happened to Alice during this situation? Did a soldier try to rape her 
that night? Neither Alice nor Gordon brought this instance up again, so we do not 
have answers to these questions. 

The second interviewer, Carol Stulberg, was born in Germany to two survivors.37 

Stulberg modeled an intuitive interviewing style—she managed the tensions present 
in “empathetic guidance” well. When a survivor alluded to particularly difficult mem-
ories, she was adept at following up and asking clarifying questions in a sensitive but 
straightforward way. In her interviews, Stulberg utilized varied approaches to ask about 
rape, and she did not always use the word “rape” itself. For example, on one occasion, 
a survivor mentioned Russians “raping a lot of girls,” and Stulberg asked, “Did you see 
that happen?”38 In another interview, Stulberg asked, “Can I ask you, when the Rus-
sians came in, were there any problems for you from the Russians? Any of the girls? 
Were you ever mistreated by the Russians?”39 Here, Stulberg was alluding to rape, but 
was not willing to use the word in her question. The survivor responded: “No, I was 
never mistreated, no.” The survivor appeared to understand what Stulberg was insinu-
ating and did not speak more about it. 
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In Stulberg’s interview with Pepi W. on January 23, 1995, the survivor spoke exten-
sively about her evasion of rape by Soviet soldiers. Pepi, born in 1920 in Czechoslova-
kia, was liberated with her sister and felt relieved to be able to get some sleep in a nearby 
house. Soon, she said, “those Russians gave us a lot of trouble.”40 Stulberg asked, “Like 
what?” Pepi responded: “They wanted sex, first of all.” Pepi then described a night when 
soldiers knocked on the door, came into the house, and one soldier grabbed her to try 
to rape her. She noticed a pencil in his pocket and used it to stab him in the eye. This 
allowed her and her sister to escape. This was a key turning point in her personal narra-
tive—after that, she told her sister that they had to leave “because we will not have peace 
here” with the threat of rape so prominent.41 They set off on foot and went into another 
house. Soldiers broke in once again. Pepi had another physical encounter with a soldier 
and she said that her and her sister’s screams prevented another attempted rape. During 
these segments, Stulberg did not intervene, which allowed Pepi to describe these aspects 
of her liberation experiences for over six minutes. Once Pepi said all that she wanted to 
about this, Stulberg and Pepi moved on to the next part of her story. 

The third interviewer, Dana Schwartz, was a child survivor born in Lwów, Poland, 
in 1935. She had extensive experience as a practicing psychotherapist and had been con-
ducting numerous interviews with Holocaust survivors in Los Angeles before her in-
volvement with the Shoah Foundation. Throughout her interviews, there are subtle 
hints that some survivors may have felt especially comfortable with Schwartz as some-
one who may have shared certain experiences as a survivor. In one exchange, for exam-
ple, a survivor asked Schwartz, “You remember that too?,” in regard to Russian soldiers 
wearing multiple watches they had looted during liberation.42 On multiple occasions, 
Schwartz explicitly asked survivors about various forms of sexuality and sexual vio-
lence, and not just about rape during liberation. When relevant, Schwartz explicitly 
asked survivors about sexual abuse in hiding, sexual encounters in ghettos, rape per-
petrated by German guards or collaborators. She was especially skilled in this regard: 
She was able to ask these questions in a sensitive way and survivors seemed comfort-
able sharing with her. 

Berlin-born survivor Brigitte M.’s interview with Schwartz took place on Octo-
ber 19, 1994. Brigitte and her parents survived the war by passing as Christians with 
false documents. Her memories were characterized by her parents’ tactfulness and pro-
tection of her. When Brigitte recalled Soviet troops marching in to liberate Belzig, 
where she and her mother were living on an estate, she remembered hearing her mother 
screaming. Brigitte came running and found a Russian soldier “attacking [her mother], 
wanting to rape her.”43 Twelve years old at the time, Brigitte recalled hitting and yelling 
at this soldier, which caused another officer to intervene and pull the soldier away. In 
the following days, she witnessed Soviet soldiers raping women in the garden outside 
the house. She said this was “how she learned about sex.” Brigitte concluded: “Anyway, 
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so the Russians in those days weren’t so wonderful. They had their own agenda.”44 In-
stead of moving on, Schwartz asked directly: “Did anyone try to rape you?”45 Brigitte 
answered, “No. That’s the strangest thing. They didn’t try. Nobody ever tried to come 
near me.”46 Schwartz did not push further and they continued the interview. 

Schwartz herself was interviewed by the Shoah Foundation in 1996. Her personal 
experiences lend some additional information about why she might have been willing 
to ask about rape. Like Brigitte, Schwartz also survived the war with her mother by 
passing as non-Jews. Schwartz described an instance when she protected her mother 
during an attempted rape by a Soviet soldier in 1945 in Lwów, Poland.47 She remem-
bered jumping on the soldier’s back, kicking and scratching him, which allowed her 
and her mother to run away. The attack on her mother was a pivotal event in their fam-
ily’s narrative: Schwartz connected this instance to her mother’s decision to immigrate 
to the United States. 

R A PE A S A TOPIC I N T R A I N I NG S 
A N D I N T E RV I E WS  

Throughout 1994, the Shoah Foundation organized and hosted trainings in Toronto, 
New York City, and Miami. Through 1998, additional trainings took place in the 
United States and countries around the world including Australia, Israel, the Nether-
lands, France, Germany, England, Argentina, Bulgaria, South Africa, Ukraine, Hun-
gary, Poland, and Russia.48 No two trainings were exactly alike. With the passage of 
time, they became considerably more robust: They were multiple days long and covered 
more Holocaust history. One of the mainstay sessions was a presentation of a broader 
narrative by a local historian, typically focusing on political and ideological forces that 
led to the Holocaust. These sessions almost never mentioned women, gender, or sex-
uality. Trainees also attended sessions in which they reviewed clips of previously re-
corded interviews, analyzing the interviewer’s strategies as ones to emulate or avoid. In-
terviewers conducted mock interviews with each other and sometimes with survivors. 
These sessions aimed to help interviewers develop their question-asking skills and pre-
pare them to practice empathetic guidance with an interviewee. 

In October 1994, the Shoah Foundation team made their way to Toronto for the 
first training outside of Los Angeles. At this training, Canadian historian Paula Draper 
joined as a trainer. Draper had been conducting interviews with survivors since 1981. 
In all subsequent trainings, Draper integrated a short presentation that focused on the 
then-current scholarship about the Holocaust, including research about women and 
gender such as the recently published collection Different Voices: Women and the Holo-
caust.49 She emphasized the differences between women’s and men’s experiences. One 
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main difference she described was women’s vulnerability to “sexual assault and exploita-
tion” in ghettos, camps, and in hiding.50 Notably, she did not mention liberation. How-
ever, this was a major addition to the trainings: Sexual violence was now consistently 
mentioned as a possible topic interviewers might encounter. 

Basch and Draper worked together as lead trainers and fielded questions from po-
tential interviewers about what they might expect. Draper added some new strategies 
to address what she called “particularly uncomfortable questions,” which included rape. 
Draper recommended asking: “What was your most painful memory of that time?”51 

She urged interviewers not to be too insistent, but to leave space and time for survivors 
to describe these memories. At the training in Miami in December 1994, one trainee 
asked if there were any questions that were not allowed to be asked.52 Basch asked for 
clarification and the trainee responded, “I mean could you say, when the guard came at 
you, did he rape you? Did he actually rape you? Could you say something like that?”53 

Basch answered: “No, you do not ask that question, you ask them ‘What happened?’ 
That’s a leading question. We can’t tell people what happened to them.”54 Basch was 
not against survivors talking about rape, but she was concerned about interviewers ap-
plying certain words to an experience that a survivor might not have used themselves 
and instead wanted interviewers to ask open-ended questions, a strategy that was stan-
dard practice in oral history. 

At the 1995 training in New York, Draper mentioned to a small breakout group 
that toward the end of the war, “a lot of women were raped by the Russians, now this is 
something that was quite common.”55 She explained that despite its frequency, women 
might not bring up these experiences in their interviews because they might feel un-
comfortable speaking about them on tape. This was a rare moment during an inter-
viewer training when rape during liberation was specifically addressed. This small 
group of New York–based interviewers, among many other thousands of interview-
ers trained, was alerted to the frequency of rape by the Red Army during liberation. 
This topic certainly could have come up in smaller moments of other trainings that 
were simply not captured in the recordings of the trainings. However, as the core pre-
sentations of the trainings solidified between 1994 and 1998, rape during liberation 
did not become a topic that was consistently included in every training, nor was it 
written into the training materials provided to interviewers such as topical questions 
lists. This unevenness in the trainings provides users of the VHA with a more com-
plex picture as to why interviewers might have addressed the topic of rape during lib-
eration inconsistently. 

When one searches the VHA with the index term “liberator sexual assaults,” 512 re-
sults appear. After limiting the search results to English-language interviews conducted 
by the Shoah Foundation, the results narrow to 348. These segments show that for 
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hundreds of survivors, the very meaning of liberation was closely associated with rape, 
which undermined the idea that liberation was a “happy ending.” Many survivors were 
aware that these memories might not have been what the interviewers were expecting 
to hear. In one interview, a survivor described her disappointment: “With them bring-
ing us freedom . . . I’m sorry, I have to be honest. I don’t know who will understand, but 
the only thing that they brought us was rape.”56 The survivor knew she was going against 
the grain in the context of the interview in that she was not idealizing liberation or the 
Red Army forces, and she knew she was speaking against commonly accepted knowl-
edge. There was no sense of clear resolution in the narrative if a survivor decided to “be 
honest” and speak out about rape. Interviewers, in turn, needed to decide if they were 
willing to provide the space for survivors to talk about it more fully. 

These segments contain patterns in both interviewers’ and interviewees’ reactions to 
the topic. In some cases, interviewees brought up the topic and then decided that they 
did not want to share the full story. One brought up the issue of rape so it was on the 
record, but then said, “I’d rather not go into it.”57 Another said she did “not want to go 
into detail.”58 Others shared their story and then became worried about these stories be-
ing recorded on the tape. One backtracked: “Please, don’t put this in.”59 Another survi-
vor became upset and asked the crew to stop recording: “I have to quit. I can’t tell that. 
You have to cut it.”60 In some cases, survivors looked to their interviewers before shar-
ing and almost asked for their permission. One was hesitant: “I don’t know if I should 
tell you, if it’s interesting in the interview.”61 Another asked, “And then shall I tell you 
about the rape?”62 These cases show that some survivors were willing to share, but were 
unsure if the Shoah Foundation would find those stories interesting or appropriate to 
include in their taped testimony. 

Alternatively, there are many examples of survivors who brought up rape during 
liberation on their own accord, without having been prompted at all by the inter-
viewer. Sometimes, they did not use the word “rape.” Some euphemistically refer-
enced it with some variations such as “go to bed with us,” “have fun with us,” or “at-
tack us.” In some cases, interviewers asked them to clarify what they meant. In one 
example, a survivor stated: “Jewish girls had trouble with the Russian liberators.” 
The interviewer asked, “What kind of problems?” The survivor responded: “Rape.”63 

Other survivors did use the word rape outright. Some spoke about witnessing or hear-
ing about someone else who was raped. In many of these cases, interviewers did not 
ask whether or not the survivor herself was raped, in the way Dana Schwartz asked 
Brigitte above. 

For survivors who spoke on tape about their own experiences of rape, the inter-
viewers’ immediate reaction was crucial. Take, for example, this survivor and inter-
viewer’s interaction: 
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Survivor: They [the Cossacks] broke in and they raped some of the girls, includ-
ing myself. And in the morning we went to— 

Interviewer: You’re going over that very quickly. 
Survivor: I don’t like to talk about it. 
Interviewer: Was it one of the worst things that had happened? 
Survivor: It was [begins to cry]. I had just come from being in a camp, suppos-

edly being free now and this is happening to me. I had just turned seventeen. It was 
only a few days. It was very painful . . . and hard to understand that they would do 
that. They may not have known we were Jews, I don’t know, they probably did, but 
they didn’t care.64 

This interview was conducted in New York in June 1995, so it is likely that this inter-
viewer utilized one of Draper’s suggested strategies to handle recollections of rape—not 
necessarily asking for information, but instead holding the space for the survivor to re-
flect further if she wanted to. 

The following interviewer took a different approach by asking multiple follow-up 
questions. In this case, the survivor was willing to share more details: 

Survivor: There was a house that was empty and we went in to sleep and they 
came and raped me. 

Interviewer: Who did this? 
Survivor: The Russian soldiers. 
Interviewer: How many? 
Survivor: I think it was three or four. 
Interviewer: At the same . . . on the same night? 
Survivor: Same time, same night. 
Interviewer: And who were you with? 
Survivor: I was with my brother and they told my brother to get out. So there was 

nothing else to do but go out. You still had that fear that somebody’s always bigger 
than you are and have a gun on your head. 

Interviewer: How did you cope with that? 
Survivor: There was nothing to cope about it. Just was there and that was it. You 

don’t think about it. You don’t talk about it, don’t think about it, I didn’t know bet-
ter. I wasn’t as educated as the kids right now. That time, you didn’t speak about sex 
or about rape or anything else, it wasn’t then. Not like it is now.65 

This interviewer, Hilary Adah Helstein, was by the time of this interview an ex-
perienced interviewer, having already conducted over one hundred interviews with 
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the Shoah Foundation. The survivor demonstrated her own understanding of the 
differences in the ways people “spoke about sex or rape” in 1997 versus 1945 and how 
her own lack of sex education as a young woman did not give her the words to name 
her experience. The combination of the interviewer’s interest, knowledge, sensitivi-
ties, and experience and the survivor’s awareness of what it meant to talk about rape 
“now” resulted in an exchange in which more details of the survivor’s personal expe-
rience were captured. 

Some interviewers avoided stories about rape altogether. There are numerous exam-
ples in which a survivor mentioned rape and the interviewer disregarded it by asking a 
completely different question. For example, one survivor described a strategy she used: 
to lie next to a young man that she knew during liberation, “and that’s how we were safe 
from rape.” The interviewer immediately asked: “Did you ever get back to your home-
town?”66 Interviewers who did ask follow-up questions after a survivor mentioned rape 
did so in a variety of ways. Some asked questions avoiding the word rape, such as: “Did 
anything happen to you?,”67 “How did you protect yourself ?,”68 “Did that happen to 
you?,”69 “Did you have any contact with the Russian soldiers at all?,”70 and “Did they 
ever try to attack you?”71 Others did ask survivors questions using the word “rape”: “He 
was raping you?,”72 “Were you raped by a Russian?,”73 and “Before you continue, did the 
Russians try to rape you?”74 

When an interviewer did ask follow-up questions, these interactions often resulted 
in the most detailed accounts about the prevalence of rape. These segments present 
important details in which family members tried to protect younger girls in the fam-
ily, with mothers or aunts hiding daughters and nieces or brothers concealing their sis-
ters. Many survivors spoke about avoidance strategies: Some attempted to avoid rape 
by “making themselves ugly or old looking” or purposely making their illness obvious 
to disgust Soviet soldiers with vomit or diarrhea. Some survivors described jumping 
out of windows.75 Others remembered women they knew who chose to commit sui-
cide to avoid rape.76 If they could, some survivors communicated with soldiers in ei-
ther Russian or another Slavic language and this sometimes helped them avoid rape, 
either by begging or explaining that they were Jewish and had just been persecuted. 
Many survivors also told stories about how they would mention they were Jewish and 
if they encountered a Jewish soldier in the Red Army, they helped to protect them 
from the threat of rape from other soldiers. One survivor, for example, said a Yiddish 
word to the soldiers and a Jewish doctor in the Soviet Army immediately embraced 
her. He provided her with a piece of soap, which she saw as a sign of him recognizing 
her humanity. The survivor recalled, “He was the first person who gave me back my 
freedom, my life.”77 
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CONCLUSION 

During one of the trainings, historian Paula Draper explained to the interviewers 
that survivors often shared relevant stories after the interview was over. Draper her-
self had multiple experiences in which survivors disclosed stories of rape to her once 
the camera was packed away. In one case, a woman survivor described her rape on the 
car ride home. Draper commented that she was unsure whether or not she explicitly 
asked about rape in the interview, and whether that would have prompted the survi-
vor to share her memory on camera. This woman had never told her husband that she 
had been raped and did not want him to find out when they received their copy of the 
tape. In these cases, regardless of the interviewers’ approach, some survivors simply 
did not want their tape to contain such memories. In 2014, Henry Greenspan asked, 
“Should everything survivors say in connection with the Holocaust—on and off the 
record, incidental and considered, reflection as much as remembrance—be consid-
ered part of their ‘testimony’?”78 Draper’s experiences capture how many recollections 
of rape as part of survivors’ testimony were left off the record. 

Beyond the interviewing process, historian Andrea Petö has demonstrated that 
the Shoah Foundation’s process of indexing “even raises the issue of silencing and con-
trolling.”79 While interviewers were often insensitive or untrained to handle instances 
about sexual violence, those who worked to later index the interviews in the 1990s and 
early 2000s were often ill-equipped to tag these segments sufficiently. Petö highlights 
how “sexual violence, assault and other key terms are not first level terms” in the index-
ing system, “and very often the relevant narration starts earlier than indicated in the 
catalog.”80 As the VHA continues to evolve with the addition of new index terms, defi-
nitions of keywords, and various synonyms, this critical analysis of these assumptions 
remains essential to identify strategies in which scholars, students, and other VHA us-
ers may identify and research survivors’ testimonies that contain descriptions of rape 
or fear of rape. 

While this chapter has focused on rape of Jewish women survivors by soldiers in 
the Red Army, this line of inquiry, thinking deeply about interviewer trainings and 
paying attention to interviewers’ questioning strategies, could be applied to any num-
ber of other previously or still neglected subjects.81 Take, for example, queer experi-
ences during the Holocaust, Jewish children’s forced labor, or the discovery of the Jed-
wabne pogrom, just to name a few. The trainings offer fascinating dimensions of the 
Shoah Foundation’s institutional history to consider. As scholars continue to rely on 
the VHA for its wealth of sources, these layers of context can help answer questions 
that have long perplexed us. 



  

   

 

  

   

   

   
   

   
  

   
 

A DDR E S SI NG R A PE PE R PET R AT E D BY R E D A R M Y SOL DI E R S / 89 

NOT E S 

1.  I have decided to use a pseudonym for this survivor because of her initial concerns about 
sharing this story as she articulated in her interview. I do not intend to reinforce a sense 
of shame or stigma associated with experiences of sexual violence, but I also want to re-
main sensitive to her specific concerns. Researchers who are interested in locating this 
interview can use the interview number below. Throughout the rest of the chapter, I 
have included the real first names of survivors and their first initial in addition to the in-
terview number associated with their interview in the Visual History Archive (VHA), 
with one exception, Dana Schwartz, who was both a survivor and Shoah Foundation 
interviewer who publicly spoke about and published her experiences elsewhere. Addi-
tionally, although I refer to the organization as “The Shoah Foundation,” “The Survi-
vors of the Shoah Visual History Foundation” was its original title. Once the organiza-
tion became associated with the University of Southern California in 2006, the name 
changed again and it eventually became known as “USC Shoah Foundation—the In-
stitute for Visual History and Education.” For a critical analysis of the Shoah Founda-
tion’s institutional history, see Noah Shenker, Reframing Holocaust Testimony (Indiana 
University Press, 2015), 115. 

2.  Rothman participated in the first Shoah Foundation training in Los Angeles in 1994. 
This was his seventh interview. Mark A. Rothman, phone conversation with the au-
thor, April 2024. 

3.  Edith, Interview 388. Interview by Mark A. Rothman. Visual History Archive, USC 
Shoah Foundation, December 14, 1994. https://vha.usc.edu/testimony/388. 

4.  Edith, Interview 388. 
5.  Edith, Interview 388. Edith told her brother about her rape after they had reunited after 

the war in the 1950s. From this point on, he told her not to speak about it and she lis-
tened. 

6.  Edith, postinterview summary, 388. USC Shoah Foundation Institutional Archives. The 
postinterview summary seemed to be a short-lived practice—only the earliest inter-
views included these documents. 

7.  Annabelle Baldwin, “Sexual Violence and the Holocaust: Reflections on Memory and 
Witness Testimony,” Holocaust Studies: A Journal of Culture and History 16, no. 3 
(2010): 112–34; Baldwin, “‘And What Happened Next?’: Emotions and Sexual Vio-
lence in Holocaust Interviews,” Oral History Australia Journal 41 (2019): 32–42; Allison 
Somogyi, “Hungarian-Jewish Survivors and Discourse Surrounding Sexual Violence 
in Testimonies,” virtual lecture, August 27, 2020, posted August 24, 2023, by the Uni-
versity of Southern California Dornsife Center for Advanced Genocide Research, You-
Tube, 1:33:46, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kjKTRQvzu7o; and Lauren Can-
tillion, “Challenging the Shame Paradigm: Jewish Women’s Narratives of Sexual(ized) 

https://vha.usc.edu/testimony/388
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kjKTRQvzu7o
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Violence During the Holocaust,” virtual lecture, March 25, 2021, posted August 24, 
2023, by the University of Southern California Dornsife Center for Advanced Geno-
cide Research, YouTube, 1:33:03, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6TIjl0WUkbY. 

8.  For an interactive timeline of the Shoah Foundation’s institutional history see https:// 
vha.usc.edu/about?tab=interview. 

9.  This California-based cohort of interviewers and interviewees constituted its own “ecol-
ogy of witnessing,” to use Hannah Pollin-Galay’s metaphorical framework, in that the 
location and culture of Los Angeles, and California more broadly, came with its own 
set of social norms, which are reflected in the trainings and interviews. Each of the lo-
cations included in the rest of the chapter did too, though in this chapter, Los Angeles 
will receive the most attention. It is crucial to keep in mind the specificities of cultural 
norms in each of the cities and towns where interviews took place. Pollin-Galay, Ecol-
ogies of Witnessing: Language, Place, and Holocaust Testimony (Yale University Press, 
2018), 2. 

10.  This tag, “liberator sexual assaults,” was added into the VHA index as a term on March 
14, 1997. A related term, “sexual assault fears,” was added on January 23, 2002. 

11.  In this volume, Monika Vrzgulová provides fascinating personal reflections about 
her transformative experiences of interviewing women survivors from Slovakia in the 
1990s. Her first-person reflexive approach demonstrates just how influential individ-
ual interviewers’ backgrounds and approaches have been on interviews, in addition to 
the institutional-methodological structures. 

12.  Dawn Skorczewski, “‘You Want Me to Sing?’: Holocaust Testimonies in the Intersub-
jective Field,” Dapim: Studies on the Holocaust 32, no. 2 (2018): 112–27. Skorczewski’s 
work adds valuable framing to foundational works focusing on Holocaust testimony 
and trauma, such as Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub, Testimony: Crisis of Witnessing 
in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History (Routledge, 1991); Lawrence L. Langer, Holo-
caust Testimonies: The Ruins of Memory (Yale University Press, 1991); and Henry Green-
span, On Listening to Holocaust Survivors: Beyond Testimony (Praeger, 1998). Oral his-
torians not involved in Holocaust studies have long emphasized the importance of 
interviewer-interviewee rapport and dynamics. See the foundational essays included 
in The Oral History Reader edited by Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (Routledge/ 
Taylor & Francis Group, 2015). 

13.  Skorczewski, “‘You Want Me to Sing?,’” 114. 
14.  Dan Stone, for example, commented, “Reports of rape were not uncommon, though 

camp survivors suffered less in this regard than German women civilians.” Stone, The 
Liberation of the Camps: The End of the Holocaust and Its Aftermath (Yale University 
Press, 2015), 53. Atina Grossmann included examples of Jewish survivors’ perceptions or 
experiences of rape by Red Army soldiers in Jews, Germans, and Allies: Close Encounters 
in Occupied Germany (Princeton University Press, 2007). See also: Miriam Gebhardt, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6TIjl0WUkbY
https://vha.usc.edu/about?tab=interview
https://vha.usc.edu/about?tab=interview
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Crimes Unspoken: The Rape of German Women at the End of the Second World War, 
trans. Nick Somers (Polity, 2017). 

15.  Stone, The Liberation of the Camps, 53. 
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“ T H E OT H E R CA L A M I T I E S ”  
SE XUAL VIOLENCE DURING 
LIBERATION IN THE FIR ST-

EVER INTERVIEWS WITH FEMALE 
HOLOCAUST SURVIVOR S 

FROM SLOVAKIA 1 

MONIKA VRZGULOVÁ 

I N T RODUC T ION  

“THERE WERE ALSO VARIOUS OTHER CALAMITIES PERPETRATED BY RUS-
sians in Germany during Liberation.” This is how Hilda (b. 1924), one of 
the respondents in the first-ever Holocaust-related oral history project car-

ried out in Slovakia, remembered liberation. In this chapter, I analyze interviews with 
women like Hilda to determine whether and how female survivors remembered the is-
sue of sexual violence at the end of World War II. I use excerpts from individual survi-
vors’ testimonies to show what they said about their experiences with soldiers-liberators 
and how it fits into their self-presentation strategy during the interview. I also discuss 
how the methodology, time and place of the research, and survivors’ age impact the 
content of their memories. I will briefly introduce the research, its phases, methodol-
ogy, and interview technique. The core of the text is the analysis and interpretation of 
excerpts, focusing on the terms used by women when recalling the violence they expe-
rienced. Respondents typically express their memories of sexual violence using coded 
language—words they can say in front of interviewers. At the same time, they find it 
challenging to describe their ambivalent feelings during liberation—persistent fear of 
violence, vulnerability, the hesitant awareness of being free, and a slow realization that 
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their suffering is over. Is it over? I consider Holocaust survivors’ strategies of self-pre-
sentation and the agenda they pursued in their interviews decades after the Holocaust. 
In addition, I examine how the issue of sexual violence was addressed in Holocaust 
studies and conveyed in public discourse at the time of the research. I strive for reflex-
ive writing that highlights my perspective as a researcher, acknowledges my position-
ality during and after the research, and contextualizes my current interpretations of 
the selected memories. 

This paper draws on oral history interviews conducted for the international project 
Fates of Those Who Survived the Holocaust, which was conducted from 1995 to 1997 
under the auspices of the Fortunoff Video Archive at Yale University.2 I was part of the 
research team. The overarching aim of this first-ever Holocaust-oriented research proj-
ect in Slovakia was to gather as many testimonies as possible to build a substantial pool 
of data for further analysis. The researchers employed a methodology and interviewing 
technique designed by the Fortunoff Archive.3 We tried to be attentive listeners and cre-
ate an atmosphere of trust, giving the interviewees sufficient time and space to recount 
their life stories. We recognized the scholarly importance of what we were doing, espe-
cially considering the interviewees’ age and the project’s psychological dimensions. For 
most of the respondents, the interviews were the first time they would speak openly and 
at length about their experiences. In Holocaust studies, these interviews can be classified 
as late testimonies due to the time they were conducted. That being said, they were also 
the first testimonies ever recorded in Slovakia. They were provided by men and women 
who were persecuted during the Holocaust because of their Jewish origins. Most of them 
had spent their entire lives in Slovakia, and until our meeting, they had shared their ex-
periences of the Holocaust only with their families or people who had shared a similar 
fate—that is, if they communicated them at all. As many of them confessed during our 
interviews, we were the first people to hear their stories in their entirety. 

When analyzing oral testimonies, I always wonder about the various factors that 
could have impacted their form and content. Our first-ever yet very late Holocaust testi-
monies recorded in the 1990s were mainly shaped by such factors as the time and place4 

of the interview (the social and political situation in the country), the subject’s particu-
lar significance in the witnesses’ private lives, and its place in public discourse. 

ORAL HISTORY METHODOLOGY: THE STAGES 
AND TECHNIQUES OF INTERVIEW 

The research involved multiple stages, during which we engaged with each interviewee 
at least three times. In the first stage, we approached (by phone or in person) poten-
tial interviewees, explaining the purpose and objectives of the project, the recording 
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of interview recording, as well as its subsequent processing. In the pre-interviews, 
we informed the survivors that they would be able to speak freely, without interrup-
tion by the interviewers. We expressed an interest in their lived experiences before, 
during, and after the Holocaust. The second stage was the actual filming of the inter-
view. The third was an informal social gathering where we provided the survivors a 
recording of the interview and informed them about the progress of further research 
and the results. 

The first part of the interview was led by the interviewee. It was up to them to select 
the individual situations and experiences that they would weave into the subsequent 
narrative. They did this at their own discretion, based on their mood and personal at-
titude. It was also up to the interviewees to decide how much of each phase of their 
lives would be represented in their testimonies. We strived to pursue the “ideal” inter-
viewee–interviewer relationship. We aimed to be empathic listeners throughout the 
duration of the testimony, staying with the narrator, all the way, as much as we could.5 

Initially, they spoke about their family backgrounds and their relations with the com-
munity and the majority society before the Holocaust (depending on the age of the in-
terviewee). The core part of the testimonies consisted of the respondents’ stories from 
1938 to 1945.6 Next in order of representation were their experiences from the postwar 
period. In the second part of the interview, the researchers asked questions, trying to 
delve deeper into the respondent’s story and bring it into a clearer resolution.7 

The interviewing technique seemed “safe” for both the narrator and the lis-
tener—at least that is what I thought at the time. The witnesses themselves decided 
what they would bring to recollections. I, as the researcher, would then ask about 
the situations and experiences they described, trying my best to avoid inappropriate, 
hurtful questions that might violate the sense of trust and safety. My idea of “safety” 
was relatively naive. This was my first oral history research project as well as my first 
project involving Holocaust survivors. I could not anticipate the reactions and emo-
tions that would emerge as the witnesses, in the process of recounting their lives, 
gradually left their comfort zones. With each interview, I became more experienced 
and better prepared to cope with the unpredictable. Alessandro Portelli reminds us 
that interviews are “transformative for the narrator as well as the listener,”8 and I felt 
myself changing with every interview. As an interviewer, I experienced what Martha 
Norkunas calls the “in-between state” or “embodied presence,” a transformative pro-
cess in which I gradually changed through the stories of the respondents. All future 
interviews were already different because I had become different too. In each subse-
quent interview, I was able to more emphatically perceive and more meaningfully 
explore the respondent’s past.9 

The interviews represent a relatively compact set of data collected over three years. 
Their content is influenced not only by the fifty years that had passed since the end of 
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the Second World War but also by the current situation in Slovak society. When an-
alyzing memory, it is important to bear in mind that it is not a passive repository of 
facts, but an active process of meaning-making.10 Portelli identifies war narrative, and 
similarly, I would add, Holocaust narrative, as a common means by which survivors 
make sense of their personal lives in relation to history, or at least to public history.11 

This effort is also present in these late, but in Slovakia, very first interviews, which I 
analyze in the text. 

Why did I focus on these? First, most of them were captured in the Slovak language, 
and although they have been available for further study for nearly thirty years, only a 
handful of scholars have made use of them. Second, because I was personally involved 
in the creation of the interviews, I am familiar with their methodology, the underlying 
societal and historical circumstances, and, last but not least, the mood in the research 
team. All of this represents an “added value” that I can bring to the interviews’ analy-
sis and interpretation. 

Whenever I go back to the interviews, I realize the immense advantage of having 
been part of the research team. That advantage was not limited to the duration of the 
project. Over time, I deepened my relationships with the men and women who had 
taken part in the interviews. To me, they were not an anonymous mass but individ-
ual people. I kept in touch with many of them through informal meetings or as part 
of my tenure at the Holocaust Documentation Center, where I served as the execu-
tive director between 2005 and 2017.12 My continuing relationships with several of 
the respondents have enabled me to better understand the meanings and ideas13 they 
conveyed in the collected interviews. I have been working with these interviews, on 
and off, for nearly three decades, employing the optics of different themes and con-
cepts.14 Getting to know the group of Holocaust survivors, their views, values, and 
ways of looking at the past and the present also equipped me with a more nuanced 
understanding and analysis of female survivors’ memories of sexual violence during 
liberation. 

In their biographical narratives, respondents present themselves as social beings.15 

Their memories are influenced by their gender, age, religion, ethnicity, local affilia-
tion, and education, as well as by their health and other situational and personal fac-
tors. I view memories as subjective reconstructions of the social reality of a given 
historical period or event.16 Survivors interpret their memories for the researcher 
conducting the interview, but they may also be bearing in mind future listeners or 
readers. At the same time, they are concerned with building their image. Therefore, 
in some controversial situations, they choose silence or forgetfulness as effective tools 
of self-presentation, lest their past actions or current views be misunderstood or per-
ceived negatively. 



  

 
 
 

 

   

 

 

 

 
   

 

 

SE X UA L V IOL E NCE DU R I NG L I BE R AT ION / 101 

SE X UA L V IOL E NCE I N I N T E RV I E WS 
W I T H F E M A L E HOLO C AUS T 
SU RV I VOR S F ROM SLOVA K I A 

My interpretation of the term sexual violence is anthropological: The term refers to 
not only a physical but also a symbolic assault on the humanity, personhood, and in-
dividuality of the victim—in this case, a woman.17 The term also encompasses assaults 
on the victim’s value and dignity. It is this social and cultural dimension that gives sex-
ual violence its peculiar power and significance.18 Female Holocaust survivors naturally 
frame their life stories by their female identity. Myrna Goldberg calls the testimonies of 
women who survived the Holocaust “impressionistic records of [. . .] physical and psy-
chic agonies.” She highlights the recurrence of specific distinctive themes and situations 
in women’s narratives.19 For instance, in the memories of women who survived impris-
onment in Nazi concentration camps, Goldberg’s “agonies” appear shortly after arrival 
at the camp: forced public nudity in front of strange men, the shaving of the whole body, 
the shaving of hair as an act of defeminization, violent body searches, threats against 
women with small children, the discrimination of pregnant women during selection, 
forced abortions and menopause, pseudo-medical experiments and sterilization, rape, 
and sex as a survival strategy.20 The interviews with women from Slovakia are no excep-
tion—they contain references to all of the abovementioned indignities.21 

When I decided to go back to these interviews, I seemed to remember that they con-
tained relatively few mentions of sexual violence perpetrated against women during lib-
eration. Revisiting the seventy interviews with women (we conducted 148 interviews 
overall), I noticed that sexual violence was a constant presence in the respondents’ life 
stories, especially in situations unfolding during liberation. I was surprised that despite 
the interviewee-led approach, as many as twenty women spontaneously and explicitly 
spoke about the sexual violence perpetrated by their liberators.22 

Besides women who had survived imprisonment in Nazi concentration camps (39 
interviews), we also recorded the testimonies of those who had spent the Holocaust 
hiding in various shelters, living with a false identity (in contemporary Slovakia or Hun-
gary), or roaming the Slovak mountains with antifascist partisans (31 interviews). The 
experiences of these women are unique because they lived them alone, rather than as 
part of a group of female prisoners, as was the case for women in the ghettos and labor/ 
concentration camps. The women interviewees who spoke about sexual violence during 
liberation (20) had either been through one or more concentration camps (10) or had 
managed to evade capture and deportation by living in hideouts, using a false identity, 
or living among the armed antifascist resistance in Slovakia, which was formed in 1944 
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(10). The interviewees who had been imprisoned in concentration camps had survived 
up to three years under the constant threat of death in conditions of unspeakable hu-
miliation. This affected their perception of themselves and the wider world. Their expe-
rience of liberation varied. Some had been liberated while still imprisoned in the camp, 
others during a death march, and still others when escaping from the camp. 

The woman quoted at the start of this paper, Hilda23 (born in Prešov in 1924 in east-
ern Slovakia), was assigned to the first transport departing from the wartime Slovak 
State (March 25, 1942). According to propaganda, the train was taking the women “off 
to work.” In reality, it was headed for Auschwitz. Hilda and the other women from 
Šariš Zemplín county were thus some of the first female Jewish prisoners. Hilda spent 
three years in the camp and then survived a death march from Birkenau to Ravens-
brück, where she and some fellow inmates decided to escape, realizing that liberation 
was near. The group was comprised of several French female resistance fighters, parti-
sans from the former Yugoslavia, and Hilda—a Jewish girl from Slovakia who was the 
youngest of the lot. In her biographical narrative, Hilda portrayed herself as a left-wing 
antifascist. Before the war, she had been a member of Hashomer Hatzair, and once at 
Auschwitz, she fell in with an international sorority of similarly oriented “political” 
prisoners.24 These women organized underground resistance at the camp while assist-
ing their fellow inmates. Hilda’s memories are full of self-sacrifice and care, which the 
group members provided to each other. She spoke about the soldiers-liberators with 
her characteristic nonchalance: 

They’d been through a lot of things, too. I don’t know—I don’t suppose the Ameri-
cans were much better, but let’s say they were more gallant about it. They’d first give 
you a cigarette, chewing gum, some canned food—they went about it differently, 
whereas the Russians were more brutal and direct. They never hurt me, but that Bos-
nian partisan I told you about. . . . She once. . . . These ten slant-eyed [sic] Russians 
raped her in an attic. Yeah, well, we went through a lot of things. 

Recalling the gang rape of her friend, Hilda spoke in a seemingly casual voice, only 
the stiff smile on her face and the focused look at the interviewer betraying her true 
feelings. She described the rapists’ “oriental” features; this racialization helped her con-
demn them as “uncivilized barbarians” who were capable of rape. 

She and her companions traveled in the area of Ravensbrück, finding food and shel-
ter in abandoned houses: 

It was the first time we’d holed up in a villa, after the Liberation. Because I was the 
shortest, I was assigned a child’s bed, and that’s what saved me from the Russians, 
because when they came it got pretty wild, at least until their commanders arrived. 
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[The other women] told them I was a child, so they left me alone. [. . .] And while 
the younger ones among us were sleeping, Nada and Teta, the older Yugoslavi-
ans—they’re no longer among us—they went at it with the Russians. They had a lit-
tle fun with them so they wouldn’t come in [and rape us].25 

According to Hilda, what saved her from sexual harassment and violence were her 
childlike looks and her friends. This dovetails with her other memories of the solidar-
ity, friendship, and togetherness that characterize her Holocaust story. 

Manca26 (b. 1915, central Slovakia) was also deported from Slovakia to Auschwitz in 
1942, from Bratislava. The former medical student spent her time working as a medic in 
the women’s quarters at the so-called women’s hospital. After surviving a death march, 
she was liberated in the camp at Neustadt-Glewe. In her interview, she mentioned join-
ing an illegal communist movement motivated by social concerns. Recalling her en-
counter with the liberators, she said, 

The Americans came first, and the Russians came the next day. They didn’t care about 
us, so after about a week we decided to set out on a journey home. It was a terrible, aw-
ful journey. [. . .] We didn’t know what was going on. In the first village or town that we 
came across, we went inside this house. [We were] wild, feral people. We made camp 
on the first floor. There was a piano there. [The German owners of the house] were very 
surprised to see us there, but they said nothing. Then we learnt that three drunk Russian 
soldiers were coming up. Imagine the situation—there were about ten of us upstairs, all 
women. It was horror to the last degree. Luckily, an officer showed up—I don’t know 
where he came from—and when he saw what was happening, he threatened to shoot 
the soldiers. He saved us and started playing the piano for us. He played beautifully. The 
next day, he gave us a horse-drawn cart with a horse so that we wouldn’t have to journey 
on foot. [. . .] After that, we would often spend the night out in the open, and they would 
ambush us—I can understand, they were drunk—and they raped and did other things. 

In this episode, the figure of the commanding officer emerges as a cultured (he plays 
the piano) representative of the middle class, who prevents sexual violence. This im-
age was repeated in several accounts. Manca recounted her memories matter-of-factly, 
dispassionately, in a monotone calm voice almost devoid of emotion. She experienced 
many difficult, dramatic, and tragic situations in the camp hospital as a member of the 
staff and therefore interpreted the violence during liberation through the prism of pre-
vious experiences and remained outwardly unshaken. In the interview, as well as in her 
book, which she wrote after the war, she presented herself as an observer caught in the 
torrent of events. More than herself, she spoke about her fellow inmates and their sto-
ries of which she had been a part.27 
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Stela28 (b. 1932 in Subcarpathian Rus, whose territory fell to Horthy’s Hungary af-
ter the Vienna Arbitration) was deported to Auschwitz-Birkenau in May 1944. She 
and her mother would be the sole survivors of their entire family. In the interview, she 
spoke about how she and her mother had escaped Birnbäumel, a subcamp of the Gross 
Rosen concentration camp, with encouragement from their fellow inmate, Lici, who 
had chosen the pair as suitable partners for the dangerous journey. 

Then we heard a car. It was some kind of jeep, and there were Russian soldiers inside. 
They’d gotten lost—that’s how they happened upon that town. They were a scout-
ing unit. [. . .] There were five of them, and one was a high school teacher. He told us 
that they weren’t going to help us or take us with them, but that if we ran into other 
Russian soldiers, which we most likely would, we shouldn’t tell them that we were 
Jews. [. . .] We made our way onto a road that led through a forest. There were a lot of 
military cars, and one of those cars pulled over. We got in, and they drove us to some-
where around Kielce. [. . .] There, we managed to get our hands on some food. We also 
experienced some unpleasant situations where I had to sleep lying across those two 
women so that the Russian soldiers wouldn’t harm them. I was in no danger myself 
because I was more of a skeleton than a human. I was so light that I did not hurt them. 

This excerpt suggests that the women had some knowledge about the Soviet Army, 
making it difficult to determine whether the liberators were friends or a threat. The role 
of ethnicity in experiencing liberation is evident in Stela’s memory vignette. More im-
portantly, Stela’s recollection reveals how children could acquire the role of the pro-
tector shielding women from liberators’ violence. Even though Stela’s age, exhaustion, 
and poor physical condition made her dependent on the two adult women, she did 
play an important role. As they slept she protected them with her own body, lying 
cross-legged on her mother and her fellow prisoner at night. Stela’s memory, encored 
in her past role of a protector, gave her story an empowering meaning and significance 
she could identify with. 

Ester29 (b. 1930, eastern Slovakia) was liberated by Soviet soldiers while on a death 
march with her cousin. She remembered the event as follows: 

When we woke up in the morning, the Germans were gone. We had been liberated. . . . 
They formed these groups of ten, eleven people—they were called prison sis-
ters—and each set off in a different direction. Our group arrived in a little village 
where we found a house that used to belong to Germans. They had run away but left 
behind their chickens, pigs, and so on. . . . and the next day the Russians came. I re-
member them being on skis and wearing all white. We were happy to see them and 
asked where the front line was, but we didn’t want to reveal just yet that we were 
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Jewish; we just asked them how the Jews were doing. “The Jews,” they said, “are do-
ing just great. They’re hanging back, while we’re out here doing the dirty work.” So 
we decided not to tell them. The Russians were dangerous because they were raping 
with abandon. When they saw a woman—it didn’t matter if she was a camp inmate, 
it didn’t matter who she was—they just raped her. They considered it their right to 
do whatever they wanted. They were the liberators, they were fighting for us, so they 
could do whatever they wanted. [. . .] We got lucky because one of the politruks30 who 
came there was Jewish. We told him that the [soldiers] were threatening us and that 
we didn’t know what to do. The Russians were awfully scared of the politruks. And 
he told them that if they so much as laid a hand on us or did anything to us, they’d be 
in trouble. They were constantly drunk and kept walking around with those auto-
matic rifles, and there was the danger that they would start shooting. When we went 
to bed at night, we not only locked the door; we barricaded it with desks and ward-
robes so they couldn’t get in. 

Some of the interviewees did not speak about personal experiences but rather about 
how they had been affected by the news of the behavior of Red Army soldiers toward 
women. One of these interviewees was Medy31 (b. 1923, southern Slovakia), who had 
survived imprisonment at Auschwitz and been rescued by American soldiers at Augs-
burg. Her memories of the Americans were positive: “Then we started hearing about 
what the Russians were doing. [. . .] We didn’t want to believe it at first because to our 
generation, Russia, communism, and socialism were unimpeachable. [. . .] The Jewish 
youth—and especially the Zionist youth—was very leftist, so we didn’t want to be-
lieve it. We didn’t want to believe that [the Russians] were raping women and steal-
ing watches.” 

Medy and her parents had lived in southern Slovakia, which had been ceded to Hun-
gary as part of the First Vienna Award. As a former member of the Maccabi Hatzair 
youth organization, she spoke about her leftist politics and about how she and her com-
rades from the organization had gone to Budapest to distribute false IDs to Jews liv-
ing in Slovakia. She believed in the values of communism, idolized the Soviet Union, 
and was reluctant to believe the rumors of the Soviets’ violent behavior. Only after re-
turning home and meeting her family members did she find out about their firsthand 
experience with the liberators. 

The ten women who had survived the Holocaust with false, non-Jewish identities, 
hiding out in shelters or among the partisans in the Slovak mountains, also associated 
liberation with feelings of vulnerability and fear of the liberators. Unlike the concen-
tration camp inmates, they were left to cope with these feelings more or less individu-
ally, often in a predominantly male environment. Some of them had experienced liber-
ation in Budapest, where they had fled for their lives. 
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Magda32 (b. 1924, southeastern Slovakia) escaped the threat of deportation from 
the Slovak State in 1942, finding shelter in neighboring Hungary. She spent the war’s 
end in Budapest protected by a Swedish passport. In her testimony, she described So-
viet soldiers as treating Slovaks differently from Hungarians, whom they saw as ene-
mies. Those Soviet Army soldiers who were of Russian origin or spoke Russian found it 
easier to communicate with Slovaks due to these languages’ linguistic affinity, which is 
why, according to Magda, they were friendlier toward them. That is also how she man-
aged to avoid rape: 

[After the Russians came,] we all went out, of course, we were jubilant, and Ilonka and 
I waved at the soldiers. [. . .] It’s not that the Russians were engaged in pillage, they 
just took whatever they could find. I remember going to the command office with 
another girl to wash the Russians’ clothes—we were very naive, we wanted to help 
our liberators—and there we saw huge bags of nuts and raisins. The Russians fed us 
and then told us we couldn’t go home anymore because the curfew was in effect. So 
we spent the night there, and it was pretty rough. Because I was Slovak, I managed 
to explain [to the soldiers] that I’d been waiting for them, and that I was Jewish, so I 
got off unharmed. But the Hungarian girls paid the price. That was my experience. 
Because I spoke Slovak, I had managed to convince the man—I think he was called 
Ivan—to leave me alone. [. . .] But I remember someone screaming, “Magda, help 
me!” What could I have done? That girl was so shocked afterwards because she’d been 
expecting liberators, and they didn’t care because she was Hungarian. She couldn’t 
explain to them that she wasn’t an enemy. She had mental health issues afterwards. 

On the one hand, Magda’s story conveys the relief of having escaped violence. On the 
other, she regretted having failed to help her friend. She did not elaborate on the experi-
ence in the rest of the interview and instead spoke about food shortages and the specula-
tive practices of grocery store owners whose plans were frustrated because of liberation. 

Another woman, also called Hilda33 (b. 1921, southern Slovakia), remembered escap-
ing violence thanks to serving as the Soviets’ translator. Like Magda, she mentioned the 
soldiers’ differing treatment of Slovak and Hungarian women. Their memories suggest 
that ethnicity, but also the perception of women’s belonging to an enemy nation, was an 
important factor in whether or not they became victims of sexual violence.34 Women’s 
testimonies reveal additional factors, which could (but also might not) protect women 
from sexual violence: language—the ability to communicate with soldiers, physical 
beauty, maturity, and niceness. However, it was not a hard and fast rule. The reality of 
liberation was chaotic, ambiguous, and momentary luck or chance also played a role. 

Hilda spent liberation in Budapest, where she had been living for several months 
using “Aryan papers.” At the end of the war, she was staying with distant non-Jewish 
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relatives: “We were in Pest [. . .] when the Russians came. I could understand them. 
They said things like, ‘tovarish’ and ‘Yak sa mash.’ [‘How are you?’] ‘Ah, Slavs,’ I 
thought. ‘They are the good guys.’ But they were crass; they tried to get with women. 
We had to smear soot over our bodies and put on kerchiefs. My sister-in-law was a 
beautiful woman [. . .]” At this point, the male interviewer changed the subject and 
asked Hilda to speak more about living with a false identity. He had apparently mis-
judged the importance of the subject to the interviewee and inquired about what was 
important to him instead. Hilda answered, 

No one recognized me, and no one cared about me. I looked like a maid. Who would 
care about a girl like that? I had a long ponytail, farm clothes. [. . .] I had a fake birth 
certificate [provided by a non-Jewish acquaintance, author’s note] but never used it. 
[. . .] No one asked for my ID. I guess I didn’t look like a Jew. I also spoke German. 
They probably thought I was a refugee. 

After that, Hilda returned to the behavior of the liberating army toward women. 

[The Russians] took pretty girls and did God-knows-what to them. They shot at 
women who refused to get with them. In the morning, some better Russians came. 
They said they were students from Moscow, and they asked me to translate because I 
had told them I wasn’t Hungarian. I was supposed to tell the men [in the neighbor-
hood, author’s note] not to fear, that they weren’t going to take them to Russia, but 
that someone had to shovel the snow. They gave me a bicycle as a reward, but another 
Russian then took it away from me. 

In the memories of Agnes35 (b. 1924, eastern Slovakia), the liberation of Budapest 
was inseparable from a sense of danger: “But then it became very unpleasant because the 
Russians had noticed us two young girls and came banging on our door. [The other res-
idents of the house] protected us as best they could.” Agnes did not reveal how she had 
managed to extricate herself from the situation—she changed the subject and started 
speaking about how her uncle had driven her from Budapest to the liberated country-
side. The interviewers probed no further. 

The excerpts above show that the interviewees had their own agenda and topics 
they wanted to discuss, which aligned with their strategy of self-presentation. All of 
the women except for Hilda (b. 1921), Oľga (b. 1921), and Elena (b. 1918) had been un-
married during the Holocaust, which could have colored their memories of the sexual 
violence with which they were threatened. The interviewers, however, did not explore 
that possibility. The reason for this could have been their inexperience (the project 
was the first of its kind) and the fear that dwelling on said memories might cause the 
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interviewee undue distress. Another explanation is that the interviewers were more in-
terested in other issues mentioned in the interview. 

Only a few women who had spent the Holocaust and wartime living in the territory 
of the wartime Slovak State with false papers spontaneously remembered the threat of 
sexually motivated violence. Dalma36 (b. 1925, western Slovakia), who had been a mem-
ber of the Yegorov partisan troop, commented on the liberators’ behavior as follows: 

The Russians acted in all kinds of ways. I remember having this commander, his name 
was Kumok. He was a Jew from Kyiv, which was interesting. He was ascetic and thin, 
he barely ate or slept, he didn’t care. He said he was a scientist or something, a liter-
atus of some kind, back in Kyiv. But the others were brutal and mean, they pillaged 
and did horrible things. I must say that I saved myself from them. They also had their 
own women and girlfriends with them. [. . .] It was a difficult life, but like I said, you 
view these things differently when you’re young. You can endure more. 

In her biographical narrative, Dalma spoke about her earlier imprisonment in the 
labor and concentration camp at Nováky, and about her later life using a false identity 
and her journey through the country in search of help and a safe harbor. She described 
various dramatic moments and tense situations where she had kept a cool head. Maybe 
that is why her memories of the aggressive behavior of the liberators comes across as just 
another episode that she managed to endure thanks to her age and attitude. 

Oľga37 (b. 1921) lived in a town on the Slovak-Hungarian border that had been 
ceded to Hungary as part of the First Vienna Award. Part of her family lived in Slova-
kia and part in Hungary. In 1944, with the help of her friends from the majority soci-
ety, she managed to flee to her sister in Slovakia. There she met up with her husband 
and joined the partisans. After the quelling of the Slovak National Uprising,38 she fled 
to the mountains and hid in bunkers, surviving with the help of the local population. 
She remembered liberation as follows: 

On March 22, we were liberated. We were staying in that woodsman’s cabin at Brusno. 
A car pulled up, a soldier got out and threw the door open as if in an operetta. The 
officer—I think he was an officer or some other top brass—stepped out and came 
in. We sang until late at night, and then [the officer] chased [the soldiers] out to the 
shed, right? But imagine this: at night, if it hadn’t been for the guard dog . . . . This one 
soldier . . . I was a young woman, you know, there were a lot of rumors going around 
about the Russian soldiers and their behavior toward women. One of them tried to 
force his way into my room, and the dog wanted to rip him to pieces, he made such 
a racket. The old woodsman came out, the officer came out—he was staying in the 
cabin—and he took his revolver and threatened to shoot the soldier if he did that 
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again. So I was safe—I was protected by Hary, the dog, and the others. And then I 
was liberated. 

Oľga also structured her biographical narrative as a series of grave decisions and dra-
matic events, which she largely survived due to luck, her preparedness, and good rela-
tions with people from the majority society. Her memories of liberation aligned with 
this narrative. 

Elena39 (b. 1918, eastern Slovakia) was hiding in various places in Slovakia and Hun-
gary until 1942. She had avoided deportation thanks to false papers and later found em-
ployment at a hotel in Berehove (Subcarpathian Rus, at that time a part of Hungary), 
where she also experienced the preparations for the coming of the Soviet Army. Only 
the hotel owner knew her true identity, and he protected her throughout. 

Then that part of the country was included in the front line because the Hungar-
ian general staff had left. They’d wanted to take me with them so that I wouldn’t stay 
there; they’d said the Russians were animals. They’d said, “You can’t imagine what 
the Russians are going to do to a beautiful girl like you!” They’d tried to convince 
me to leave, said they would take me to Budapest, but of course, I didn’t go. I said I 
couldn’t betray my boss. [. . .] On the night of October 26, 1944, the Russians arrived 
in Berehove. The boss ordered everyone to hide in the basement, except the men who 
worked at the restaurant, they could stay upstairs. I was reluctant. 

Elena articulated this memory in the same vein as the rest of her testimony, where 
she portrayed herself as a determined, confident young woman with a realistic view of 
the world. She did not give up and constantly weighed her options, looking for ways 
to survive with the help of her loved ones, acquaintances, and strangers. It took a lot 
of nerve, luck, and courage to live “out in the open” with a false identity. Elena had all 
three, and she survived. 

Regarding biographical memories, Sara R. Horowitz writes, “The testimonies of 
Holocaust survivors make demands on us. They are not transparent windows onto the 
past, but complicated vehicles of memory filtered through subjective experience. In 
engaging with testimonies, we need to think about what people remember, how they 
remember it, what they cannot or will not bring to memory, and how they weave to-
gether bits of memory into narrative.”40 I bear in mind Horowitz’s observation and 
strive to view the testimonies in all their complexity. Much like Paula David, I think 
about what might have remained unsaid, hidden, and why. “A survivor’s ‘silence’ can be 
present within a personal testimony for many reasons and as scholars [. . .] we must lis-
ten carefully and try to understand it from a range of perspectives. In the context of sex-
ual violence, is the ‘silence’ or excluded narrative a result of personal choice, awareness 
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of personal safety, anticipation of negative reaction, or lack of understanding? Does it 
stem from a personal or familial protective stance? Is it a carefully constructed one or 
an intuitive one?”41 

FAC TOR S T H AT SH A PE D T H E 
M E MOR I E S OF L I BE R AT ION 

The memories of the women who took part in the first series of oral history interviews 
captured in Slovakia after the fall of the communist regime were influenced by the re-
spondents’ identities (gender, social, ethnic, religious, educational, or political) as well 
as their personal qualities and character attributes. The women were affected by their 
experience of the Holocaust and the subsequent communist regime. In twenty of the 
seventy interviews, we find explicit memories of the threat, or actual experience, of 
sexual violence perpetrated by Soviet soldiers during liberation. Although none of the 
women admitted to having been a victim of rape, the threat of sexual violence and the 
fragility and vulnerability of women was featured in the memories of all. The way the 
respondents articulated their experiences was also undoubtedly influenced by the meth-
odology and interviewing technique of the research project, as well as by the relative in-
experience of the interviewers. In selecting which memories to incorporate into their 
testimonies, the women followed their own judgment. Since wartime and Holocaust 
sexual violence had not yet become a subject of scholarly investigation, researchers did 
not ask about it unless interviewees mentioned it spontaneously—or perhaps we just 
subconsciously changed the subject.42 

Each interviewee had a specific motivation for deciding to tell her life story. Every 
biographical story is a process of the narrator’s self-presentation. By telling your story, 
you create an image of yourself and your life, and the content reflects that. The inter-
viewee connects the individual episodes into a coherent story corresponding to her idea 
of herself and her life. Omitting or overlooking situations that do not fit or challenge 
this image is therefore a natural memory strategy.43 The memories were shaped by the 
narrator’s effort to self-present, by the urge to “do the right thing” for the researchers 
(after the interviews, the interviewees often asked if we were satisfied with their perfor-
mance), as well as by the expectations of future listeners who would hear the record-
ing. These future listeners primarily included the interviewees’ families—children and 
grandchildren. Therefore, the topic of sexual violence did not often appear in women’s 
memories, even if they may have experienced it. The survivors certainly put a great deal 
of thought into what they spoke about, both in order to tell their story in its entirety 
and to be able to endure the inevitable mental strain. At the same time, they tried to 
ascertain whether we, the listeners, would understand what they were trying to tell us. 
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What they feared most was misapprehension, or even condemnation, of their behav-
ior during the Holocaust on the part of the interviewers. The issue of sexual violence, 
so inherently hurtful and sensitive, was likely the first topic most interviewees decided 
to avoid, skip, or simplify. 

Women who had survived imprisonment in concentration camps and experienced 
gender-based violence typically experienced it in a group, which is why they spoke 
about it more frequently—they assumed that the other survivors, former inmates, 
would do the same. Sexual violence was embedded in the memory of their commu-
nity of common experience,44 or as Christopher Browning puts it, part of their com-
munal memory.45 Some memories that the survivors found too difficult to recall were 
thus omitted in the first interviews, and I only found out about them years later when 
the interviewee and I had become better acquainted and I had been honored to have 
earned their trust.46

 Another factor influencing the interviews, one that was very important in my mind, 
was the time and place where they were held. Our narrators wove their experiences into 
a coherent narrative for the very first time, and “in public”—for researchers of a similar 
age as their children and grandchildren, and of varying ethnic backgrounds. More than 
fifty years had passed since the end of World War II. The women were 60 and over, and 
most had spent their entire lives in Slovakia. They had lived for forty years in a commu-
nist regime that had no interest in getting their stories out to the public. During that 
time, the Soviet army was portrayed as the great liberator, precluding any negative con-
notations, criticism, or association of the soldiers with sexual violence. This may have 
shaped the content of the life stories that we captured. 

The interviewees’ age also influenced the interviews—not only their age during the 
Holocaust, but more importantly, their age at the time of the interview. In the 1990s, 
these women were at a mature age; they could reflect on their wartime and postwar ex-
periences. They had had successful careers, finding fulfillment in their work and family 
lives. They were mothers and grandmothers, and many agreed to be interviewed so they 
could pass the recording on to their descendants. Survivors’ descendants frequently 
knew next to nothing about their relatives’ life stories, and the recordings were intended 
to bridge that gap. The narrator’s conviction that she was recounting her story for the 
sake of her children and grandchildren undoubtedly influenced which stories and sit-
uations she chose to recount and her decision to omit memories of sexual violence. 

We carried out interviews at a time when Slovakia had for some time held demo-
cratic ambitions. Simultaneously, following the dissolution of Czechoslovakia (1993), 
the country was experiencing an upsurge of nationalism.47 The public space increas-
ingly provided a platform for apologists of the wartime Slovak State (1939–1945), which 
had been responsible for the Holocaust in Slovakia. Antisemitism was on the rise. Par-
adoxically, this situation motivated the survivors to tell their stories and warn their 
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contemporaries (as they admitted) about the consequences that hate, nationalism, and 
antisemitism had had on their lives. Their decision stemmed, among other things, from 
the belief that the younger generations who grew up under the communist regime did 
not have correct information about the Second World War and the Holocaust.

 Contemplating the absence of sexual violence in most of the survivors’ memories, I 
must take into account how the issue was communicated in public discourse at the time of 
the research project. In the 1990s, when sexual violence entered public discourse, it was 
heavily influenced by conservative, patriarchal stereotypes. Rape victims were—and, 
unfortunately, continue to be—viewed in a negative light, as complicit in the violence 
they endured by allegedly having provoked their assailants. They generally were not ac-
corded sufficient empathy and support. The threat of being “labeled,” losing their dig-
nity, or having their value and character denigrated may have also had a subconscious 
impact on the interviewees’ memories. 

CONCLUSION 

In this paper, I have analyzed oral history interviews that were carried out in Slovakia 
in the mid-1990s. Although they were late testimonies in strictly chronological terms, 
they were also the first biographical narratives of Holocaust survivors ever captured in 
the country. Out of the 148 interviewees, seventy were women. I have examined their 
testimonies to determine whether and how they remembered the issue of sexual vio-
lence during liberation. The issue appeared in twenty interviews. I have contemplated 
how the interviewees’ memories were influenced by their gender and other identities 
and how they fit into their self-presentation strategy and into constructing their own life 
story that gives them meaning. I also evaluated the impact of interview methodology and 
technique, interviewer skill and training, as well as the time and place of the interviews. 

Although today the life stories of Holocaust survivors are part of Slovak pub-
lic discourse, many issues still warrant further investigation. One of these issues is 
gender-based violence, especially violence perpetrated by the liberating Soviet Army 
at the end of World War II. By analyzing the memories of female survivors, I have deter-
mined that, despite the interviewee-led interviewing technique—meaning that the in-
terviewers did not explicitly ask about sexual violence—some survivors spontaneously 
chose to discuss experiences of sexual violence during liberation. Most of the interview-
ees who articulated memories about their own experiences or who related eyewitness 
testimonies regarding sexual violence against other women found the subject relevant 
and compatible with their self-image and life story. Moreover, they were at an age when 
they naturally looked back on their lives and reevaluated the significance of their expe-
riences for them and the people around them. 
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Twenty out of seventy women recalled sexual violence being perpetrated by So-
viet soldiers in the territory of present-day Germany, Poland, Slovakia, and Hungary. 
Their life experiences help paint a more complete picture of women’s liberation and 
fates during that period. They also challenge the long-prevalent image of the heroic 
Red Army in Slovak public discourse and create space for a further investigation of 
the subject matter. 

How should we interpret the fact that fifty of the seventy women did not mention 
the subject of sexual violence during liberation? This is a difficult question to answer. 
While it is certainly possible that these women did not encounter sexual violence during 
liberation, it is also possible that they simply chose not to speak about it.48 

I am convinced that the narrator’s age at the time of the interview played a role in 
this and the state of society at the time. Our interviewees told their stories for the very 
first time, fifty years after the end of World War II. In deciding how to articulate their 
memories, they were faced with the challenge of situating them within an objective so-
cial, historical, and experiential context of their entire life narrative.49 They could have 
struggled with feelings of awkwardness, shame, and fear, or they may have chosen to 
forever suppress experiences they did not want to share.50 In an attempt to gain con-
trol over the story they had decided to tell us, some of them could have abandoned the 
ambition to include an experience of sexual violence. Henry Greenspan has pointed 
out the influence of the time of the research and the age of the narrator. He has also high-
lighted the qualitative difference between “bearing witness” in the usual sense—in a 
one-time meeting between survivor and researcher to capture a testimony—and a more 
personal, agentic, and multilayered way of reclaiming and retelling one’s memories, in-
cluding the most horrific.51 I had the opportunity to spend nearly thirty years gradually 
getting to know some of the Holocaust survivors who participated in the Fortunoff re-
search project. In our many formal and informal conversations, they shared comple-
mentary information broadening or specifying the original interview, sometimes pro-
viding further exposition of meanings I had initially overlooked. 

Another factor influencing the interview content was the interviewer and their skills 
and preparation. The guiding principles for this research were to create a safe space for 
survivors to share their life stories, allowing them to decide what to discuss while we 
asked follow-up questions afterward. We were not specifically guided to obtain infor-
mation about sexual violence unless the interviewees themselves mentioned it. I remem-
ber how, during the research project, I was worried about whether I could withstand 
the emotional pressure of the interviews. Over time, I learned to read the interviewees’ 
nonverbal cues and thus determined that they would discuss an important but hurtful 
experience. That was when I began to slow and deepen my breathing and gazed into 
the interviewee’s eyes so that she knew I was there and we could go over the memory 
together. I felt my vulnerability and impotence acutely. In this regard, I agree with Joan 
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Ringelheim—sometimes, we try to avoid hearing a story because we are simply afraid, 
or misjudge its importance to the interviewee.52 Was it our inexperience, hesitance, 
or reservedness as researchers that caused the delay in applying gender-based research 
methods in Holocaust studies, particularly on the subject of sexual violence? The saying 
goes, better late than never. The research must go on. It helps us to acquire a more com-
plete and detailed image of the experiences and suffering of women as vulnerable be-
ings during the Holocaust and World War II.53 Another challenge lies in capturing the 
memories of this historical era from multiple perspectives—through oral history inter-
views with Roma and gentile eyewitnesses, for example. Sexual violence against women 
in wartime has always been (as attested every day by the war in Ukraine) “the quint-
essential act by which a male demonstrates to a female that she is conquered—van-
quished—by his superior strength and power,”54 and by which the male symbolically 
subordinates the group or country to which the woman belongs. 

A dedicated study of sexual violence during the Holocaust and liberation helps to 
shed light on the gender-based suffering of many women. At the same time, it shows 
how sexual violence becomes not only a crime against human dignity but also an instru-
ment of war and genocide.55 It draws our focus to the situation of women and their lives 
today. It underscores the persistent discrimination, underestimation, and disregard for 
the challenges they continue to face due to their gender even today. 
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“I  H E A R D A RUS SI A N 
VOICE: T H EY PROM I SE D 

US GI R L S .  T H E R E A R E NO 
BLOODY GI R L S H E R E .”  

REMEMBERING SE XUAL(IZED) 
VIOLENCE BY HOLOCAUST 

SURVIVOR S IN SLOVAKIA 

NINA PAULOVICOVA 

I N T RODUC T ION  

MAY 1, 1945, WAS A MEMORABLE DAY FOR MIRIAM WEISS, THE SURVI-
vor of Auschwitz, Ravensbrück, and slave work in the underground air-
craft factory in the village of  Genshagen in Germany.1 She recalls the 

long-awaited moment of liberation as an encounter with a single Red Army soldier 
who upon seeing the emaciated bodies of women and girls did not hide his disap-
pointment: “Hmm, they promised us girls. And there are no bloody girls here. Where 
are the girls?” Miriam, her younger sister Vera, and their mother fought for survival in 
antisemitic wartime Slovakia on their own, without the presence of Miriam’s father, a 
lawyer, who avoided persecution by leaving the family behind and fleeing to Palestine. 
Due to the timely intervention of her aunt, Miriam and Vera were saved from the 1942 
deportation but their hiding place was revealed, and they were deported to Auschwitz 
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in 1944. The deportation left Miriam traumatized. Not only was she sexually abused 
in the deportation wagon by their Jewish family friend who promised to look after the 
girls, but upon arrival at Auschwitz, Miriam, a teenage girl at that time, was separated 
from her twelve-year-old sister, who perished in the gas chambers. Emotionally shat-
tered and visibly still bearing the trauma of the loss of her sister, Miriam described the 
initial reaction to her liberation as “a numbness” that only slowly unfurled into a “huge 
jubilation. It was a Russian soldier, the reconnaissance, the anti-climatic liberation of 
one body, one human being, after all that mass discipline and that mass barking and 
that mass everything. And he came and he liberated.”2 

While Miriam’s emotional processing of liberation gradually transitioned from 
numbness to jubilation, the jubilation of another survivor, Jana Gottshall, was shat-
tered by an awakening to the reality of the predatory behavior of some liberators. Born 
in the poor family of Topolčany’s rabbi, Jana and her brother managed to avoid the 
1942 deportation due to their ownership of the ministerial and economic exemptions. 
Their other siblings, two older sisters, were murdered in Auschwitz. In 1944 Jana was 
deported too and survived Auschwitz and slave labor in the Siemens factory in Sude-
tenland, where her health deteriorated due to sustained starvation. Jana, who never 
learned about the whereabouts and fate of her brother, revealed conflicting feelings 
around the desire to be liberated: 

We were so thrilled. The Russians brought us food and . . . really, give us kindness, and 
we were so grateful. Only when the Russians came the night before, we were—we 
were without any guards. And then we were perplexed—what are we going to do 
now? We were so frightened. We had no security. We didn’t know who is alive, where 
will we go? But what happened with the kind Russian soldiers who brought us food, 
who gave us help, and we were so fulfilled and went to sleep at night. And all of a 
sudden, we hear screaming. . . . when in the morning, when we came out, our fellow 
inmates, many of them were raped by these soldiers. Beautiful young girls who were 
skin and bone, who had so much hope the night before and such a—such a terrible 
thing to happen to be liberated. 

Miriam Weiss’s recollection of liberation as “the anti-climatic liberation of one 
body and one human being,”3 and Jana Gottshall’s recollection of liberation as “such 
a terrible thing to happen to be liberated,”4 suggest the presence of unexplored mem-
ories that complicate national and transnational memories of liberation. Survivors’ 
memoirs and testimonies reveal memory vignettes that challenge the global mne-
monic culture of liberation embedded in popular imagination as a “joyous affair.”5 
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Some survivors described liberation as a time during which women and girls had to 
hide and “be quieter” and the kind of liberation that transferred cities such as Ni-
tra in Slovakia into “an incredible city” where “nearly everybody was pregnant” nine 
months after liberation.6 

Survivors’ testimonies and memoirs displayed various modes of recollection of 
liberation sexual(ized) violence of which silence and avoidance were an indelible 
part. Yet, some scholars who tackle the history of sexual(ized) violence often quite 
uncritically and hastily ascribe silence and avoidance of survivors to discuss these dif-
ficult memories to feelings of shame. My goal is to contribute to these debates and 
argue that survivors’ silence and voids encountered in the context of sexual(ized) 
violence in the collected testimonies could also represent a coping mechanism. This 
coping mechanism, as a critical step toward healing and resilience-building, needs 
to be protected from an extractivist scholarly approach7 that doubly dehumanizes 
survivors by enforcing notions of shame on victims’ silence. To dissect silence in col-
lected testimonies of Holocaust survivors from Slovakia, I apply a Freudian concept 
of “screen memory,”8 which suggests that rather than being silenced, the traumatic 
event of sexual violence is “covered” by a “screen memory,” which allows survivors 
to process the trauma and heal. In other words, screen memory is a sign that survi-
vors were coping and processing the trauma of rape. It is a sign that they were work-
ing toward healing and not feeling shame as a result of rape, but rather shame was 
imposed on them by societal and cultural norms through multiple vectors. It is of 
paramount importance to safeguard this fragile space of survivors’ healing from the 
harms of scholarly and societal misinterpretations perpetuating the stigmatization 
of violated Holocaust survivors. 

This chapter is structured as follows. The first part aims to “tune readers” into the 
grey zone of liberation and explore how survivors recalled liberation and what they re-
vealed about the interactions with liberators. Were survivors indeed silent about sex-
ual(ized) violence? The second part then zooms in on survivors and tackles voids, “a 
conceptual oubliette”9 of sexual(ized) violence in memory as a result of exogenous and 
endogenous factors. Here, drawing on two case studies, I first highlight how interview-
ers’ interventions contributed to silencing survivors’ recollections of sexual(ized) vio-
lence, illustrating an example of an exogenous factor. Second, I focus on an example of 
an endogenous factor, in particular victims’ screening of memories concerning libera-
tion rape, to challenge the scholarly perpetuation of victims’ stigmatization. In the last 
section, I reflect on how to move away from stigmatization to “dignification”10 of sur-
vivors subjected to liberation rape and suggest possible pathways to breaking the cycle 
of the harmful perpetuation of stigma. 
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SOU RCE S:  I NS T I T U T IONA L 
SH A PI NG A N D I N T E R IOR L A BOR OF 

NA R R AT I V E CONS T RUC T ION 

My analysis is based on available memoirs and recorded video testimonies in the United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) and the Visual History Archive 
(VHA). When working with recorded oral testimonies one needs to be aware of a sig-
nificant degree of institutional involvement in shaping the traumatic memory of the 
Holocaust. As Noah Shenker shows, such institutional shaping “represent[s] a central 
source of contestation that often emerges in the dialogue between a witness and her or 
his interlocutor.”11 USHMM and Fortunoff  VHA archives’ respective interview meth-
odologies are shared but they each also apply their own tailored methodologies and in-
terventions. For example, Fortunoff  VHA introduced an “interventionist approach to 
engaging with witnesses, or in other cases edited interviews to omit familiar, canned sto-
ries” to resist the “commercialization and homogenization” of the Holocaust.12 Fortun-
off VHA directed survivors toward “on-camera scenes with family members,” which 
“represent the redemptive dramatization or ‘Schindlerization’ of Holocaust Memory.”13 

In addition to these institutional interventions in individual memory, one needs to be 
mindful of survivors’ self-censorship or invisible “interior labor” of individual memory 
screening.14 This labor of priming and intervening in the process of recording interviews 
needs to be accounted for when we reconstruct the past. Such institutional interven-
tions inevitably have an impact on both what is remembered and how it is remembered, 
ultimately shaping the ways scholars narrate these difficult histories. 

The sources used in this chapter—oral recorded testimonies and written memoirs— 
offered different insights into the studied topic. Compared to oral testimonies recorded 
in the first half of the 1990s, written memoirs tended to provide a rather unobstructed 
narrative flow with more detailed reflections on the interactions of survivors with lib-
erators. In this case, the memory of the events was not shaped by the institutional in-
tervention in the early stages as in the case of Holocaust survivors’ interviewing, but 
rather in the final stage of the memoirs’ editing process prior to publishing. The mem-
oirs in this study were published between 1999 and 2016 when the public discourse 
was open to discussions about sexual(ized) violence and rape in conflict and genocide. 
The public urgency to discuss rapes in conflict was the result of the Yugoslav wars, the 
Bosnian genocide, and genocide in Rwanda, followed by the International Criminal 
Court’s ruling of sexual violence during the war as a war crime and crime against hu-
manity. This, in part, explains why the early 1990s oral recorded testimonies revealed 
more constraints when it came to discussing liberation rape as the public discussion 
about sexual violence in conflict had not yet quite emerged. 
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Even though memoirs and video-recorded oral testimonies yielded qualitatively 
different insights into liberation rape, they complemented each other and allowed for 
a better grasp of the complexities of individual and regional memory production. The 
memoirs’ uninterrupted narrative flow captured the social fabric of the early days of 
liberation. On the other hand, video-recorded oral testimonies enabled closer scrutiny 
of the modes of silence and avoidance, interviewers’ interruptions, and interventions 
in survivors’ recollections of liberation sexual(ized) violence. Closer scrutiny of these 
modes of communication allows us to challenge the misrepresentation of survivors’ si-
lence as shame that survivors allegedly felt after being violated and shift the discussion 
toward structures and mechanisms that impose shame on rape survivors. 

SCHOL A R SH I P OV E RV I E W: 
U N PACK I NG SH A M E A N D SI L E NCE 

One of the challenges of Holocaust historians “is to recognize the expressions of shame 
in the sources we read and to avoid restating them in our analysis.”15 What we need to 
do, Anna Hájková reminds us, is to “make shame and stigma into a topic of their own.”16 

Yet some scholars avoid a careful unpacking of how shame is constructed and claim that 
“shame is always there.”17 Another study concludes that “the feeling of shame of women 
who were raped or sexually violated . . . is so essential that it pushed these women into 
silence for many years, decades and in other cases, women took this secret with them 
to the graves.”18 These simplified statements harm survivors through reinstatements 
of stigmatization and hence endorse, rather than challenge heteropatriarchal struc-
tures utilizing shame as a surveillance tool. More importantly, statements that underly 
shame as a sole culprit of survivors’ silence ignore their diverse responses to rape as well 
as other factors at play. 

Sexual(ized) violence does not “have a unitary, monolith meaning for women [and 
also men, children, and nonbinary individuals—NP] around the world.”19 As a result, 
silence concerning rape can have a variety of meanings that are typically erased under 
the prominence of shame paradigm. Silence can be interpreted as “a self-protective 
strategy”20 or “a sign of . . . agentive hiding of pain.”21 Silence can signal self-censorship, 
“personal choice, awareness of personal safety, anticipation of negative reaction or lack 
of understanding.”22 Baldwin describes survivors’ silence as a means to come to terms 
with memories of sexual(ized) violence, but also “as a cognitive strategy to allow them 
time to think about and interpret their experiences, before giving them voice.”23 Silence 
concerning liberation rape can also signal the political stance and effort to highlight 
the experience of 1945 liberation by downplaying the experience or threat of rape as “a 
different form of ‘truth-telling’ to highlight their experiences of 1945 as a liberation.”24 
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We need to account for a variety of endogenous and exogenous factors that played a 
role in voids concerning sexual(ized) violence and rape in survivors’ recollections of a 
traumatic past. For example, the guilt survivors felt that they, and not others, had sur-
vived, or accusations and questions that were leveled against survivors about their sur-
vival cannot be easily untangled from the silence concerning sexual(ized) violence. 
More importantly, fear of how survivors’ new families would have reacted if they knew 
that they resorted to sex barter or were subjected to sexual violence, sexual slavery, ex-
ploitation, or rape also played an important role in their silence.25 

Stigmatization has a substantive societal dimension. We must be alert when society 
and politics facilitate and incite feelings of shame among the survivors. Regina Mühl-
häuser warns that the equation of rape survivors’ silence with shame and stigma “rein-
forces the alleged inevitability of shame as a natural response by the individual victim [. . .], 
it assumes that families and communities will always shame and stigmatize the victims.”26 

That said, we need to keep in mind that stigma is a social construct with ascribed functions 
that change across time and space.27 Stigmatization functions as an efficient disciplining 
and surveillance tool of racialized heteropatriarchal structures.28 Shaming as disciplining 
pushes victims and witnesses of sexual(ized) violence into self-imposed silence and hence 
compliance with patriarchal norms. The inevitable consequence of refusing to be silent 
pends the risks of marginalization: Stigma facilitated through shame results in societal 
exclusion, which, in turn, leaves traces on victims’ identity formation as they are pushed 
to the margins of community belonging. Judith Lewis Herman’s research on how trauma 
survivors envision justice shows that “a victim of a violent crime feels abandoned by her 
community, and her trust and sense of  belonging are deeply violated. The victim feels iso-
lated and cast out.”29 Herman suggests that it is due to societal exclusion that survivors feel 
“a profound sense of dishonor, a disgraced identity.”30 Sara Sharratt’s research concern-
ing the prosecution of rapes in Bosnia and Rwanda points to similar findings. Sharratt ar-
gues that “women do not necessarily feel ashamed because they have been raped, but they 
know that in a patriarchal system what happens to her tends to bring shame to her family, 
her community and her nation. She becomes the shame’s owner. And this itself becomes 
a mechanism to keep many women in such a system silent and subjugated.”31 

Political and societal dimensions of shame and its far-reaching impact on survivors 
are intertwined. Andrea Pető in this volume reminds us that “the explicit mention of 
the feeling of shame was more common after the liberation than before.”32 Not surpris-
ingly, even today in the era of illiberalism and its memory politics embedded in “new 
emotional economies” shame continues to be instrumentalized on the geopolitical 
chessboard.33 The stigmatization of rape survivors transgresses war and peace as victims 
of sexual(ized) violence struggle with societal stigma long after war is over. Such perva-
siveness of stigma transgressing war and peace makes transformation toward peace and 
reconciliation impossible to achieve. 
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R ECONS T RUC T I NG SH AT T E R E D  
L I BE R AT ION F ROM HOLO C AUS T 

SU RV I VOR S ’  M E MOI R S 

How did Holocaust survivors in Slovakia recall liberation in their published memoirs 
and what do they reveal about interactions with liberators? In her memoir Good Beyond 
Evil: Ordinary People in Extraordinary Times (2002) Eva Gossman maps the complex 
realities of liberation as a perverted continuance of injustice and harm. Fresh wounds 
from the decimation and displacement of families, loss of loved ones, as well as mate-
rial loss of homes, businesses, and property due to aryanization was mixed with new 
suffering inflicted by the pain of returning to their former homes inhabited by Slovak 
aryanizers and their unwelcoming and hostile attitude to returning Jews.34 Aryanizers 
in some ways benefited from the Red Army’s looting as it provided cover for their steal-
ing of Jewish property. As Peter Kubicek recalls: “The Russian army . . . became conve-
nient scapegoats, even in places where they had never set foot.”35 When Holocaust sur-
vivors returned and acquired their property from the aryanizers, they had a convenient 
excuse: “Rusi zobrali”—“The Russians took it.”36 

Eva was a twelve-year-old child at the time she avoided the 1942 deportation by 
making a harrowing border crossing to Hungary with her sixteen-year-old brother. 
She avoided the 1944 roundups of Jews in Hungary by returning to hiding in Slova-
kia. A long-awaited liberation introduced new dangers and insecurities as liberators 
approached Jews in Slovakia as members of the nation that collaborated with Nazis: 

It would be nice to remember the days of liberation as festivals of rebirth, with songs 
and dance and sounds of trumpets. But that was not the case. . . . For months, we had 
dreamt of the day when we would come out of hiding and resume our lives. We knew 
that we could not turn back the clock and recapture our pre-war existence, but we 
hoped to find enough familiar markers and signposts to give us a new start. Reality 
was harsher and more complex than we had anticipated. We were grateful to be alive, 
but neither jubilant nor quietly contended. The weeks after the war brought their 
own anxieties, uncertainties and dangers—some of them life threatening. During the 
war, we were classified as a racial minority singled out for extinction. After the war, 
we became, ironically, part of the conquered population that had to be punished for 
its cooperation with German Reich. Our neighbours were not pleased that we sur-
vived—and our liberators treated us as citizens of a conquered country.37 

Gossman, who after the war immigrated to the United States, earned a PhD in phi-
losophy, and later held appointments at Princeton University, observed that during 
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the liberation, the Red Army did not distinguish Jews from Slovaks. They made a dif-
ference only 

between the people they fought bitterly and on whom they now felt entitled to 
take revenge, and those few others, many of them communists, who had led the 
short-lived partisan uprising in the fall of 1944, whom they trusted and to whom 
they were prepared to assign official positions. There was no place or privilege, how-
ever, for the people who emerged from hiding or who had wandered back, disori-
ented and despairing, from forced labour centres or from concentration camps. For 
the Russians we were Slovaks and for the Slovaks we remained Jews.38 

Eva Gossman situates the brutality of the Red Army in a geopolitical frame: Slova-
kia needed to be “conquered,” not “liberated,” by Soviets because Slovaks betrayed their 
Slavic brothers and fought on the side of Germans. Gossman brings to the fore looting 
and rape as a part of the liberation process: 

Since Slovakia was considered a conquered country that had fought on the side of 
[the] enemy, rather than a country liberated from German occupation (as the Czech 
and Moravian parts of Czechoslovakia were seen), few restraints were imposed on 
the occupying Russian soldiers. They looted and raped at will, making no distinc-
tion between friends and foes. Rumour had it that the Soviet Army, bitter at what it 
considered the betrayal by fellow Slavs who had fought against them alongside the 
German forces, sent some of their most degraded and worst trained troops to oc-
cupy Slovakia.39 

The available sources point to broader varieties of interactions including cases of sex-
ual(ized) violence. Brutal rapes where victims were treated like disposable objects and 
killed in this early stage of liberation were mentioned in the memoir Markus, Planter 
of Trees (2012) by Elizabeth Meyer Liener who researched the life of Holocaust survi-
vor Marcus Rosenberg. Marcus grew up in a family of a grocery businessman with his 
three brothers and a sister, Erika, in Bardejov. Erika preferred to work in a retail gro-
cery store owned by her three aunts. She was sixteen when the deportations in Slovakia 
started. With the help of forged papers and passing as a Christian she was sheltered for 
a payment in Devínska Nová Ves by the Rocek family who kept her as a housekeeper. 
During the last year of the war, Erika, with a few other survivors, went into hiding in a 
cave in the vicinity of the town. Liener reveals an account of the rape of Jewish women 
hiding in a cave with Erika by Soviet soldiers patrolling the area—the account that is 
known only because Erika barely managed to escape despite being shot at: 
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One night, a group of Russian soldiers happened upon the cave during a patrol. 
When they saw who was in there, the soldiers began forcibly removing all the young 
women, proceeding to take them to the woods near the mountains. One soldier 
grabbed hold of Erika under her arm, pulling her up and roughly shoving her out 
of the cave. “I’m so young,” Erika implored to the Russian. “Why don’t you let me 
go?” The soldier pressed his body into Erika and growled in her ear, “Oh, I’m sure 
you have a boyfriend at home already.” For some unknown reason, the soldier let go 
of Erika at that moment. She began running as fast as she could, zigzagging off to 
the side rather than going straight ahead. The soldier reached for his gun and began 
shooting at her, but neither of them could see anything in the pitch black of night. 
Erika could hear the screams of the other young women being taken from the cave, 
but she ran farther and farther away.40 

Erika managed to escape, but none of these young women were ever found: 
“Word got back that the women had been forced into the woods, raped, and then left 
for dead.”41 

The mindset of trophy hunting was translated into sexual(ized) violence against 
selected victims. In her memoir, Eva Gossman notes that at some point, rape was re-
garded as a trophy for service in the Red Army rather than a military weapon of intim-
idation and subjugation: 

Many of them [Red Army soldiers—NP] were battle weary, ignorant brutal and mer-
ciless. Locks and chains on the doors did not deter them. Often drunk and aroused, 
they had the strength and the will, to break through any homemade barriers to en-
try. They were neither restrained from committing crimes on civilians, nor were they 
punished when charges were brought against them. Rape was not a military weapon, 
as it has become in recent military conflicts, to be used to intimidate, humiliate 
or subjugate the civilian population. These soldiers looked at rape as a trophy they 
earned for their war service.42 

Gossman’s testimony urges us to pay attention to linkages of gender-based sexu-
al(ized) violence and structural determinants such as the effort to disrupt and “(re) 
construct . . . political-economic hierarchies and processes.”43 The Red Army soldiers 
coped with malnutrition, exhaustion and poor supplies before they stepped on the 
territory of wartime Slovakia. Many fought abroad against their will and wanted to 
return home.44 The Soviet Army had to live on the resources from the liberated terri-
tories and did not consider whose supplies or property was requisitioned for the ar-
my’s needs.45 It forced locals to provide dwellings, food, and free labor. In addition, 
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the Soviet soldiers could not comprehend why Germany and its collaborators with 
much higher living standards attacked the poverty-stricken Soviet Motherland in the 
summer of 1941. All of these factors as well as the Soviet Army’s rage over the higher 
living standards of the bourgeois world46 translated into a phase of looting and tro-
phy hunting described by Schechter as “the practice of demarcating the place of one’s 
victory.”47 So-called “trofejčíci,” mostly lower-ranked Red Army officers, were a part 
of trophy-collecting units that looted and requisitioned an unprecedented amount of 
property on Slovak territory.48 Trophies ranged from valuables, property, scraps, dam-
aged tanks, and weaponry to cities and human trophies, primarily women and young 
girls subjected to sexual assault.49 

Women and girls had to hide from drunken units of Red Army soldiers. For Ho-
locaust survivors hiding was not a new experience. Liberation for some survivors like 
Eva Freedman just meant “a new hiding . . . from the Russians.”50 Eva, still a child at 
the time of liberation, along with ten-year-old sisters Greta and Vlasta, was saved from 
drunken soldiers by their neighbor Ms. Trattner, who barged into the room like “a de-
mented fury . . . waving [a] Bible in her hand and screaming ‘Ivrity, Ivrity’ ( Jews, Jews), 
upon which the stunned officer grabbed the Bible and ordered [the] drunken soldiers 
to leave the apartment.”51 Just as some Jews found refuge from being deported in pris-
ons, hospitals, and mental wards during the Hlinka Slovak People’s Party regime, these 
girls found hiding in the mental ward pretending mental incapacity a way to be shielded 
from Soviet soldiers’ sexual assault.52 

To maintain control over liberated territories that faced a critical lack of food sup-
plies, the Red Army’s initial sexual assault on civilians, looting, and trophy hunting 
gradually transitioned into a modus vivendi to avoid the resistance of locals. In his mem-
oir A Simple Life (2016) Giora Amir reflects on the situation in Prešov, where the dis-
ruption of communications and the food supply boosted the black market where the 
Holocaust survivors cultivated friendlier relations with the Soviet soldiers who used 
the army trucks to smuggle food and cigarettes from Germany, Poland, and Hungary. 
Prešov’s vicinity to borders turned the town into the main smuggling center with the 
Red Army’s help.53 Widespread barter was an indication of more consolidated relations 
between liberators and civilians. Even though the collected memoirs and testimonies 
did not explicitly mention sex barter,54 it does not mean it did not occur on the ground; 
watches and clothes were often mentioned as bartered for food. In her memoir I Have 
Lived a Thousand Years: Growing Up in the Holocaust (1999) Livia Bitton Jackson re-
calls how her mom was sewing beautiful dresses and blouses for soldiers’ young girls in 
exchange for “eggs, flour, live chickens and even light bulbs. [. . .] Our house was always 
full of barishnas, and tovarishes, their male companions; five soldiers to every soldier 
girl. The tovarishes bring along their harmonicas and balalaikas, their good voices and 
their good humor.”55 
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Bitton Jackson’s memoir also reveals the reality of forced cohabitation where a fe-
male Red Army soldier whom Slovak locals called Barishna targeted Holocaust survi-
vor Mikki Grossman for marriage. Barishna, who claimed to be Jewish and whom Jack-
son described as having a temper bordering on aggressivity, was determined to marry 
Mikki and avoid returning to the Soviet motherland after discovering that Mikki was 
“bogach” and the richest man in town. Barishna did not mind that Mikki mocked her 
and humiliated her. She persisted and made public scenes that Mikki desperately tried 
to avoid. In the end, he let her stay in his house, Barishna became pregnant, the couple 
got married, and they left Šamorín for Palestine. 

Even though Bitton Jackson was aware of the danger that Soviet soldiers’ presence 
meant, mainly for women and girls, she also contemplated the economic and political 
aspects of the Soviet presence, particularly the importance of food bartering with the 
Red Army soldiers and, more importantly, their role in the liberation of Jews from Na-
zis and their collaborators, which ultimately defines her relations to “Russians”: “I love 
the Russians. They fought the Nazis and their collaborators and helped to save our lives. 
That’s why I love their language. Our neighbors, Slovaks and Hungarians alike, despise 
the Russians. They see them as the enemy. They see them as crude and primitive occu-
piers. But to me they are heroes.”56 Here Bitton Jackson constructs a different mode 
of storytelling by underscoring and prioritizing gratitude to the Soviet army for saving 
their lives. Liberation and survival mattered more than the reality of the Red Army’s 
sexual(ized)violence and looting. 

To briefly sum up, with the help of survivors’ memoirs this section showed how sur-
vivors recollected the experience of liberation as well as the emotions and politics of 
liberation at the time, with sexual(ized) violence as an important part of that recollec-
tion. The memoirs used for the mapping of the liberation experience were produced 
since the late 1990s, that is, the times when the topic of sexual(ized) violence in con-
flict emerged in public discourse. It can also be assumed that the authors of these spe-
cific memoirs did not experience sexual(ized) violence, which is why they could talk 
about it more freely. The second part of this chapter will address voids of sexual(ized) 
violence that emerged from the early 1990s’ video-recorded oral testimonies. 

TACK L I NG VOI DS OF SE X UA L(I Z E D) 
V IOL E NCE I N T H E V I DEO -

R ECOR DE D OR A L T E S T I MON I E S . 

Video-recorded testimonies offer researchers valuable insights into the process of mem-
ory production. The following lines will show how the interviewers’ interventions 
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enable silences and how Holocaust survivors themselves screened memories of sexual 
violence. As Carli Snyder persuasively argues in her chapter, interviewers’ techniques 
of asking (or not asking) questions played a role in erasing difficult memories of sex-
ual(ized) violence in recorded interviews.57 This could be clearly observed in the re-
corded interview with Eva Freedman who avoided deportations, survived the war by 
hiding in an apartment, and was liberated in a small western Slovakian town, Nitra. 
Freedman’s recollection of her first interaction with the Red Army officer was inter-
rupted at two occasions: the first time due to a “technical hitch” in the process of inter-
view recording and the second time by the interviewer herself. This is how Eva recalls 
the moment of liberation: 

A Russian officer comes down. Actually, he looked terribly nice, aesthetically, and 
clean. [PAUSES FOR FIVE SECONDS] And he just saw these wretched people sit-
ting here. He couldn’t make out what it was. Because, you see, this was a completely 
different army. . . . You see, the Russian army, who was fighting in the front, the bat-
tlefield, did not know about anything like that. They did not probably even could 
read and write most of them. They couldn’t understand what’s going on with the Jews 
were persecuted and they had to go in hiding, and the Final Solution. They did not 
know anything about it.58 

In this part, Eva prepares viewers for what she wants to talk about next—rapes. In 
this stage, she tries to think out loud about possible reasons behind the Soviet Army 
rape of Holocaust survivor women: not being educated and not knowing about the Fi-
nal Solution and the fate of  Jews.59 This initial prepping of the audience is, however, 
suddenly interrupted by a “technical hitch”—an unspecified technical problem en-
countered during the recording. After restart, Eva goes back to the point when she in-
teracted with a Soviet Army officer, but now different elements of that memory are ad-
dressed—the elements that paint the Soviet Army officer in a positive light, as a helper 
who warned Eva and other survivors in hiding about approaching danger: 

So the Russian officer came down to the basement and pat me. I remember he gave 
me, I think, the first sweet I had for possibly a year. I treasured it tremendously. And 
he was telling us what is going on outside. He explained via interpreter—I think our 
caretaker spoke Russian—what is going on. That the army is coming over, and they 
haven’t seen a woman for years. And all these women were very beautiful, attractive 
women, in their 30s, 40s. There were probably some a bit older, but—And now a 
new hiding started. We had to hide away from the Russians. This was quite a surprise. 
I couldn’t wait to be liberated. And [PAUSES FOR 3 SECONDS] so the women 
were hiding for some time in the cellar, from the Russians.60 
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Eva’s pausing for three seconds signals bracing herself to state the reason for their “new 
hiding.” Rather than clearly stating that this time survivors were hiding to avoid rape, she 
ends up simply repeating that they were hiding from the “Russians.” It is at this point that 
the interviewer sensed Eva’s discomfort and uneasiness and interrupted her narration with 
a question: “INT: At this point, when he came, was that your moment of liberation?” 
Eva’s thoughts are now shifted away from her effort to articulate and possibly address lib-
erator rape toward what she might have anticipated was expected from the interviewer, 
that is, an answer situated in a broader historical context. Eva’s answer thus shifts from the 
personal toward a geopolitical frame in which she underscores the momentum of over-
lapping Nazi disintegration and Soviet emerging imperialism as she refers to Soviet lib-
eration as a “new hiding and occupation”: “I presume it was our liberation. This was the 
moment that they came and took over the occupation. I don’t know whether it was a gen-
eral liberation of all the war, but liberation of our town—occupied by the Russians.”61 

In an effort to avoid retraumatizing the survivor,62 the interviewer’s question pro-
vided the survivor an opportunity to steer away from confronting and processing liber-
ator rape. But as Snyder’s chapter shows, interviewers’ lack of training when it came to 
asking questions about traumatic experiences of sexual(ized) violence played a signif-
icant role. In addition, interviewers’ idealized approach to liberation as a rupture that 
put an end to survivors’ suffering needs to be accounted for when discussing silences 
concerning sexual(ized) violence in recorded testimonies.63 

Holocaust survivors were more likely to mention sexual(ized) violence when the 
circumstances allowed these women and girls to escape the imminent threat of rape or 
when they knew about the rape that happened to others.64 On the other hand, some 
survivors often refused to call sexual(ized) violence by its name, paused in the middle 
of traumatic recollections, and used euphemisms. Eva Boros, whose family was sent to 
the Solosh ghetto and then to Auschwitz, recalled how, after being liberated, they did 
not want to stay in their house upon returning from the concentration camp: “There 
was some little bit of danger with the Russian soldiers. They were very wild. Some of the 
girls, some little friends were insulted, by, not the Germans, by the Russians.”65 Only af-
ter the interviewer prompted further and asked, “Only insulted?” Eva named the vio-
lence: “Well, raped.”66 Similarly, Alice Tyroler in her recollection of finding shelter in 
a farmer’s house on their way home from the concentration camp in April 1945: “Peas-
ants hid their wives where they kept the potatoes etcetera, you know, because the So-
viets liked ladies . . . very much.”67 Eva Boros’s description of liberation rape as “a little 
bit of danger with Russian soldiers” and a “Soviet insult,” Alice Tyroler’s euphemism 
for the liberation rape as “Soviets liking women very much,” or the word choice of “ca-
lamity” as a euphemism for rape68 deserve more scholarly attention. From the way the 
interviews were structured and conducted it is difficult to establish if these survivors 
themselves faced the threat of, or were themselves subjected to, liberator sexual(ized) 
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violence. What can be established with certainty is that some survivors did not iden-
tify rape and sexual violence by its name and used euphemisms instead. But are these 
euphemisms pointing to the reluctance of survivors to speak about sexual(ized) vio-
lence due to feelings of shame? I suggest that rather than hastily ascribing such refusals 
to feelings of shame, we should consider a more nuanced interpretation and approach 
these euphemisms as memory vignettes with a specific function. 

Freudian screen memory is helpful to identify the ways survivors coped with the 
memory of sexual(ized) violence, which was often not addressed directly. Instead, a spe-
cific “mnemic image” screened out the memory of rape, which was not erased or directly 
silenced but rather soothed by “generat[ing] a compromise which condense[d] both 
memories.”69 I suggest that the memory vignettes such as “Soviet insult” of women and 
“Soviets liking women very much” represent a screen memory that helps survivors to 
create a safe distance to “cover up a traumatic event . . . that cannot be approached di-
rectly.”70 The screen memory of the threat of rape or actual rape as a “Soviet insult” or 
“Soviets liking women very much” indeed “replaces a disturbing memory with a more 
comforting, everyday scene.”71 In so doing, screen memory suppresses the original ex-
perience “with a ‘mnemic image’ which screens out the aspects of the original experi-
ence which were objectionable.”72 This means that even though screen memory is in-
herently resistant to traumatic memory, it does not negate it, silence it, or compete with 
it for primacy. Instead, screen memory challenges the validity of the original memory 
and “generate[s] a compromise which condenses both memories.”73 

Screen memory does not necessarily manifest through the presence of the euphe-
mism of sexual(ized) violence. It can be any memory that, in some way, mitigates the 
psychological impact of the traumatic memory of sexual(ized) violence. Locating 
screen memory in survivors’ testimonies can be challenging because traumatic memo-
ries are recollected differently from “ordinary memories.”74 Judith Lewis Herman de-
scribes the impact of traumatic memory recollection of rape survivors as 

enter[ing] a numbed state of consciousness, technically called dissociation. The ex-
perience feels unreal; time may feel slowed down, and people may have the sense of 
leaving their bodies. Memories laid down in this altered state are fragmentary; they 
lack the logic of an ordinary narrative. Survivors may have intense and painful flash-
back recall of sensory details like smells and sounds but little or no recall of orient-
ing details like time and place.75 

Such absence of orienting details along with other signs of trauma is notable in Gi-
ta’s76 video-recorded testimony. In Gita’s recollection of sexual(ized) violence, screen 
memory did not manifest itself as a euphemism but rather as another event located in 
the immediate vicinity of traumatic liberation experience. 
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Born in Miskolc, Hungary, Gita was hiding during the war and lived under a false 
identity until liberation by the Soviet armed forces in Slovakia. In her testimony she 
mentions that she thinks about the Holocaust every day, hates Germans, and will never 
forgive them for the suffering and for shooting her mother while hiding in the forest. 
After the interviewer prompted Gita and asked, “Is there anything you would add into 
the story?” Gita recollected rape by a Soviet Army captain who saved their lives, but 
suddenly paused, waved her hands at the camera indicating concern, and asked, “Please 
don’t put it in, can you?” 

I was raped by Russian soldiers . . . but I never think of it, never, never [shaking her 
head indicating no], it doesn’t come back in my dreams . . . [interrupted by the in-
terviewer who asked: “Can I ask you when did that happen?”] In the forest, one eve-
ning, they came down, I told you, it was the same captain who saved our lives. I don’t 
know why he had a, he had a . . . [all of sudden she starts waving her hands at the cam-
era, calls cameraman’s name, asking him]. . . please don’t put it in, can you? [Inter-
viewer interrupts: “But is there a message that you would like to send to the world 
about the Holocaust?”]77 

Witnessing Gita’s discomfort, the interviewer promptly diverts her attention away 
from the traumatic memory by asking a broad open-ended question: “But is there a mes-
sage that you would like to send to the world about the Holocaust?” The interviewer’s 
question diffuses the emotional intensity of the moment and implicitly invites Gita to 
reframe her narrative within a more universal framework. Even though Gita felt that 
the painful memory of liberation rape needed to be included in her testimony, she ac-
quiesced to the interviewer’s cue and ventured away from 1945 to address contempo-
rary concerns of the present-day dangers posed by the far right in Oklahoma. 

There are a few layers that one might discern from this difficult viewing of Gita’s 
recollection of liberation rape. Gita’s inability to specify the orienting details of when 
rape happened (“one evening”) along with a sudden request to delete this part of her 
testimony point to the depth of trauma. Gita’s recollection displays the signs of frag-
mentation as following the interviewer’s cue she opted to “veer” from a chronological 
narrative by suddenly transitioning from 1945 to 1995 and the dangers of the far right 
in Oklahoma, displaying what Lawrence Langer calls a moment of  “simultaneity but 
not a sequence.”78 Gita placed the memory of the far right in Oklahoma in 1995 in the 
immediate vicinity of the traumatic “ruined liberation”79 experience of rape in 1945. 
By placing the screen memory of the contemporary far right threat in Oklahoma next 
to the traumatic memory of rape by the Red Army officer, the traumatic memory of 
rape is not erased or silenced, but rather its meaning is condensed so that screen mem-
ory allows the survivor to get at a safe distance to process it. In this case, pointing to the 
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danger of today’s far right as a continuance of the Nazi crimes that Gita survived rep-
resents a screen memory that aims to prepare the ground for the processing of libera-
tor rape along these lines: Gita survived the brutality of Nazism, which makes her re-
silient and strong in facing the emerging far right today. Locating the screen memory 
of the emerging far right of 1995 next to the trauma of 1945 aims to diminish the per-
ceived gravity of liberation rape. The presence of the screen memory of the current far 
right testifies to the presence of a coping strategy to process the trauma of rape by a lib-
erator rather than an internalization of shame. 

Gita’s recorded testimony raises two issues. First, from the institutional point of 
view, this section of Gita’s testimony would not be seen as ideal, as VHA archives pri-
oritize testimonies that adhere to chronological sequence, whereas Gita’s memory fol-
lowing the interviewer’s question “veered” from a chronological narrating by suddenly 
transitioning from 1945 to 1995. This prompts us to think about the tension between 
personal experience, trauma, and institutional remembrance, which shapes testimonies 
based on their respective politics and methodologies. In the words of Noah Shenker, 
such a moment of tension between personal and institutional memories “reveals the 
difficult, dialogical nature of testimonies in which survivors cannot always accommo-
date the preferences of the institution recording their accounts.”80 

Second, one cannot ignore the fact that Gita’s clearly articulated request to delete 
the mention of rape from the testimony seemed to be ignored as it is still available to 
viewers. Perhaps permission was obtained to share the story as it was. The story is not 
publicly available and can be accessed only by those with institutional access. Other-
wise, the institutional failure to honor a survivor’s request to delete the mention of rape 
represents an extreme case of extractionism81 and perpetuating harm, which questions 
VHA’s goal “to develop empathy, understanding and respect through testimony.”82 

As this part of the chapter showed, when discussing the traumatic experience of  lib-
eration sexual(ized) violence survivors’ recollections pointed to the presence of cop-
ing strategies rather than feelings of shame. The last part of this chapter explains why 
it is essential to move away from the shame paradigm and stigmatization toward the 
“dignification”83 of survivors of gender-based sexual(ized) violence and how this can 
be achieved. 

M E N DI NG T H E H A R M S OF 
S T IG M AT I Z AT ION  

How do we mend the harms of scholarly uncritical ascribing of shame as a primary 
feeling to rape victims and move away from their stigmatization to “dignification”84? 
How do we respect and honor the space that survivors need to process the trauma of 
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sexual(ized) violence? How can we pursue research that represents a reservoir of resil-
ience and the empowerment of victims of sexual(ized) violence rather than research 
that is extractive and perpetuates harm? The starting point to answer these questions is 
to approach survivors not as “living wounds”85 but rather as “knowledge bearers”86 and 
gatekeepers of their own stories—stories to which they are entitled by right to memory. 
On the one hand, right to memory places responsibility on individuals to contribute 
to the production of memory culture that is inclusive and just. As a result, survivors in-
evitably become agents of social change. On the other hand, “right to memory” is also 
a “health issue with ethical and legal implications.”87 In this line of thinking, “right to 
memory” is intertwined with “frameworks of memory that ensure the physical survival 
and moral wellbeing of people.”88 Applied to our case, namely survivors like Gita whose 
wish is to erase mentions of the traumatizing experience of rape from datasets of insti-
tutional or public domains, right to memory as a legal tool that protects the physical 
and moral well-being of survivors offers one potential pathway to safeguarding Holo-
caust survivors from the harms of societally imposed stigmatization. 

In this case, the way to safeguard and protect survivors from harms of stigmatiza-
tion and misrepresentation of their silence is to firmly place their stories and memo-
ries in a rights-based legal context of the right to memory and its respective “right to 
be forgotten” ruled by the European Court of Justice in 2014 as a right to protect pri-
vacy.89 It entitled individuals to request the deletion of personal information shared 
by content providers in digital space. “Right to be forgotten” as a rights-based legal 
realm offers victims of sexual(ized) violence legal space to protect the way they con-
struct, share (or refuse to share), and interpret the past as a way of trauma processing 
and healing. Even if one must be cautious of the dangers of patriarchal power dynam-
ics in legal processes,90 the silence of rape survivors approached as a right to memory 
(right to be forgotten) rather than shame has the potential to mitigate the impact of 
a vicious cycle of stigmatization. 

Survivors of sexual(ized) violence in general see justice as a vital part of healing and 
tend to appreciate diverse processes of restorative justice as a conduit for “acknowl-
edgment, vindication, apology, and amends—from their moral communities.”91 The 
community’s acknowledgment that sexual(ized) violence crimes were committed of-
fers another viable path for destigmatization and the restoration of dignity. Herman’s 
research shows that survivors of sexual(ized) violence “want assurances from the com-
munity that they did not deserve to be abused. They want the burden of shame lifted 
from their shoulders and placed on the shoulders of the perpetrators, where it be-
longs. . . . [survivors of sexual(ized) violence—NP] were keenly aware that the crimes 
were intended to dishonor and isolate them; they sought, therefore, the restoration of 
their own honor and the reestablishment of their own connections with the commu-
nity.”92 Herman’s research thus underscores the importance of the “moral community’s” 
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standing by survivors of sexual(ized) violence: “As the survivor puts down her burden 
of shame, the community puts down its own burden of guilt for its previous indiffer-
ence or, worse, its complicity with the perpetrator. In restoring honor to the survivor, 
the moral community also restores its own honor.”93 

CONCLUSION 

The history of sexual(ized) violence committed by the liberating Red Army on the ter-
ritory of Slovakia needs to be carefully reconstructed from the available testimonies 
and archival documents while paying close attention to how sexual(ized) violence is 
remembered in the context of overlapping Nazi and Soviet imperial projects and how 
such memories inform survivors’ place in the world. This chapter showed that a careful 
reconstruction of the microhistory of difficult interactions with the Red Army chal-
lenges the sanitized collective memory of liberation. It demonstrated that if closely 
scrutinized, the voids and silences concerning sexual(ized) violence in Holocaust sur-
vivors’ testimonies offer a much deeper understanding of survivors’ ways of coping with 
trauma as well as a deeper understanding of how stigmatization serves as heteropatri-
archy’s surveillance tool. 

My effort to unpack the voids and silences of survivors showed that rather than si-
lence due to shame, the liberator rape victims’ memory vignettes displayed the presence 
of screen memory, which was an indicator of the presence of survivors’ coping mecha-
nism, not feelings of shame. This chapter also raised ethical issues. It is imperative that 
scholars critically question widely accepted societal norms that rape victims are silent 
because they feel shame and carefully examine how and why shame is constructed and 
systemically imposed on victims through heteropatriarchal structures across different 
historical contexts. This chapter is a call to action for scholars to practice honest and 
critical self-reflection on the impact of our methodologies on those whose memories 
we extract for research purposes. It is a call for scholars to shift the focus away from our 
institutions (How does my institution/university benefit from my research?) toward 
survivors themselves (How can my research help the community of survivors?). It is a 
call for a critical self-reflection of one’s methodologies as a means to prevent research 
that presents survivors as “living wounds,” deprives survivors of agency, perpetuates stig-
matization, and in so doing objectifies survivors and marginalizes survivors’ voices.94 It 
is a call to prevent such extractivist approaches by acknowledging survivors’ space for 
healing as an indelible part of their right to memory. 

Attaching shame as a common denominator to the silence of rape victims is a vicious 
and yet effective ongoing mechanism of perpetuating and sustaining the patriarchal 
structures. To break this vicious cycle adequate survivors-centered restorative justice 
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processes and the community’s acknowledgment that sexual(ized) violence crimes were 
committed need to take place. We must approach survivors’ silence as an indelible com-
ponent of a right to memory, which includes a right to silence that is unassailable, un-
able to be questioned or misconstrued under the pressure of patriarchal norms and in-
stitutional and political interests. Acknowledging a right to memory means respecting 
the ways survivors share their stories—what they recall and what they refuse to recall. In 
sum, it represents an acknowledgment of the ownership of one’s own story in this world. 
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shameful. Rather, my decision to anonymize survivors who experienced rape stems 
from a commitment to prioritizing their well-being. Extracting specific narratives of 
trauma, humiliation, and pain solely for academic purposes carries the risk of retrau-
matization. Anonymization seeks to mitigate that risk. Furthermore, anonymizing the 
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W H Y W E N E E D A H I S TORY 
OF PROS T I T U T ION I N  

T H E HOLOCAUS T 
ANNA HÁJKOVÁ 

I N JULY 1942, A 24-YEAR-OLD WOMAN, WHOM I WILL CALL ALICE HABERLAND, 
was deported from Berlin to Theresienstadt. She grew up in a wealthy, well-estab-
lished Jewish family and arrived without her parents—her mother was gentile and 

her Jewish father had been murdered. At first shocked by the dirt, hunger, and over-
crowding and without any knowledge of Czech or acquaintances to ask for help, Al-
ice found her feet and started providing for herself and her sister, who was in the last 
stages of tuberculosis, by offering sex for food. Later, when three elderly disabled fe-
male relatives arrived at Theresienstadt, she supported them as well. This changed in 
January 1943, when Rabbi Leo Baeck, the revered leader of German Jewry and friend 
of Haberland’s family, arrived at Theresienstadt. In his 1979 Pulitzer Prize–winning bi-
ography of Leo Baeck, Leonard Baker relied on a common trope to describe Haber-
land’s experience: 

This lovely young woman had known all the comforts that money can bring, and she 
missed them in Theresienstadt. The crowded conditions, the shortage of food, and 
the dirt eroded her sense of pride and decency. In hopes of an extra scrap of food, a 
feeling of warmth, space to breath in, she became a prostitute. Years later she said: 
“I don’t know why I did what I did. You can’t explain those things.” Judaism has no 
dark and private confessional booth. It does, however, have love and sympathy for 
the troubled individual. “I needed someone to understand my action,” she said, “and 
I used Baeck. His compassion for human errors would not allow him to hold my acts 
against me. He was my conscience, like my father.”1 
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Haberland stopped selling sex. Two months later, her octogenarian grandmother 
died, followed by Haberland’s sister in July 1943. Haberland survived the ghetto, moved 
to the United States, married, and had children.2 Unlike most survivors in the West-
ern world, she never gave testimony to any of the many Holocaust oral history projects. 

Haberland’s story raises questions about how sexual barter has come to be portrayed 
as inherently shameful. Why did Baker describe the motivation of Haberland’s selling 
sex not as a way of saving her relatives, but rather as a spoiled young woman’s mistaken 
insistence on an “extra scrap of food, a feeling of warmth, space to breath in”? The pas-
sage suggests a vision of sexual barter as something that needs to be forgiven. In this 
article, I propose we read such case histories in a different light, namely, through the 
framework of the economy of prisoner society and the history of prostitution. In fact, 
the “extra scrap of food” or better accommodation in Theresienstadt often meant vastly 
improved living conditions; indeed, for the elderly and sick it could mean the differ-
ence between life and death.3 Histories of sex work offer a paradigm that allows us to 
refrain from interpreting sex work as either discrediting or solely victimizing. Rather, 
it was a resource: Alone in a foreign ghetto, without any connections, Alice Haberland 
was able to provide for herself and four relatives. 

Prostitution is among the most stigmatized topics in Holocaust studies. Both schol-
arly and more popular accounts of the Holocaust tend to either omit mention of sex 
work, narrate it in titillating fashion, or equate it with sexual violence. The last point 
means that much of the feminist scholarship on the Holocaust interprets sexual bar-
ter primarily as violence. This perspective, I argue, leads our focus away from victims’ 
agency and obstructs our understanding of society in extremis. The experiences of Ho-
locaust victims who participated in various types of sexual barter—from flirting to ra-
tional relationships to the straightforward exchange of intercourse for food or protec-
tion—were ambivalent and multifaceted, and meant various things to various people 
over time. Sexual barter could, but did not have to include sexual acts. 

Building on my earlier work on sexual barter in Theresienstadt,4 this article pres-
ents a historiographic intervention that moves beyond simplistic and reductive views 
implied by the term “forced prostitution.”5 I critique the automatic categorization of 
prostitution as sexual violence or even rape merely because the women and men in-
volved had limited control over their lives. Zoë Waxman is correct in stating that “re-
fusing to acknowledge that even women in extremity can be capable of making choices . 
. . renders the women involved faceless victims.”6 In the account to follow, I will explore 
cases of unofficial, unorganized sexual barter by Holocaust victims in various settings 
such as ghettos, camps, and in hiding, demonstrating why context is key and explor-
ing what sexual barter can tell us about the mentality and limited choices of the partic-
ipants. The goal is to systematically examine the mechanisms that stigmatized prosti-
tution.7 I will not address prostitution organized by the perpetrators, such as brothels 
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for the Wehrmacht, concentration camp prisoners, or forced laborers, because these did 
not include any Jews.8 This piece also does not address the sexual barter of children.9 

Whether children’s participation in sexual barter could entail meaningful agency is an 
important debate.10 However, as but one intervention, this article focuses on cases in-
volving adults only (though some of them were young) in order to avoid the far more 
complex question of child abuse. 

In a departure from my earlier work, here I use sexual barter and prostitution as 
synonyms. I had been wary about employing the notion of prostitution because of the 
stigma associated with it, which could render analytical grasp of the concept useless.11 

In the thirteen years since first writing about sexual barter, in teaching the history of 
sexuality in general and the history of sex work in particular, I often debated the pro-
cesses of the stigmatization of prostitution with my students, and I realized that my 
pragmatic decision to distance myself from this term contributed to its taboo. There-
fore, I use both terms to refer to the same phenomenon, albeit in different contexts: 
Prostitution serves here as a meta-term, while sexual barter describes individual acts 
and relationships between Holocaust victims. 

Sexual barter, that is, exchange of sex or affection for resources or protection, was 
a frequent means by which Holocaust victims sought to secure their survival.12 It was 
also a means of exerting agency. I differentiate—depending on whether (and to what 
degree) sexual barter had a more pronounced social dimension—between two types 
of relationships: those that were rational, in the sense that they produced longer-lasting 
affectionate, sexual, and romantic relationships even when one or both of the partners 
had entered into the exchange for at least partly pragmatic reasons; and instrumental 
sex, which refers to short-term sexual encounters.13 Sexual barter during the Holocaust 
could be, and indeed often was, violent, and thus a form of sexual violence. However, 
it is important not to equal violent sexual barter with rape, because bartering partners 
always exercised some degree of individual choice. In contrast, rape is a form of sexual 
assault in which the victim has no freedom to decide whether they want to engage in 
the sexual act. While the boundaries were and remain muddled, the ability to exercise 
at least some form of control over sex defines sexual barter. 

I will first present the relevant aspects of the history of prostitution that make it pos-
sible to interpret sexual barter in the Holocaust without ahistorical moralizing. I then 
explore the reasons for the long-standing discomfort around prostitution within Holo-
caust studies, a discomfort that persisted even after the advent and success of Holocaust 
women’s and gender history. Delving into Holocaust historiography on women and 
sexual violence, I will investigate in detail how scholars make judgments that are pre-
sented as commonly accepted. The third, empirical section of the article, offers a road-
map of various historical examples of sexual barter. First, I explore how sex work was 
seen and made sense of by onlookers. I then look at the narratives of both heterosexual 
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and queer participants in sexual barter between prisoners in concentration camps and 
ghettos, and the sexual barter between Jewish women and men in hiding and their res-
cuers. The article concludes with an examination of sexual barter between prisoners 
and guards, a particularly extreme form of dependency. 

How can we write a history of such an erased, marginalized topic? Which sources 
can we rely on? The usual approach of historians of prostitution14 —to rely on police 
files—does not work here, since these institutions did not exist in the concentration 
camps nor, obviously, among groups in hiding. Some ghettos did have Jewish police, 
but they rarely addressed sex work,15 and very few documents from the Jewish or Order 
Police survived. The other common approach, reading files of medical authorities, of-
fers a possibility and was deployed in Robert Sommer’s investigation of the camp broth-
els, whose workers had periodic tests for venereal diseases (VDs).16 The concern for the 
dignity of people who engaged in a stigmatized sexual activity would suggest that a re-
peated discussion of gonorrhea tests—when people’s stories are reduced to enforced 
intimate medical tests—is unfortunate.17 

In the end, I work with personal testimonies, usually written after the war, and with 
a few fortunately preserved contemporaneous sources. This means that in the over-
whelming majority of cases, we find testimonies about, but not by, men and women 
who engaged in sex work. Most existing memoirs operate within the binary narrative 
categories of romantic love and sexual violence. In following the call of queer studies, 
I propose that we need to question our normative assumptions of what is “natural” or 
“right” and read sources in their own light.18 Finally, to demonstrate the judgment and 
contempt of survivors toward women (rarely men) who bartered sex, I include several 
of their stories. The challenge is determining how to examine these voices in a way that 
shows empathy to judging narrators (themselves victims of the Holocaust) while re-
fusing to shame the people who engaged in sex work. In spite of the stigmatization at-
tached to sexual barter, in the fifteen case studies presented in this chapter, for eight 
of these, there is some form of self testimony; six of the protagonists thematized their 
own sexual barter. 

Investigating sexual barter is further complicated by the fact that even when stories 
of people who sold sex appear in historical documents, we may not be able to identify 
the people mentioned in those stories, because many narrators did not recall names. 
In those rare cases in which I was able to locate first-person testimonies of sexual bar-
ter, I was faced with the requirement to anonymize individuals imposed by archives, 
families, or the interviewees. Mara Keire points out that pseudonyms and abbreviated 
names perpetuate judgments about what is shameful.19 It is particularly critical to use 
real names to document the history of people erased in the Holocaust.20 It can be the 
relatives of the people we write about who are willing to use legal threats to stop the re-
searcher from using real names, or in fact do this research in any form. The scholar of 
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prostitution and the Holocaust is left with a conundrum: If we continue to use pseud-
onyms or abbreviate names, we perpetuate stigma, but if we use real names, we face po-
tential legal, financial, institutional, and personal costs. There are no good solutions. 

BODY/SE RV ICE: H I S TOR IO GR A PH Y OF 
SE X WOR K I N T H E HOLO C AUS T 

Holocaust historians are profoundly uncomfortable with sex work. A narrative in 
which (even presumed) prostitution was interpreted as complicity with the Nazis al-
ready became common in pre-independence Palestine.21 Holocaust historians have 
been influenced by this stigma: They are disturbed by occurrences of sexual barter and 
most of them avoid the topic altogether. When it is discussed, it is almost always inter-
preted as sexual violence in which women have little to no (meaningful) control or as 
a form of complicity in which those engaging in sexual barter were totally responsible 
for their actions and could be judged for their choices.22 Gender studies of the Holo-
caust have largely ignored the historiography on prostitution, even though they have 
taken up other important trends within gender studies.23 This neglect may be an un-
conscious response to the fierce backlash against those who have studied gender with 
respect to genocide. Indeed, feminists have had to fight for the establishment and le-
gitimacy of women’s and gendered perspectives on the Shoah.24 Such challenges to the 
study of women and gender might explain why scholars tend to focus on unambiguous 
histories of women’s heroism, suffering, and resilience and why there has been so lit-
tle space to address presumably shameful acts such as sex work or same-sex desire.25 To 
date, women’s history of the Holocaust almost exclusively follows arguments that re-
gard prostitution as inherently exploitative.26 The literature exploring this topic is vast; 
I will discuss only the most influential works. 

The now-standard interpretation of prostitution during the Holocaust is one of 
“survival prostitution,” which posits that when Holocaust victims bartered sex in or-
der not to die they were suffering a form of sexual violence.27 For example, in their 
2004 classic Sexualisierte Gewalt (Sexualized Violence), the authors claim that asym-
metrical, dependent rational relationships (my term) constituted sexual violence be-
cause the rank-and-file prisoners had no choice but to engage in them.28 Regina Mühl-
häuser, the leading authority on sexual violence on the German Eastern front in World 
War II, offers an even-handed portrayal of the circumstances in which women in occu-
pied Soviet territories bartered sex for food with German soldiers, whose actions had 
created the food shortages in the first place. However, Mühlhäuser focuses on the ac-
tions of the occupying soldiers, bypassing questions about the agency of the occupied 
population.29 Maren Röger’s work perhaps provides the best example of the “survival 
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prostitution” interpretation. In her study of intimacy in occupied Poland, Röger inter-
prets sexual barter and prostitution as sexual violence.30 She showed that the women 
were forced by circumstances to sell sex to the occupiers, but she neglected any inves-
tigation of the decisions that women made in order to engage in these encounters, nor 
did she engage with the historiography of sex work. To bolster her claim of “survival 
prostitution,” Röger set apart former professional prostitutes from those who engaged 
in sex work only in response to war shortages. This differentiation is frustrating, as it is 
inherently classist and marks prostitution as dishonorable. Like the formerly “respect-
able” women who sold sex during the war, the working-class women who engaged in 
prostitution were motivated by economic necessity and chose to use this resource to 
make ends meet. Even scholars who are acutely aware of the agency of victims and who 
seek to avoid judgmental language sometimes unwittingly lend support to the view of 
prostitution as inherently exploitative. Sara Horowitz explicitly eschews judgmental 
language but still falls back on the tell-tale phrase “selling one’s body,” which implies that 
these women sold something that ought not be traded, that is irreplaceable: The phrase 
equates a sexual act with a purchase of the entire human being, even the soul.31 She also 
included cases of child sex abuse alongside narratives of adult women who made the 
choice to barter sex.32 By discussing sexual abuse of a small child alongside grown-up sex-
ual barter, Horowitz, perhaps unintentionally, influences the reader to interpret sexual 
barter as abusive. In other cases, historians link sexual barter and rape just out of con-
fusion and their lack of an interpretative framework. In Evgeny Finkel’s study of Jew-
ish survival choices in Eastern Europe, when discussing Jewish women’s choice to en-
gage in sexual barter with Germans, the reference was to literature on sexual violence.33 

Contrasting this historiographical sketch with an overview of interpretations of 
sex work is helpful. Feminist historians have taken E. P. Thompson’s social history on 
the agency of “little people” as a point of departure in order to suggest that prostitu-
tion has a history and that we need to recognize prostitution as labor.34 Intimacy can 
be a commodity; Nicole von Germeten reminds us that “the woman [. . .] is selling her 
services, not ‘her body and soul.’”35 From this perspective, sex is just one of the services 
that can be sold, alongside cooking, cleaning, rearing children, or selling produce in a 
shop. In her work on the French poor in the eighteenth century, Olwen Hufton shows 
that prostitution was an integral part of what she termed “the economies of the make-
shift,” one of the many strategies the poor used to survive. Judith Walkowitz demon-
strates in her study of prostitution in mid-nineteenth-century England that indeed sex 
work was violent, but then so was most of the quotidian life of working-class women. 
The consensus among historians of prostitution is that we must recognize the agency 
of the women and men who sold sex. The point is not to romanticize the decisions of 
women who went into sex work, but to be able to provide a nuanced, historical view of 
their choices and consent. Mir Yarfitz, in his history of transnational Jewish sex work in 
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Argentina, reminds us: “As well-intentioned listeners, we must seek to hear the voices 
of our subjects within their own paradigms.”36 

In her work on East European migrant sex workers, Ilse van Liempt reminds us of 
why it is problematic to differentiate between women who worked as prostitutes back 
home and those who became prostitutes only in a new setting (one could say “old” and 
“new” prostitutes), as in those who are “criminal” and those who were forced into sex 
work only by circumstances of force.37 First, this differentiation does not work because 
most of the migrants had already been in sex work before they departed from Eastern 
Europe to the Netherlands, and they were in some form informed about what awaited 
them. Second, this differentiation stigmatizes sex work as morally wrong.38 Third, van 
Liempt points out that exploitation is a category that is difficult to measure. She sug-
gests that rather than a narrow focus on consent, we need to pay close attention to the 
whole process in which sex is sold.39 

It is immensely useful to take these observations on board. They allow us to discern 
that, for Holocaust victims, sexual barter was one resource among many; for others it 
was almost the only one. In order to recognize the lived worlds of the women and men 
who bartered sex we need to closely explore the situation in which sexual barter took 
place and try to understand the meanings and values of sex. Our task ought to be to es-
tablish a better understanding of the limited freedom and choices of Holocaust victims 
in navigating the world during the persecution. 

W I T N E S SE S J U D GI NG SE X UA L BA RT E R 

After the Munich agreement of 1938, Czechoslovakia lost its border regions to Ger-
many, Poland, and Hungary. Tens of thousands of people—Social Democrats, com-
munists, Jews, and emigrants—fled inside the reduced borders of the country, but 
many were forbidden entry and were forced to stay in refugee camps in the dimin-
ished Czechoslovakia. Doreen Warriner was a British social worker who helped polit-
ical opponents and Jewish refugees escape from Czechoslovakia. In January 1939, she 
described the situation in several of these camps in a letter to her colleague, Eleanor 
Rathbone, a British MP and campaigner for women’s rights. Dolní Krupá near Ral-
sko in northern Bohemia was particularly dire. People were sick and dying, and the in-
mates were clothed in the summer clothes in which they escaped. There was a diphthe-
ria epidemic, and before Christmas, four children died. The women were crying and 
the general mood was apathetic. Warriner added: “The Czech [local] village boys come 
and ask for the girls, saying that they have money; and this when the girls [sic] come 
from some of the most self-respecting families, of the leaders of the group.”40 Warriner 
used the example of prostitution to underline the gravity of the situation in the camp. 
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She indicated that the young female refugees were being taken advantage of by the lo-
cal men—as opposed to an interpretation in which the women earned money to im-
prove their situation, to be able to purchase warm clothing and medication. For War-
riner, prostitution stood in contradiction to being a respected person and symbolized 
the collapse of the refugees’ society in the camp. 

Some of these women were probably able to escape to Britain in 1939 on so-called 
domestic visas because the country had a shortage of maids. Rose Holmes’s important 
research has shown that German, Czech, and Austrian maids who worked in Britain 
were confronted with long, exhausting labor, little pay, and expectations of gratitude.41 

Some were sexually harassed by their employers.42 The women could not complain as 
they did not want to endanger their visas. The intertwined narratives of shameful sex-
ual barter, sexual violence, and gratitude meant that next to none of these women com-
plained about their treatment during the war. The stories of these women have been 
largely silenced and overshadowed by narratives of gratitude about the children saved 
by the Kindertransport. 

We owe some of the most forthright documentation of sex work during the Holo-
caust to Cecylia Slepak, a journalist who was part of the Oyneg Shabes documentation 
of life in the Warsaw ghetto.43 She interviewed dozens of women, smugglers, social work-
ers, and also a woman named Guta who provided for her family through sex work be-
tween ca. 1940 and 1942. Guta was 23 years old in 1942. Married just after the outbreak 
of war, she was separated from her husband by the war and continued living with her 
parents and brother.44 Slepak outlines how Guta had tried to join her husband in Lith-
uania, failed, and subsequently worked as a trader. When her parents took in an ethnic 
German lodger, she became his lover. Slepak argues that “on her side the relationship 
sprang not from affection but from her excessively erotic temperament and her cool cal-
culation of financial profit.” Similar to the examples of prostitution in colonial Kenya 
that Luise White examined, Guta offered the appearance of mutual love (the German 
carried her photograph in his purse and after the forced resettlement of Jews into the 
ghetto, continued to visit her for months).45 As an attractive woman, she also provided 
companionship at evening parties, transforming the apartment into a (in the context 
of the ghetto) glamorous place of celebration and expensive drinks.46 She also started 
working as a waitress, a job that allowed her to widen her social networks. Slepak indi-
cates that this job included prostitution, as “she attracted clients through her looks and 
sophistication.”47 Eventually, Guta’s relationship with the ethnic German came to an end. 
To improve her income, Guta partook in smuggling, which also entailed sexual barter 
with the gentile smuggling leader. This rational relationship, too, was characterized by 
spending time together and the affection that the smuggler felt for Guta. Smuggling, 
however, did not offer a secure income, and so Guta began working as a sex worker in a 
bar, where she received a cut from the drinks she convinced patrons to buy, and sold sex.48 
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One could—and indeed, should!—write an entire book on Guta. But in the space 
here I want to address several select issues: Slepak describes an enormously resource-
ful, bold, and hard-working woman who bartered sex as just one of the jobs that she 
engaged in. Moreover, she had access to some desirable jobs (smuggling or waitress-
ing) only because she was willing to engage in sexual barter. These aspects of her biog-
raphy are best described using Hufton’s “economies of the makeshift” paradigm.49 Sec-
ond, Slepak repeatedly stresses the (relatively) luxurious world in which Guta sold sex, 
so much so that the reader wonders if the writer was not motivated by envy, though 
she also clearly states that Guta’s own needs were modest.50 This narrative probably re-
flected a wider discourse on luxury in the ghetto; many essays in the Oyneg Shabes col-
lection described the “high life” in cafes or restaurants with an implied social critique. 

Slepak also makes clear that Guta’s motivation was helping her family; her mother 
was clear that it was solely her daughter’s support that had saved them from death. Fi-
nally, Slepak’s narration attempts to be objective and to report on a prostitute as a part 
of the ghetto’s social history, but she judges her throughout.51 Slepak uses expressions 
such as “excessively erotic temperament,”52 “at the price of selling her body she is able to 
materially survive,”53 and “sinking deeper and deeper into a moral quagmire.”54 This ten-
sion between Slepak’s attempt at sociological distance and the moral conventions she 
fell back on is the same that most Holocaust historians addressing sex work are caught 
in. In the earlier report, Slepak mentions that Guta’s father ran a restaurant and that “she 
spent her childhood and adolescence in an atmosphere of alcoholism, sexual abuse, and 
cynicism.”55 The pathologizing narratives in which a prostitute’s choice of profession 
is explained by childhood sexual abuse are well established.56 Slepak examines who in 
Guta’s surrounding knew about the sexual barter and when; she also tells us that Guta 
tried to hide it from her social circle, indicating that this was an activity best obscured. 
At the end of the account, Guta no longer cared about people’s opinions, which Slepak 
interprets as her moral collapse. Slepak’s documentation of Guta is fascinating and dif-
ficult at the same time: It offers us evidence of a woman surviving, and thriving, in ex-
tremely challenging conditions, supporting a family as well a network of friends. But 
Slepak’s account is coated in concealed stigmatizing comments that survive in histori-
ans’ reading of the account.57 

This condescension toward sex workers is present in postwar testimonies as well. 
Following sexual extortion from a Jewish functionary, at twenty-one years of age, Erna 
Frischmannová was put on a transport from Theresienstadt to Raasiku, Tallinn, and 
Goldfields in Estonia. Frischmannová was extremely lucky and survived.58 In her oral 
history from 1989, she recalled that the camp commandant in the last camp, Fritz Sti-
witz, had a relationship with a “Polish Jewish” woman named Anushka.59 Frischman-
nová described her as very beautiful, and then she added: “The problem was, Anushka 
was, even in Poland [pause], a sort of bar girl, she didn’t take things so seriously as we 
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did.”60 With this reported lack of seriousness was apparently, as Frischmannová ex-
pressed elsewhere, the belief that Anushka used to be a sex worker.61 Once, Stiwitz 
started looking for other Jewish women to have sex with, and asked for Erna. Anushka 
stepped in in Erna’s place, thus saving her from what for Erna would have been a rape. 
Frischmannová recalled that Stiwitz’s reaction was: “Oh, you old whore, come with 
me.”62 Thanks to the research of Benjamin Lapp, we know that other survivors also re-
called the enforced relationship between Stiwitz and Anushka.63 However, Frischman-
nová was the only who mentioned that there was something reprehensible about the 
woman who saved her from rape. In fact, Frischmannová stated: “I have to emphasise 
that again and again, she was very good to me.”64 Anushka, who was from Kovno in 
Lithuania, survived and moved to Great Britain and later to Israel. She gave an oral his-
tory in which she spoke of many difficult aspects of her experience, including the sep-
aration from her daughter and queer sexual violence at hands of a woman guard. But 
she did not mention Stiwitz.65 

Not all survivors spoke about fellow prisoners who engaged in sexual barter with 
disdain. Ella Deutsch, a 33-year-old Jewish woman from Ostrava, was imprisoned in 
the Theresienstadt Family Camp in Birkenau. Her block elder was a fellow Ostrava 
woman named Nanne, who engaged in sexual barter with the guards in exchange for 
better treatment and food for her elderly mother: “That young girl kept herself and her 
mother alive like many others by becoming a lover of an SS man!” Deutsch wrote to her 
daughter forty-five years later. She then described Nanne as a resourceful woman who, 
once she was made aware that Ella was the wife of a family friend, became helpful.66 

A particularly agonizing example of stigmatization of prostitution stems from a 
teenage girl for whom it was sexual assault. In 1971, the Prague historian and survivor 
Anna Hyndráková wrote down her wartime memories for her adult children. She had 
time, having  been recently demoted from her former job at the Institute for the His-
tory of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia. Perhaps because she was starting anew 
in the post-1968 normalization in Czechoslovakia, she included incidents that, we may 
speculate, others chose to avoid discussing. Hyndráková, who was born in 1928, was 
deported via Theresienstadt and the Family Camp in Auschwitz to a satellite camp of 
Gross-Rosen. In February 1945, when the prisoners were sent on a death march, Hyn-
dráková fled with her best friend, Doris W., and another young woman, Eva Preissová, 
three and four years older, respectively. Soon, the three were caught and sent to Niesky, 
another satellite camp of  Gross-Rosen. The escapees were treated decently, as they were 
given food and shelter and were not beaten. However, the men, prisoner functionar-
ies, expected that the women would have sex with them. Hyndráková described the 
last three months of the war as a total shock and ongoing rape. After the first night, the 
head capo and Doris and Eva “tried to talk sense” into Hyndráková. They even told her 
that instead of the old man assigned, she could pick a young lover. The commandant 
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stopped by, telling them with a smirk: “You can do everything, only don’t get children 
[do not get pregnant].”67 

Hyndráková continued: 

So I decided to be “reasonable.” But when they came in the evening, Kurt, Tadeusz, 
and Dolek [her new assigned partner], I started panicking and fought all night. He 
[Dolek] begged and tried it with kindness and without. I did, too, I whispered to 
him, “You are a Pole, don’t be a jerk like them!” It was terrible, I was probably hys-
terical, and I still had the fever. The same thing was repeated the third night. I don’t 
even know if I lost my virginity or not. 

A few days later the three were sent to the Görlitz satellite camp. Here, a 33-year-old 
Cologne Jew took a liking to Hyndráková: “I fought only a little, I no longer had the will 
or the strength.”68 She went on to explain that he was a helpful man who wanted to take 
care of her. At this stage, Hyndráková made the following statement: “I was sorry that he 
did not fall in love with Eva, I thought she would have not minded so much. She once 
even went [with a man] for a cube of margarine.”69 After the war, Hyndráková and Pre-
issová shared a flat, where they had conflicts because Eva was sexually active with chang-
ing partners, and Hyndráková disapproved.70 At the same time, Hyndráková struggled 
because most of her relatives had been murdered, she was not made welcome by her sur-
viving family, and she broke off the relationship with the Cologne man, who was up-
set and made a scene. Hyndráková’s uncle implied that her sexual conduct was at fault, 
thus blaming her for the sexual violence she experienced. Hyndráková chose to leave 
this history behind her, married, studied, and became a historian.71 

The difficult, indeed painful story of these young women survivors at the end of the 
war is instrumental for our understanding of sexual violence and the stigmatization of 
sexual barter. It shows Hyndráková’s feelings of shock and being overwhelmed; what 
others considered sexual barter, to her meant rape. Judging from Hyndráková’s testi-
mony, the other two women were apparently willing to engage in sexual barter. The age 
difference between 21 (Eva), 20 (Doris), and 16 years (Hyndráková) played a significant 
role; in addition, Doris and Eva probably had previous sexual experience. It seems that 
women who engaged in sexual barter were usually comfortable with their sexuality.72 

But while Hyndráková and Doris remained close friends, Eva was hardly mentioned 
in their testimonies, and she was depicted as morally questionable because she engaged 
in sexual barter during the war and was not selective in her choice of sexual partners. 
Of the three women, Hyndráková was the only one who later spoke about this experi-
ence.73 In her oral history, Doris W. only briefly touched on arriving in Niesky, and her 
account diverged from Hyndráková’s considerably. She cited the commandant saying: 
“‘Watch out that there are no children nine months later or any babies here.’ [chuckles] 
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But the men were in such a condition that they didn’t care and we were in such a condi-
tion that we didn’t care.”74 Doris’s statement is ambiguous: What did the men and the 
women not care about? Sex? Threat of pregnancy? Doris did not follow up to explain. 

Preissová emigrated to Chile and later to France, where she died in 2002. She left 
no testimony apart from her reparation file, where she wrote about the lasting health 
damage she endured from frostbite she contracted in the last months of the war.75 If it 
were not for these lines in her reparation file, all that would remain of Preissová’s mem-
ory would be the depiction of her as the unsympathetic woman who was too sexually 
active, and thus someone best left unspoken about. But what is the cost of such silences 
and erasures for understanding what happened to Holocaust survivors? 

NA R R AT I NG SE X UA L BA RT E R 
I N T H E F I R S T PE R SON 

Most of the narratives concerning sexual barter in the Holocaust are about white peo-
ple, reflecting the majority of victims, and this focus often treats the persecution of ra-
cialized victims such as the Sinti and Roma or African-descended people separately. 
In doing so, this segregation fails to recognize the parallels in victims’ experience and 
prisoner society.76 In a departure from the prevalent trend, I want to include a story 
of Zilli Reichmann-Schmidt, a Sinti woman who engaged in sexual barter. Between 
February 1943 and August 1944, the SS set up a section of Auschwitz Birkenau as the 
“Gypsy Family Camp.” Survivors reported that women prisoners bartered sex with pris-
oner functionaries. The well-known German-Jewish physician Lucie Adelsberger re-
called that the prisoner dentist in Auschwitz, who was among the most privileged pris-
oners, gave food to women “including a whole group of beautiful Gypsy [sic] women, 
who one after another found their way to his chamber.”77 Adelsberger’s description of 
the “good-natured man” was ironic, because in the next sentence she revealed that he 
helped the Romani women not altruistically, but in exchange for sex, and that he was 
able to exert control over a number of attractive women. 

A rare description of sexual barter between prisoner functionaries and a Roma pris-
oner comes from Zilli Reichmann, a 19-year-old German Sinti woman who was in Aus-
chwitz with her three-year old daughter, parents, siblings, and nephews and nieces. Sim-
ilar to Guta, Reichmann was immensely resourceful: She had escaped from an earlier 
camp, and she stole food from the warehouse and kitchen. Later, when the Camp El-
der, the former interbrigadist Hermann Dimanski, took a liking to her, she agreed to 
become his lover. Dimanski was fifteen years her senior and for Reichmann, the deci-
sion was a pragmatic one. Reichmann’s mother was worried that her daughter would be 
caught stealing. Zilli recalled: “It was not particularly nice. But I was not disgusted by 
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him or such, he was a clean man. [. . .] But me and a Gadjo [non-Roma], that was bad.”78 

Her parents approved of the relationship because Dimanski brought them food. Di-
manski was apparently genuinely in love with Reichmann and after the war, he traced 
her and proposed. For Reichmann, however, the relationship was one of convenience.79 

Dimanski’s help meant that Reichmann’s many relatives no longer suffered from hun-
ger, and she was even able to help other inmates in the “Gypsy Camp.” 

Reichmann’s story has been told twice, but her biographers’ approach is very differ-
ent. We owe one biography to Jana Mechelhoff-Herezi, historian of the Nazi persecu-
tion of Sinti and Roma, whose interview from 2017–2018 gave space to Reichmann’s 
experiences, ambivalences, and contradictory protagonists. A 2016 biography by the 
historian Heiko Haumann depicted the relationship as romantic and Reichmann’s ra-
tional motivation is only alluded to.80 In fact, a 2011 book by Haumann on Diman-
ski also mentioned his relationship with Reichmann as romantic. It is disturbing that 
Haumann devoted a significant amount of space to reference Reichmann’s enforced 
VD tests,81 especially since the reader learns from them nothing relevant to Diman-
ski nor Reichmann. 

The age gap between partners in sexual barter could also go in the opposite direc-
tion. Eva Müllerová was a 46-year-old housewife and mother from Brno who was de-
ported to Theresienstadt several months before her husband Oskar. Her two sons were 
able to escape deportation.82 In 1942, Müllerová started working as a housekeeper for 
a prisoner functionary who was twelve years her junior, Ferdinand Löwy from Plzeň, 
who was deported alone because his gentile wife had divorced him “on racial grounds” 
after the German occupation. Löwy ensured that not only Müllerová, but also her hus-
band, once he arrived, were protected from transport. Such a protection was immensely 
important in the transit ghetto from which transports to the “East” departed regularly. 
Löwy found Oskar a good position. It is not clear whether Löwy and Müllerová became 
lovers (for which there are indications), but their connection qualified as sexual bar-
ter in the sense of exchange of affection and domestic support for resources. Oskar was 
jealous and complained in the letters to his sons, while Müllerová presented herself as 
resourceful and Oskar as irrationally suspicious. She also helped Löwy to rekindle the 
postal connection to his family in Plzeň, as he was upset not hearing from his ex-wife 
and daughter. Müllerová’s frankness in relaying her relationship with Löwy and marital 
difficulties to her two sons outside of the ghetto is unusual, and the fact that these let-
ters survived even more unique. In the end, Müllerová and her husband were deported 
to Auschwitz and murdered. Löwy was able to survive in Theresienstadt, remarried his 
wife, and never mentioned the Müllers to his family. 

Instances of queer sexual barter are even more difficult to find, as the victim society 
in camps and ghettos stigmatized same-sex relationships.83 The Austrian Josef Kohout 
was one of the very few prisoners with a pink triangle who gave testimony in any form. 
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Persecuted for article §129 of the Austrian criminal code (same-sex intimacy), Kohout 
survived Sachsenhausen and Flossenbürg concentration camps in Germany. At first, 
Kohout was sexually assaulted by other prisoners, who saw him as fair game because 
they perceived his pink triangle as a marker of femininity, indicating sexual availabil-
ity.84 Later, he became the lover of first one and later another prisoner functionary, men 
who identified as straight, but according to Kohout’s testimony, had relationships with 
him because there were no women present. Kohout described how the first relation-
ship did not arise from his own free will, but how he was able to improve his choice of 
partner over time.85 Both men grew to like him, engaging in gestures reserved for es-
tablished couples, such as jealousy, taking him on labor assignments outside, or crying 
from joy when receiving his visit in the sick bay.86 With the help of these relationships, 
Kohout was able to make a career within the prisoner society, becoming a prisoner 
functionary himself and eventually acquiring the ultimate sign of status: a freely cho-
sen relationship with another prisoner who was himself persecuted as a homosexual.87 

Kohout’s account was published soon after the decriminalization of homosexuality 
in Austria in 1971. It was based on Kohout’s conversations with Hans Neumann in the 
late 1960s and appeared in 1972 under the pseudonym “Heinz Heger,” and apparently 
included some of Neumann’s own research.88 Kohout openly reported about the sex-
ual violence that he had experienced and witnessed. Similarly, he directly addressed the 
situations in which he participated in sexual barter and the limited leeway in which he 
acted. He was not ashamed of his actions; however, he once remarked that “my will to 
survive had a high price [. . .] of morality, decency, and honor.”89 Throughout, however, 
he represented himself as an empathic, decent, and wherever possible, helpful man. The 
memoir often uses the phrase “I had no choice,” and then depicts a situation in which 
Kohout chose sexual barter that offered him advantages, while the alternative would 
have put him in danger. For Kohout, this was not a meaningful choice. This viewpoint 
contrasts with the often-quoted question posed to Liana Millu in her fictionalized ac-
count of Birkenau. Here, a Dutch prisoner called Lotti who signed up for the camp 
brothel asks: “I’m supposed to refuse life because it’s offered on a dirty plate?,”90 thus 
consciously choosing survival. 

SE X UA L BA RT E R I N H I DI NG 

Hierarchical relationships and dependencies between the hidden Jews and their rescu-
ers permeated life in hiding. The stigma surrounding prostitution profoundly influenced 
postwar testimonies, in which first-person narratives of sexual barter disappeared almost 
completely. This view has largely influenced the research, as historians have interpreted 
these stories almost exclusively through the framework of romance or sexual violence.91 

https://violence.91
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The only important exception is Katya Gusarov’s discussion of Jewish women in hid-
ing in occupied Eastern Europe, who examined women’s agency and choices in ratio-
nal relationships in hiding. Gusarov also looked at the value of sexual barter in hiding.92 

When Marie Jalowicz Simon’s memoir of hiding in wartime Berlin came out in 
2014, her book radically challenged the expectations about altruistic rescue.93 Read-
ers across the world were captivated by her sober narrative of bartering her rescue for 
money, aid, cleaning, affection, company, and sex.94 Simon’s memoir showed that sex 
was a currency, and just one currency among others. The choice Simon had was to stay 
and provide what was asked of her, or search for another hiding place (and potentially 
be caught). And yet, while Simon clearly speaks about her choices, the historian Mar-
ion Kaplan, analyzing them, writes: “Are these choices or choiceless choices? [. . .] I do 
not have an answer.”95 But as historians of sexuality and the Holocaust, we should at-
tempt these answers, however difficult they are. 

While most known instances of sexual barter in hiding were heterosexual and with 
the woman as the selling party, cases of men selling sex can offer a useful comparison. 
Perhaps best known is the Berlin Jewish resistance fighter Gad Beck, who offers a queer 
perspective.96 As someone defined in the aftermath of the Nuremberg laws as “Gel-
tungsjude,” that is, in his case, a person of mixed background but who was a member 
of the Jewish community, Beck’s background offered some protection from deporta-
tion.97 He eventually went into hiding on account of his resistance activities. Together 
with his friends in the Chug Chaluzi Zionist group, he organized a network that helped 
Jews in hiding. Beck encountered several gentile men who offered to help, with im-
plicit or explicit demands of instrumental sex. Beck depicts these encounters as sexual 
encounters that he would not have chosen of his free will, mentions what he did or did 
not like about their physical looks, and frames them as a part of his sexual biography.98 

These statements need to be taken with a grain of salt. Beck’s ghostwritten memoir 
is rich in exaggeration, and after its publication some former Chug Chaluzi members 
rejected his claims about mutual intimacy, whereas others threatened legal action for 
being outed.99 But if we decide to follow the story, it is remarkable that Beck not only 
choses to speak about his participation in sexual barter, he does it as a sign of his dedica-
tion to resistance and as an inherent part of his flamboyant and rich gay identity. There 
is no sign of shame, nor of sexual violence, echoing the trend from Josef Kohout. It is 
very probable that his perspective as a man, in particular as a sexually active, confident 
gay man, influenced the framing of his narrative not as a victim, but an active partner. 
To take another example, in her analysis of the relationships between French POWs 
and German women, Cornelie Usborne showed similar narrative expectations of men 
who participated in sexual barter as being unashamed. These men depicted the women 
(who, in fact, often had coaxed them into intimacy) as conquests.100 Wider patriarchal 
structures within society influenced the ways that men and women framed their sexual 
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barter: Gay and straight men who had sex within their sexual orientation could inte-
grate these into their sexual biography, whereas women who engaged in heterosexual 
barter were stamped as having had too many sexual partners. Expectations of a hard 
sexual orientation is key for this framing: Dorota Glowacka’s research into male-male 
sexual violence experienced by Jewish teenage prisoners in concentration camps indi-
cates that the boys framed the assault as rape. At the same time, the boys made sense of 
it in homophobic terms by linking the attacker’s motivation to his presumed homo-
sexuality.101 It is not only the gender of the selling party, it is also their identity in terms 
of sexual orientation that indicates whether the barter will be narrated, and if so, how 
they make sense of it. 

There is even less information on men who engaged in rational heterosexual rela-
tionships. There are indications that Jewish men in hiding, just like Jewish women, were 
expected to secure rescue with affection and intimacy, but if they survived, they almost 
never spoke about it.102 We get a glance in Marie Jalowicz Simon’s memoir when she re-
calls her hiding place in winter 1942/43. She stayed with Gerda Janicke, a former patient 
of Benno Heller, a Jewish gynecologist protected by mixed marriage. Heller helped 
many Jews go into hiding, setting them up with his former patients. Heller and Janicke 
used to have a sexual relationship, and now the affair was rekindled in exchange for Ja-
lowicz’s hiding place. “Heller himself once asked me angrily, ‘Do you suppose I’m do-
ing it for fun? When I have so much on my mind, and we’re all of us malnourished? I 
have to pay Frau Janicke for sheltering you with my prowess in bed.’”103 

At Janicke’s, Jalowicz later met another Jewish woman in hiding, the dressmaker 
Eva Deutschkron, who was married. However, Deutschkron was hidden separately 
from her husband, Martin, who was hiding with their friend Mirjam Grunwald, inci-
dentally a former classmate of Jalowicz. Grunwald had access to funds and ration cards. 
Deutschkron confided in Jalowicz: “But she [Grunwald] could bear her mortal ter-
ror only in the arms of a man. So she suggested a very unusual bargain: Eva was to lend 
Mirjam her husband for an indefinite period of time, getting money and ration cards 
in return. Part of the deal was that Eva would see her husband just once a month: no 
love-making, no emotional outbursts, their meeting would be only so that they could 
know they were both still alive.”104 The Deutschkrons discussed the offer with Heller, 
who suggested: “In absurd times, everything is absurd. You can save yourselves only by 
absurd means, since the Nazis are out to murder you all.” The Deutschkrons accepted 
the bargain, which meant that Martin was safe and Eva had extra access to food. 

Eva Deutschkron left behind three testimonies of her time in hiding.105 No tes-
timony from Mirjam Grunwald and Martin Deutschkron is known. None of Eva 
Deutschkron’s three accounts references the deal she struck with Mirjam. She men-
tioned Benno Heller and his affair with Gerda Janicke; she brought up the separa-
tion from her husband in two different hiding spaces; and Heller played a role in her 



   

 
 

  
 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

   

W H Y W E N E E D A H I S TORY OF PROS T I T U T ION I N T H E HOLO C AUS T / 167 

acceptance to be apart.106 But each of the three testimonies are unclear on Martin’s hid-
ing place in 1943, and the details Eva gave vary. Mirjam is a fixture in Deutschkron’s 
memoirs, but it was Martin and Eva who took her in to their final hiding space. Eva even 
mentioned weekly fifteen-minute meetings, but in her version, she was checking in on 
Mirjam who was out on her own.107 Only once did Eva speak about marital tensions 
when Martin and Mirjam turned against her at the end of the war.108 The Deutschkrons 
remained a couple; the three eventually emigrated to the United States and remained 
friendly. Finally, all three texts completely pass over Jalowicz’s presence—the fellow 
hidden Jew to whose account we owe this story. 

Can we rely on Marie Jalowicz Simon’s version of events? The memoir has been 
praised for its accuracy and honesty. Her son, who is a Holocaust historian, was able to 
crosscheck all the extraordinary stories. He recalled: “Marie Simon was right, and re-
ally had said all that was necessary on a given subject.”109 Jalowicz was honest and un-
flattering in her descriptions of everyone, and she was open about the fact that she was 
not particularly fond of either Eva or Mirjam. Perhaps a certain malice combined with 
the desire to tell “the whole story” is one reason behind Jalowicz’s choice to include 
their story in her account. Eva Deutschkron’s storytelling was probably motivated by 
the fact that unlike Jalowicz, whose postwar life had little to do with the people who 
helped her survive, Martin remained her husband and father of her children, and Mir-
jam a family friend. The narrative of sexual barter would have turned the ruling conven-
tions and gender order on their head: The account of the Jewish woman who purchased 
a friend’s husband to ease the stress in hiding transgresses too many normative societal 
assumptions. Benno Heller did not have the chance to write his memoir. In February 
1943, he was betrayed, arrested, and did not survive the war. Gerda Janicke took care of 
his widow, while Eva Deutschkron ran the network of hidden Jews.110 

R E L AT IONSH I PS W I T H PE R PET R ATOR S 

How did sexual barter between victims and perpetrators play out, and how did it com-
pare to the instances between victims, and also between victims and bystanders? Did 
the Jewish men and women here have any meaningful control? Was there an exchange 
or were they rather coerced into sex? The following examples offer more dimensions 
of violent sexual barter. 

Lili Scholz, a “half-Jewish” journalist in Frankfurt/Main born in 1914 whose mother 
was Jewish, offers an example of violent sexual barter with a perpetrator. In June 1944, a 
Gestapo officer, Heinrich Schmitt, whose wife and children were evacuated due to ae-
rial bombardment, gave her a choice: either become his lover, or put the life of her Jew-
ish mother in jeopardy: “I mean—you know the situation of your mother, and it is I 
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who puts the transport lists together. You understand—I.”111 Scholz gave in and saw 
the Gestapo man regularly, even though he repulsed her. For Schmitt, coming from a 
poor background, having an affair with the educated daughter of a well-known Frank-
furt doctor who did anything he ordered was a confirmation of his power.112 After three 
months, Scholz became pregnant and organized an (illegal) abortion, all the while with-
out telling anything of it to her parents. Eventually she learned that Schmitt had found 
several other “half-Jewish” women whom he coerced into relationships in exchange for 
not harming their Jewish parents.113 In February 1945, the last remaining German Jews, 
most of whom were protected by a mixed marriage, were about to be deported to Ther-
esienstadt. They could not know (as we do today), that Theresienstadt was a relatively 
safe destination at that point, and they were terrified. For the first time, Scholz sought 
Schmitt of her own will. He hit her in her genitals and then informed her that he had 
removed her mother from the deportation list.114 Possibly Scholz included the story of 
this sexualized violence to frame the one favor she experienced from her abuser. After 
the war, Scholz married an American and moved to the United States. She published 
her edited diary in 1974 in the midst of the women’s liberation movement. Thanks to 
Scholz’s diary we have the account of her enforced relationship with the Gestapo offi-
cer, even though she changed his name and we are not able to ascertain his real identity. 

A well-known story of romantic involvement between a Jewish prisoner and a guard 
was documented by Lukáš Přibyl’s films and studies on the transports of Czech Jews to 
the East. The location was the camp of Ereda in northeastern Estonia, which was one of 
the camps that Theresienstadt women passed through when they were being deported 
to Raasiku and later to Goldfields. In Ereda, the commandant, Heinz Drosin, fell in 
love with the beautiful 18-year-old Inge Syltenová from Brno.115 The story of their rela-
tionship was relayed by the survivors as neither Drosin nor Syltenová survived the war. 
The narrative in which the eyewitnesses relayed the story followed the conventional ro-
mantic framework of an evil man redeemed by the love of a good woman:116 Syltenová 
supposedly scolded Drosin when he beat prisoners or withheld food when the inmates 
talked with people from the outside. She allegedly improved the conditions for prison-
ers in the camp. In February 1944, Drosin and Syltenová attempted to escape to Scan-
dinavia. Their escape failed and they were both killed. An SS driver who picked up the 
corpses of Syltenová and Drosin informed the prisoners about their death. It is not clear 
whether other SS seized and murdered both of them, or whether Drosin, once he rec-
ognized that they would be captured, killed first Syltenová and then himself.117 Either 
way, Syltenová was murdered by the Germans. 

Přibyl endorsed the romantic narrative. He described the episode as “the astonish-
ing and tragic case of a concentration camp Romeo and Juliet.”118 He also wrote about 
“love between Heinz and Inge,” and the “lovers.”119 At the same time, Přibyl was able 
to recognize sexual violence: He mentioned the “sexual abuse” that both female and 
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male prisoners in Ereda experienced.120 Unfortunately, Přibyl did not explore the dif-
ference between the Syltenová–Drosin romance on the one hand and sexual abuse by 
other SS men on the other. 

Speaking about Syltenová’s connection with the commandant in solely romantic 
terms is problematic because it disregards the asymmetries that defined the relation-
ship. Syltenová, who was born in 1925 and turned eighteen just before her deportation 
to Ereda, was separated from her parents and family, and had witnessed a considerable 
amount of violence in the year and a half since her deportation from Theresienstadt. She 
had nowhere to escape to. It is possible that the young woman was attracted to Drosin, 
who was reportedly good-looking. But probably more important was that Syltenová 
could persuade the SS man to treat her fellow prisoners as human beings to support the 
tight-knit group of her fellow prisoners, receive their admiration, wear decent clothes, 
and be protected from hard work. Acknowledging this context shows that reading the 
relationship as a romance between two good-looking, star-crossed lovers misses its en-
tire context of coercion and dependency, much more persuasive arguments for why 
Syltenová chose to engage in the relationship. 

Hertha Poppert offers a particularly striking example of a Jewish victim who used 
sexual barter to survive and help others, and of the stigmatization she endured because 
of it.121 Hertha, née Speier, born in 1913 in Hessian Fritzlar, emigrated to the Nether-
lands in 1933 with her future husband. They settled in Zaandam, got married, and ran a 
millinery factory. Hertha identified as a Catholic. In July 1942, the couple was arrested 
by the Gestapo in connection to smuggling illegal IDs from Belgium. Before, they had 
been able to send their 8-year-old daughter into hiding.122 Erich was sent to Sobibór and 
murdered, a fate that Hertha was able to escape. In March 1943, Hertha was sent from 
prison to the Vught concentration camp. There she became the secretary of Arthur Leh-
mann, himself a German emigrant and chief camp clerk, and the lover of Richard Süß-
kind, another prisoner functionary.123 She was known for her “fearless” way of dealing 
with the SS and, once, for punishment, was sent to three months forced labor.124 Later, 
she was transferred to the Philips Kommando, a section of the camp where inmates 
worked for the Philips Company.125 In June 1944, the Jews of the Philips Kommando 
were sent to Auschwitz and later to Reichenbach, a satellite camp of Gross-Rosen. The 
women were sent to further camps in Parschnitz, then in quick order to Porta West-
falica, Beendorf, and from there on a death transport to Hamburg-Eidelstedt. Just be-
fore the British army arrived in Hamburg, on May 2, 1945, the survivors, among them 
Hertha Poppert, were sent to Sweden in a little-known rescue mission organized by an 
SS man called Franz Göring.126 

Poppert must have appeared to her contemporaries as a woman of great charm and 
femininity.127 We have her (oddly not flattering) description from David Koker: “an 
eerie vacant face with brown eyes [and] plain blond hair. And her strange gait: a bit 
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bent forward in the lumbar region, something languid and smooth, soft stepped.”128 

In a classic denunciation of “dangerous” female beauty, women survivors stressed that 
Poppert dyed her hair and continued to do so, remarkably, throughout her time in the 
camps.129 It is not clear whether Poppert had sex with the Germans (as some survivors 
claimed), or whether she flirted with them, but in either case she succeeded in estab-
lishing a working relationship. In her own statements, Poppert steadfastly rejected any 
intimate relationships with Germans.130 One particularly useful acquaintance in Vught 
was Protective Custody Compound Leader Arnold Strippel, later transferred to oversee 
the satellite camps of Neuengamme.131 These ties to the perpetrators allowed her to oc-
cupy a position as prisoner functionary in all these camps and access inside information. 
For instance, Poppert knew in Vught that Auschwitz was an “annihilation camp,” and 
she informed her fellow prisoners upon arrival what they could expect.132 Gerda Noth-
mann Luner, a teenage German emigrant, recalled that in April 1945 during a horrible 
train ride from Beendorf, Poppert recognized in an SS man a guard from Vught, her 
former lover, who told her to leave the train, which, according to Luner, was directed 
to an even deadlier place. Poppert took all of the Philips women with her, thus saving 
their lives. Luner described Poppert as “the camp prostitute”133 and remarked: “So, in 
the end, I owe my life in part to a very altruistic prostitute.”134 

Luner’s recollection addressed, in a muddled way, a central event for which Poppert 
was to be investigated after the war. In March 1945, the Philips women arrived in Porta 
Westfalica, where the SS officer in charge happened to be a former SS man from Vught 
who recognized Poppert and made her the camp elder. This was probably Arnold Strip-
pel, the base commander for Hamburg and the most experienced, and brutal, among his 
peers.135 Poppert also served as transport leader on a notorious evacuation transport from 
the approaching British army six weeks later.136 Altogether 4,350 inmates were forced 
into crowded open coal cars that traveled across northern Germany for ten days. There 
were up to 160 people in a space that would have usually held sixty to eighty; the Philips 
women were spread among the cars. There was almost no food or water.137 People in the 
cattle cars beat each other to death over space. It is estimated that altogether about 500 
people died. From the 200–250 women of the Philips group, ninety-three perished.138 

The train traveled without much of a destination, following tracks that were not de-
stroyed. For three days, it stopped in Sülstorf in Mecklenburg. Survivors remarked that 
even now, Poppert was able to keep her good looks.139 The survivor Ria de Korte recalled: 
“The transport leader passes by the train car with her record book. It is beautiful spring 
weather. She is wearing a borrowed short summer skirt and a spotless collar. Her hair 
is newly done and shines golden yellow in the sun. She is a prisoner, like us. How many 
dead? She asks. ‘Nine.’”140 Strippel ordered Poppert to count the women from the Philips 
group. She took it as a chance to find two empty cars and brought the Philips women 
there. The conditions were somewhat better, the cars less full, and most importantly, the 
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killing among the desperate people in crowded cars stopped.141 The train then contin-
ued for another six days. Poppert was also able to organize another empty car and bring 
Dutch women from another group.142 From Eidelstedt, the Dutch women were taken 
on a transport to Sweden organized by a Gestapo liaison officer.143 

Luner’s portrayal of the woman who repeatedly saved not only her life, but that of 
many other women of the Philips group, was stigmatizing: The way she used the term 
“prostitute” implied that Poppert had done something wrong. There is a sad irony in 
the gap between Luner’s judgment and the fact of Poppert’s brave and altruistic con-
duct. Still, in comparison with the statements of other survivors, Luner’s judgement 
was positive. Days after the liberation in Sweden and again one year later in the Neth-
erlands, survivors pressed charges against Poppert, accusing her of “collaboration” with 
the Germans because she served as a prisoner functionary.144 Unfortunately, the au-
thors of an otherwise excellent study of the Philips group integrated the survivor accu-
sations against Poppert as part of their analysis: “She worked in cold blood and with fo-
cus. [here they bring in a survivor quote] ‘She slept with everyone, men, women, Jews, 
Germans, as long as it brought her advantage.’”145 The cited quote depicted Poppert as 
abnormal because of her lack of sexual boundaries. It was the combination of all three, 
sex work, “collaboration,” and queerness, that present powerful mechanisms of other-
ing that the survivors used to other her as deviant.146 In fall 1945, Poppert, deeply shaken 
by the accusations of the people who survived with and thanks to her, started to write 
a testimony in which she tried to set the account right.147 Over the years, Hertha Pop-
pert was able to get past the Dutch survivors, whose lives she had saved through her 
charisma and resourcefulness, and not let them ruin her postwar life. She was reunited 
with her daughter, moved to Belgium, remarried, had one more child, divorced again, 
and married an English millionaire. She lived the rest of her life as a wealthy and glam-
orous woman in Paris and on the French Riviera.148 

CONCLUSION 

I started this essay with a complaint about gendered Holocaust history ignoring pros-
titution, and I want to end it on a positive note. Since its publication in 2013, my ear-
lier research has, I believe, allowed second- and third-generation Holocaust descen-
dants as well as child survivors to reevaluate the experiences of their family members. 
Ariana Neumann’s and Zuzana Justman’s studies of their families in Theresienstadt ad-
dressed sexual barter face on.149 Similarly, Nina Grünfeld published a biography of her 
Slovak Jewish grandmother, who was a professional sex worker prior to her deporta-
tion to Auschwitz and Ravensbrück.150 These authors were able to incorporate sexual 
barter, with its complexities and the agency it afforded women, into their narratives. 
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Incorporating prostitution into our Holocaust histories allows us to write a more 
nuanced and therefore better history. The concept of sexual barter makes it possible for 
historians to comprehend how people in situations historians previously interpreted as 
hopeless looked for resources. Such an approach shows the different values and mean-
ings of intimacy, affection, and sexual acts for the bartering parties. Recognizing the 
value of sex as something precious meant it could be exchanged for valuable things, such 
as a “good job” in a camp, protection from transport, a hiding place, or a visa. Rather 
than looking at sex as something that ought not to be bartered, this perspective allows us 
to discern that sexual barter could offer a high-cost countervalue: Sometimes it meant a 
hiding place, rescue from transport to a deadly camp, or even removal from a list to the 
gas chamber. Looking at intercourse in exchange for life, it is striking how much value 
this commodity could carry. As Katya Gusarov demonstrated, rescuers motivated by 
rational relationships put their lives at risk to save the Jews they were hiding.151 

As Hufton showed with the “economies of the makeshift,” sexual barter was one re-
source among many. It was often employed by individuals with excellent social capital, 
such as Guta, Josef Kohout, Eva Müllerová, Anushka, Gad Beck, or Hertha Poppert, 
people with whom others liked spending time. Context is crucial, necessitating close 
analysis and careful research: Some situations had minimal leeway (Inge Syltenová in 
Ereda), whereas sometimes, like Eva Müllerová, individuals had a choice whether to 
engage in sexual barter and pursued it to unlock new opportunities. The fact that these 
are difficult histories does not mean that these women and men had no agency. These 
were not choiceless choices.152 Lawrence Langer’s concept has become an unfortunate 
truism, shaping our expectations of Holocaust victims so that they always appear pas-
sive, leading to flattened histories. We need to appreciate decisions people made as de-
cisions, such as fleeing or staying, with whom to share food or join in transport—or 
whether to engage in sexual barter, be it in a selling or purchasing position.153 Even if 
their freedom was limited, or if those people did not survive in the end, their choices 
should not be rendered meaningless. 

We should stop using consent when analyzing sexuality in the Holocaust. Consent 
assumes that people had complete choice, free of any dependencies, but it was the na-
ture of the persecution that victims found themselves most often in networks of depen-
dencies and hierarchies. Instead, we should work with concepts of agency and choice. 
Such an approach provides us with a better understanding of victims’ perspectives. 
The victims did not have all choices, but they had some. If we want to understand their 
agency, we need to explore how they made use of these, and how they created leeway 
out of minimal spaces. 

Over the course of my research, I have often debated my work with friends and col-
leagues. In bringing up the silence of Alice Haberland, Anushka, Martin Deutschkron, 
or Eva Preissová, people would respond, “But of course.” When I responded by pointing 
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to the counterexamples of Zilli Reichmann, Eva Müllerová, Josef Kohout, Gad Beck, 
Lili Scholz, Marie Jalowicz Simon, and Hertha Poppert, people said that these were ex-
ceptions. Our task, I suggest, is to analyze the history of normative assumptions, rather 
than having them dictate our interpretation of sex work. To go beyond stigma is hard, as 
it belongs to the utmost pillars of a society. Jennifer Evans reminds us we need to denat-
uralize our current frames of reference.154 The nature of shame attached to sex work in it-
self has been changing, and thus it needs to be historized. In this article, I have traced the 
emergence of the stigma that came about during the Holocaust. Society could interpret 
certain acts as permissible (men selling sex to women), but that also varied over time and 
depended on the context. Inge Syltenová’s sexual barter was eminently narratable because 
the author and director who discovered the story did not interpret it as such but rather as 
a romance. A romantic relationship between a perpetrator and a Jewish victim is appar-
ently less transgressive than sexual barter. This social expectation of romance, however, 
distorts the historical setting: Most relationships in the Holocaust were hierarchical and 
had a transactional dimension. The challenge at hand for future Holocaust historians is 
to recognize the expressions of shame in the sources we read and to avoid restating them 
in our analysis. Instead, we need to make shame and stigma into a topic of their own.155 

Finally, what do we get when we incorporate the Holocaust into the history of pros-
titution? Doing so raises issues of stratification, class, and its rapid change during the 
genocide. Much of prostitution history has been in reference to working-class women. 
One discomfort of Holocaust historians with the sex work paradigm was what one 
could phrase as “these women would have never engaged in it in normal times,” that 
is, prostitution as labor is a fitting concept only for poor people; for the respectable, it 
is implied as dishonorable, and therefore it is inherently coercive. It would be worth-
while to explore these class changes. But there are limits to what we can take from the 
history of sex work as labor, as the history of prostitution in the Holocaust was defined 
primarily by life and death, rather than work. In the end, we will not know which sto-
ries Guta, Eva Müllerová, Inge Syltenová, and Benno Heller would relay of their war-
time lives. They did not live to tell them. 
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OR A L H I S TOR I E S OF 
SE X UA L V IOL E NCE I N 
H I DI NG DU R I NG T H E 

HOLOCAUS T I N POL A N D 
MEMORY, AGENCY, AND 

RECONCEPTUALIZING THE “RESCUER” 

MIRANDA BRETHOUR 

ACROSS THE GENERAL GOVERNMENT, THOUSANDS OF POLISH JEWS FLED 
the deteriorating conditions of the ghettos and, from 1942, the brutal Ak-
tionen and deportations, in search of safety. Many of those seeking shelter 

found a limited form of protection in the homes and on the property of local gen-
tiles; sometimes prewar neighbors, colleagues, friends, but also complete strangers.1 

Jews in hiding were constantly threatened by the regular searches conducted by Ger-
man authorities along with remobilized representatives of Polish rural self-govern-
ment—including village heads and their deputies, volunteer firefighters, the Polish 
“Blue” Police—the watchful eyes of neighbors, as well as from their often capricious 
aid-providers. In the recollections of survivors, every day in hiding was felt as a tenu-
ous hold on life, a precarity that increased from October 1941 once all parties involved 
in sheltering Jews were threatened with the death penalty.2 Vulnerable to the whims 
of helpers who could be fearful, greedy, violent, and overall unpredictable, Jewish tes-
timonies of life in hiding often starkly contrast the portrait of aid-providers as over-
whelmingly righteous. As the prevailing narrative of the past in many contemporary 
Polish memorial spaces, this narrative of rescue often serves to obfuscate, minimize, 
and distract from important and painful conversations about Polish participation in 
the Holocaust.3 
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Survivor accounts disrupt such portrayals of rescuers as one-dimensional beacons of 
goodness and capture the complexity of relationships between helpers and Jews in hiding. 
Diaries, memoirs, and oral interviews record how even formerly consistent and devoted 
helpers could quickly become exploitative, violent, and retract their prior commitments. 
Survivor narratives further capture factors that shaped the behavior and decisions of help-
ers; from a social context that deemed offering help unacceptable (derived from numerous 
sources, including the threat of the German occupiers to destroy communities where Jews 
were discovered), to familial pressure and financial stress, among others.4 In their testimo-
nies, survivors recall that sexual violence perpetrated by aid-providers was one of the many 
dangers faced by Jews in hiding.5 Sexual violence was a threat not only once a place to hide 
and a host had been established, but at all stages of searching for and establishing shelter.6 

Following the life stories of seventeen survivors recorded in interviews by the Uni-
versity of Southern California Visual History Archive from approximately the early 
1990s to mid-2000s, this chapter discusses what survivors’ narratives of sexual violence 
can tell us about daily life in hiding in occupied Poland, particularly concerning the 
role of aid-providers and the meaning of agency in this context of extreme vulnerabil-
ity. Recalling their time in hiding, survivors draw attention to the often indistinguish-
able boundaries between the roles of perpetrator and rescuer: Gentile hosts committed 
acts of sexual violence and, at the same time, protected those in hiding from the ghettos 
and deportation to the death camps. Survivor accounts further challenge the image of 
hiding as a site of protection, as they recount how the terror posed by the world outside 
the hiding place—the ghetto, the German and Polish police, for instance—was entan-
gled with fears of the hiding place itself, including the sexual threat posed by helpers. 

Recorded by Holocaust survivors who were children or young adults during the war 
(ranging in age between three and nineteen, with an average age of eleven at the begin-
ning of the German occupation), this collection of interviews further sheds light on how 
the experiences and testimonies of children and youth can contribute to our understand-
ing of hiding. In their interviews, survivors emphasized their creativity and resourceful-
ness as agents of their own survival; an important theme in the history of children and 
the Holocaust as captured in the work of Joanna Beata Michlic and Joanna Sliwa, among 
others.7 This chapter stresses the importance of children’s decision making; the crucial 
moments in which survivors stress that their decisions to leave a host or to stay, to ex-
change valuables and services for food and shelter shaped their fate. In retelling their 
wartime experiences to their interviewers, survivors frequently place particular empha-
sis on their decisions to fight, flee, and “talk back”—to use Theresa de Langis’s formu-
lation—to their hosts and describe the logic that shaped their choices; logic that some-
times drew on their knowledge of the punishments that threatened helpers.8 

Agency and choice are crucial frames not only to understanding the contents of the 
experiences that survivors recall, but also their very decision to place their narratives 
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on tape and the ways that they testify. Scholars of sexual violence in Rwanda, Cambo-
dia, and Chile argue that testifying itself is an act of agency through which women, to 
quote Julie Hurst-Whitehouse, “reinstat[e] their personhood, including their sexual 
subjectivity [. . .] despite numerous societal barriers which deem talking about the ex-
perience off-limits.”9 In the USC testimonies, the power of storytelling is captured in 
the expressive and embodied ways in which women testify: with raised voices, through 
direct, prolonged eye contact with the camera, shaking their heads, touching the parts 
of their body they verbally reference their aggressor having violated, and holding up 
their fingers and pointing. Oral histories capture layers of agency: the choice of survi-
vors to narrate the tabooed histories that they tell, the way that their recollections em-
phasize decision-making, and their embodied ways of telling.10 

Survivors’ narratives further attest to the painful and persistent legacies of life in hid-
ing. In these interviews—conducted more than fifty years after liberation—survivors 
continue to grapple with how to retrospectively understand and describe the actions of 
those who sheltered them and offered help while exploiting their vulnerability through 
acts of sexual violence. My own approach to the language of shelter draws on the reflec-
tions of survivors as well as the changing scholarly discourse on hiding. Since, as Ag-
nieszka Wierzcholska writes, the term “rescue” assumes that these acts were successful 
(i.e., resulting in survival) and disguises the “grey zone” of help, I avoid this term alto-
gether.11 I use “aid-provider” and “helper” as alternatives, which capture the often tran-
sitory nature of assistance as well as the violence and exploitation that could accom-
pany help—or sometimes refer to the dual identity of “helper-perpetrator.” This phrase 
points to the overlap of life-affirming actions and the perpetration of violence, a com-
mon theme in Jewish accounts that has garnered much attention in recent literature on 
the Holocaust in Poland, as characterized by phrases such as Joanna Tokarska-Bakir’s 
coining of “Unrighteous Righteous and Righteous Unrighteous” and Joanna Beata 
Michlic’s use of “rescuer-abuser.”12 The terminology of “helper-perpetrator” reflects the 
complexity of hiding relationships and further draws attention to survivors’ own pro-
cesses of narration and linguistic choices. 

SE E K I NG SH E LT E R I N T H E G E N E R A L 
G OV E R N M E N T: SE X UA L V IOL E NCE 

A N D T H E ECONOM Y OF R E SCU E 

Shelter with neighbors, colleagues, friends, and strangers was increasingly sought 
after the establishment of the ghettos and as conditions deteriorated in these “Jew-
ish residential quarters.” 13 The demand for shelter on the so-called “Aryan side” 
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increased around the time of the first Aktionen in the ghettos, which began in the 
Lublin district in the early spring of 1942.14 In the days and weeks following the bru-
tal roundups and deportations to the death camps, German authorities frequently 
conducted repeated sweeps of the besieged ghettos to ensure that only those with 
permission (i.e., through work permits) remained or, by the final Aktionen in late 
1942 and 1943, that no survivors could be located whatsoever. Jews sought shelter 
outside of the ghetto at many moments around the deportations. In anticipation of 
an Aktion, Jews began preparations to secure shelter; some managed to flee during 
the violent chaos; and others, having survived deportations by sheltering within the 
ghetto in a bunker, for instance, left for the “Aryan side.” There were numerous paths 
to securing shelter, from carefully curated and prearranged agreements with hosts 
to the plight of searching the countryside, knocking on doors, and hiding in fields 
and barns for the night.15 

Arranging shelter with a host was a complex—and frequently costly—endeavor. 
Michał Głowiński recalled that his family organized their path to leaving the ghetto 
and establishing shelter by paying the man who facilitated their escape from the War-
saw ghetto in addition to the family who had agreed to conceal them once they reached 
the “Aryan side.”16 In Warsaw, Jan Grabowski describes the function of a “rescue mar-
ket” where prices skyrocketed with the high demands for shelter around the deporta-
tions of July and August 1942. At that time, Jewish tenants who could not meet the av-
erage price were unable to secure a hiding place or were kicked out of hiding.17 In the 
countryside, any sum could be feasibly demanded of Jews seeking shelter, often requir-
ing families to supplement their payment in złoty with valuables, services, and prom-
ises of signing over property deeds after the war. Financial negotiations were a regular 
feature of the search for shelter. Shraga Feivel Bielawski, who hid in the homes of vari-
ous Polish hosts in Wegrów County during the Holocaust, recalled that one prospec-
tive helper required Bielawski and his family to pay him a month of rent as a deposit 
before he began constructing the hideout.18 Whether in the city or the countryside, in 
1940 or 1943, the necessity of exchanging payment for shelter—in whatever form pos-
sible—was one of the few reliable features of life in hiding. 

Cash was only a part of this economy of shelter; Jews exchanged valuables, prop-
erty, and services with their aid-provider for survival. A number of women’s testimonies 
convey that they paid for their keep by performing domestic labor, especially handi-
crafts, cleaning, and caring for children. Sonia G., sheltering in the cellar of her fam-
ily’s former cleaner near Pinsk, would knit sweaters for her Polish helpers with wool 
provided by their neighbors in exchange for potatoes and flour.19 Similarly, in hiding 
in the village of Łada (Biłgoraj County), Naomi Samson and her family undertook a 
range of handicrafts—sewing, knitting, and crocheting—for their helper, Pani (Ms.) 



  

 
   

  

 

  
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

         
 

  
 

  
 
 

 

OR A L H I S TOR I E S OF SE X UA L V IOL E NCE I N H I DI NG DU R I NG T H E HOLOC AUS T / 19 7 

Kowalik. Their services quickly came to an end when residents of Łada became sus-
picious: “Between our knitting and Srulki’s sewing, the Kowalik family started look-
ing well-dressed. Soon their friends and neighbors began asking questions. [. . .] Then 
a woman asked Mrs. Kowalik in church, ‘Are you sure you are not hiding Jews some-
where?’”20 Fearful of her neighbors, Mrs. Kowalik immediately reduced the materials 
she provided for their work—which, in Samson’s recollections, had been a source of 
cherished creative relief in hiding. 

Sexual barter took place often as a part of hiding arrangements where Jews in hid-
ing had already negotiated paid agreements with aid-providers—the added benefit of 
sex could persuade uncertain helpers to continue offering shelter or to increase rations 
of food, especially when the stakes of shelter prompted helpers to rethink the accept-
able balance of risk and reward. While, as Anna Hájková affirms, sexual barter could be 
a form of sexual violence, these exchanges did not preclude the possibility of pleasure 
and intimacy, nor did the extreme power imbalances and vulnerability of Jews in hid-
ing “make the decisions they could and did make meaningless.”21 The interviews reg-
ularly draw attention to the challenges of characterizing sexual relationships between 
aid-providers and Jews in hiding as survivors testify to the entanglement of romance, 
intimacy, excitement, violence, and fear.22 

The oral testimony of Celia C. who, after escaping the Warsaw ghetto during the 
uprising of April 1943, hid in an apartment on the “Aryan side” of the city with a Pol-
ish couple and eleven other Jews, illustrates the incredible complexities of sexual bar-
ter and survivor memories of this exchange. Celia described her life in hiding as one 
where “everybody had a function,” whether that be sewing, cooking, or setting the ta-
ble. Over time, one of the Jewish girls in hiding, Erna, began to flirt with the Polish 
man, Cesiek.23 Soon thereafter, Celia recalled that a pattern began: Cesiek would re-
turn to the apartment drunk, his wife would tell him to sleep with the Jews, and Cesiek 
would go to Erna for sex. Celia remembered that eventually Cesiek began returning 
home inebriated more frequently, so he could have sex with Erna. In exchange, Cesiek 
would bring her food, and she would eat it in the night (this way she did not have to 
share it with anyone else, even with her sick brother, Celia remarked bitterly).24 Af-
ter the war, Cesiek and Erna ran away together and got married.25 Recalling a post-
war meeting with the couple, Celia expressed her continued anger toward them, spe-
cifically Erna: “It was not him, he was wonderful, but her.”26 Erna’s strategic decision 
to feed herself while in hiding with ten others appeared to motivate Celia’s persistent 
anger—she did not mention any expectation that Cesiek himself could have distrib-
uted these extra provisions among the group. Though Cesiek was “wonderful,” Celia 
suggested that his ability or perhaps even his desire to provide adequate food for all 
in the apartment was limited. 
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Celia’s recounting of Cesiek and Erna’s relationship reminds us that sexuality 
could fulfill many different purposes in hiding, which Katya Gusarov lists as “com-
pensation, for communication and as a source not only of power but also of plea-
sure.”27 During their VHA interviews, survivors work through what possibly moti-
vated their aid-provider to offer help, and where sexual violence fit in these spaces and 
relationships that protected Jews from deportation and murder. Survivor Tema R. 
plainly stated that access to the bodies of Jewish women and girls was what drove the 
provision of aid in the case of one of her hosts. After fleeing the Wilno ghetto during 
an Aktion in the fall of 1943, Tema ran to an address given by her mother. Tema was 
received warmly by the woman at this home, Józefa Mackiewicz, who immediately 
made the sign of the cross and expressed her obligation, as a Christian, to help her. 
Tema stayed with Mackiewicz on and off through liberation. At one point, due pri-
marily to the danger posed by a Polish neighbor who detected Tema’s presence and 
threatened to denounce her, Mackiewicz arranged for Tema’s shelter with Józef Rau-
giewicz, a middle-aged Polish factory employee who lived nearby. Tema described 
Raugiewicz as “philosemitic,” explaining that, as a man in his late fifties or early six-
ties, “The only thing he wanted to have were the young women”—referencing her-
self and another Jewish girl he sheltered.28 While Raugiewicz also received monetary 
payment in exchange for shelter, Tema felt that he was overwhelmingly motivated to 
help for the sexual favors. “He was obsessed,” Tema recalled, “with pretty women.”29 

After Tema returned to live with Mackiewicz, she continued to have sex with Raug-
iewicz, an exchange that she described as a pragmatic necessity that enabled her pro-
tection from the deeply caring Józefa: “I was poor. And the only thing I could pay 
with was my use and body.”30 Reflecting on Raugiewicz’s commitment to offering 
shelter—even after he was arrested by the Gestapo—Tema turned to address her in-
terviewer: “He wasn’t so bad, you see?”31 In a final meeting with Raugiewicz before 
Tema and her husband immigrated to the United States, Raugiewicz apologized 
for the sexual abuse and stressed to Tema that he never would have denounced her. 
Tema recognized this statement as true, and suggested to her interviewer that Rau-
giewicz’s behavior must be understood on a spectrum of behavior that included the 
reality that girls and women in hiding were sexually abused and then denounced by 
their helpers. Tema’s perception of Raugiewicz as a helper was deeply attuned to the 
vicissitudes of her own vulnerabilities in hiding—especially her financial means, or 
lack thereof—as well as her understanding of the daily instability that threatened 
the lives of Jews in hiding, from which she felt sheltered. 
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“ YOU C A N ’ T CRY, YOU C A N ’ T 
COM PL A I N, OR E L SE YOU G ET 

T H ROW N OU T I N TO T H E S T R E ET ”:  T H E 
U N PR E DIC TA BI L I T Y OF E V E RY DAY L I F E 

In hiding, Jewish lives were threatened at every turn by regular manhunts in the coun-
tryside, the neighbors of gentile hosts, and the vacillations of aid-providers.32 Postwar 
testimonies capture the sensitivity of neighbors to any slight change in the behavior of 
nearby residents. Szapse Grinberg, sheltering with a host in Kosów Lacki together with 
his wife, son, and another family, described how the house in which he was hiding was 
searched because the Polish family’s increased wealth raised suspicions that they were 
hiding Jews.33 Similarly, over the course of his twenty-eight-month stay on the property 
of Władysław Kozły in Wiśnicza (Bochnia County), Markus Halpern explained that 
suspicions were raised by the neighbor of his formerly impoverished host, whose fam-
ily suddenly appeared well-clothed with nicer bedding. A neighbor brought the Ge-
stapo to search the house when Kozły was not home, but the wife of the host did not 
waver, and the search was unsuccessful.34 

One could not depend on the level of commitment showed by Halpern’s host when 
faced with the death penalty for sheltering Jews. The fluctuations of hosts (often when 
they felt that the intense threats of death and destruction of property were not worth 
the payment they received in return) was yet another danger that threatened those in 
hiding. Szapse Grinberg recalled his family’s experience of this unpredictability in his 
postwar testimony: “[Stanisław] Marciniak [their host] came every day and shouted 
that he was afraid. He wanted us to go away. They played with our lives. His wife said 
that they would be killed for helping Jews. We looked carefully into his eyes. Does he 
have a calm or sad face? In that way he tortured us until May 18, 1943.”35 On this date, 
due to the miserable and threatening nature of life at Marciniak’s, Grinberg and his fam-
ily left this hiding place and found shelter with a Polish woman in the area of Sokołów 
Podlaski until liberation. 

In the recollections of women who survived in hiding, the threat of being de-
nounced was entangled with the perpetration of sexual violence by those who offered 
shelter. Trying to regain contact with her father after they were separated during de-
portations in the ghetto of Skarżysko-Kamienna at some point in 1942, Lillian R. es-
caped from the munitions factory where she was working and returned to the city. Once 
again in Skarżysko-Kamienna, Lillian unsuccessfully went to the homes of Polish ac-
quaintances—people she had known all of her childhood and young teenage years, Lil-
lian stressed—in search of shelter. She then approached the house of a German post 
office employee for whom she and her sisters had previously worked. After explaining 
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to him that she was searching for her father, the man let her in, said she could stay for a 
while, and locked the door. “When he did that,” Lillian recalled, “I couldn’t do noth-
ing,” and her initial thought was that she was going to be denounced to the Germans 
who lived next door.36 The man raped her, and afterward let her leave to continue her 
search for her family. 

Interviews with two women who hid as young children in the immediate vicinity 
of Warsaw and Kraków describe how the threat and perpetration of sexual violence 
was persistent alongside additional fears that their aid-providers would vacillate on 
their commitment to shelter them. For both Rachel G. and Lillian B-N., the regu-
lar drunkenness of their aid-provider made their lives feel even more unpredictable; 
without warning, their hosts could become violent, disinclined to offer further sup-
port, or threaten the concealed lives of those in hiding through acts of indiscretion. 
In hiding near Kraków, Rachel G. had to frequently switch between homes—leav-
ing the place in which her younger sister was hiding—because of the drunken im-
pulses of Marian Gruca, one of the hosts. On one occasion, following a nearby raid 
that brought the arrest of a man working for the underground, Gruca, in a state of 
inebriation, yelled out of the window to capture the Jews that were in hiding at his 
home. This event prompted Rachel to leave and secure a place to hide with a woman 
in the neighborhood, where she cared for the children as a form of payment for shel-
ter.37 During the ten months in which Rachel was in hiding with the former Polish 
couple, Rachel was attacked by Gruca’s brother; when the two men were drinking 
together, he attempted to rape her before he was stopped by Gruca’s wife. Rachel, 
who was eleven or twelve at the time, recalled that she felt caught between threats in-
side and outside her place of shelter: This act of sexual violence, “left a very . . . trau-
matic experience to a child, and you can’t cry, and you can’t complain or else you get 
thrown out on the street.”38 

Recalling her time in hiding as a young girl (between the ages of approximately seven 
and twelve) in Zalesie with her grandmother, Lillian B-N. explained to her interviewer 
that she was incredibly fearful of Józef Panek, her grandmother’s friend (who posed 
as her husband) with whom they were living. While initially Panek paid no attention 
to her, he began entering Lillian’s room in a state of undress. One day when her grand-
mother left the house to purchase bread, Panek took away the book she was reading 
and bribed her to “play with [him]” in order to get it back: 

And he took off his pants, and told me to take off mine, and I wanted these books 
but I didn’t want to take off my pants, but eventually, I thought well there can’t be 
any harm in it I want my books back. I was very innocent. And I took off, I took my 
pants down and he was looking and he wanted me to play with him and finally it 
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really hit me that this was very wrong and terrible, and I said no, I said if you do this 
I’m going to tell my grandmother [. . .] somehow he scared me and I never did tell 
my grandmother, but he never did it again.39 

The threat posed by Panek was heighted by his drunkenness and ensuing unpredict-
ability; Lillian felt that she and her grandmother could be denounced at any moment. 

In other cases, acts of sexual violence were overtly punctuated by the aid-provider’s 
threats of additional violence and the possibility of denunciation. After the destruc-
tion of the ghetto in Borysław, Charlotte H-E. ran from hiding place to hiding place, 
unable to find long-term shelter. Eventually, she arrived at the home of a Ukrainian 
couple who were her former neighbors. The wife was very kind to her, she remarked 
in her interview, but once the wife left the house, circumstances quickly deteriorated: 
“In the meantime I was left with this man, and he was fondling me and I really didn’t 
even know what he was doing, until it started to hurt terribly and I started crying, 
and he says to me ‘if you’re going to tell your father, I’m going to kill him and you’ and 
he says ‘if you don’t like just leave and don’t ever come back here again.’”40 Charlotte 
left the couple’s home that night and never told her father—terrified that this threat 
would be realized. 

The vulnerability of children in hiding was grievously heightened by the absence of 
former caretakers, especially their parents—a vulnerability explicitly and cruelly ex-
ploited by those involved in the provision of shelter.41 When she was around the age 
of five, Joan D. hid with a Polish woman named Marysia and her family in Przemyśl 
and accompanied the family to their summerhouse disguised as a Polish child. Mary-
sia’s ten-year-old nephew, Kubuś, would sexually “torment” her in the bushes near the 
family summerhouse, and while they were walking back to the house he would point 
to a young daughter of one of the neighbors, and say: “You know, I bet I couldn’t do 
that [molest] with her, I don’t think I could, she’s . . . she’s not the type, and besides, she 
has her parents there.”42 Manipulating notions of respectable female sexuality, Kubuś 
threatened to tell everyone “what [she] let him do” if she confided in anyone.43 Joan re-
calls internalizing this self-blame and guilt, and that it deleteriously impacted her per-
ceptions of her self-worth and sexuality. As explicated in Joan’s interview, layers of vul-
nerability characterized life in hiding: the absence of familiar figures of parents and 
other caretakers and the shock of separation from them, the performance of Chris-
tianity and disguise of prewar identity for those who hid “in the open” as a Christian 
child, the many forms of violence in hiding, including harsh physical labor and emo-
tional abuse, and persistent and extreme fear. Sexual violence overlapped with these 
other facets of everyday life, intensifying children’s feelings of uncertainty and threat 
from the helper-perpetrators. 
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“I  K NOW H E WOU L D H AV E R A PE D 
M E , I F  I  H A D NOT T H R E AT E N E D 

TO SCR E A M ”: S T R AT EGI E S OF SE L F-
DE F E NSE A N D DECI SION M A K I NG 

While life in hiding is frequently described by survivors as intensely vulnerable and de-
pendent, where they were “at the whim” of helpers, at the same time these interviews 
capture the coexistence of agency and vulnerability: In moments where their lives were 
threatened, Jews in hiding used their knowledge of the context and their aid-providers’ 
own vulnerabilities to protect themselves.44 Ann K., sheltering with a Polish farmer 
for a night in the area of Włodzimierz, recalled how the very limited physical confines 
in which she sheltered intensified her sense of her aid-provider’s power over her. She 
characterized her hiding place as a small space under the potatoes stored for the winter, 
explaining to her interviewer that “I agreed to everything, you had no choice, you do 
what they tell you to do.”45 Later that evening, as Ann waited for her husband to join 
her the next day—after which they planned to join the partisans—she described the 
farmer’s attempt to rape her. When she protested as he came closer, threatening that 
he would be in “big trouble” if he touched her, he replied with “You’re a Jew, what can 
you do to me.”46 As the farmer approached her, Ann threatened that she would scream 
and that the farmer’s wife would overhear her; a threat, she explained, that compelled 
him to leave. 

As this excerpt suggests, when faced with the threat of sexual violence, Jew-
ish girls and women in hiding reacted by identifying what posed the greatest threat 
to their aid-providers and playing on their own vulnerabilities as a form of protec-
tion—a pattern similarly recognized by Joanna Beata Michlic in her research on chil-
dren in hiding.47 By the fall of 1941, sheltering Jews was punishable by death; thus, a 
scream could attract a neighbor, wife, or nearby authorities and threaten the life of the 
helper-perpetrator. While screaming could also place girls in hiding in danger of being 
discovered, the threat itself—they hoped—would be sufficiently terrifying to stop the 
abuser. Rachel, the girlfriend of Shraga Feivel Bielawski, hiding near Wegrów, similarly 
used this threat as a form of protection from her aid-provider’s son. While hiding in a 
barn, she felt threatened by the presence of the son: “I was lying by myself one night and 
in came the owner’s son. He is about eighteen or nineteen years old. Big. Tall. I asked 
him what he wanted and he didn’t say anything. He just kept coming toward me. I told 
him to leave me alone, or I would scream. He came closer. I told him, if he tried to touch 
me, I would scream as loud as I could and his father would come running in. [. . .] I know 
he would have raped me, if I had not threatened to scream.”48 The strategy of threat-
ening to scream was not always possible or effective. In these two examples, both girls 
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were sheltering in a rural space, where such a commotion would have likely been more 
audible than in an urban center. At the same time, especially in the sparsely populated 
countryside, the most likely person to overhear the scream would have been someone 
in the home or otherwise nearby, such as a wife; thus, the strength of the threat would 
have also rested on co-residents not being complicit in the sexual violence. 

When the wife of the perpetrator was unaware of the attempted rape or sexual as-
sault, threatening to expose this behavior to her could also work as a form of defense. 
The testimony of Phyllis L. illustrates an example of collective defense against sexual 
violence through precisely this threat. Along with multiple families—thirteen people 
in total—Phyllis sheltered for multiple years in a bunker on the isolated property of a 
poor farmer and his wife near Skałat, where, she explained, the couple received all the 
families’ money, jewelry, and property (they had signed off all their property in Po-
land) in exchange for sheltering the group. On occasion the farmer vacillated on his of-
fer of shelter, prompting Phyllis’s mother to give him her engagement ring. Describing 
the relationship between those in hiding and the Polish couple, Phyllis explained that 
they were “at his [the husband’s] mercy.”49 One day the farmer got drunk, came to the 
bunker, and demanded that Genka—a Jewish girl of seventeen or eighteen—join him 
upstairs.50 The bunker collectively came to her defense by—quite curiously—threat-
ening that they would leave and disclose to his wife that they left because of the rape. 
Motivated by the profits gained from sheltering the group, fearful of his wife, or both, 
the farmer left.51 

Either preempting the perpetration of abuse or to stop sexual assault already taking 
place, narrations of physical defense as a form of self-protection feature as particularly 
powerful moments in this collection of oral histories. The significance of the choice to 
fight is emphasized through survivors’ body language—raised voices, hand gestures, 
and shaking heads—when retelling these events. Staying on a farm near Łuków, Lillian 
F. experienced sexual violence from the boys living on the property. After describing go-
ing through puberty and struggling to have her period in the conditions on the farm, 
she paused, adding: “And then you were scared too, because when you were among the 
boys they always want to grab you.”52 When her interviewer questioned further, Lillian 
elaborated: “Yeah, I fought once terribly, I remember that, I fought in the worst way, 
and I was all strong and, dear God, if he didn’t kill me that time, and he didn’t touch me, 
I was just the luckiest girl on earth.”53 Lillian then repeated, “I was fighting so strong, 
unbelievable,” recalling the boy’s fury when Lillian kicked him, after which she threat-
ened him: “If you’re going to touch me, I’ll kill you, don’t you dare touch me again.”54 

As she rearticulated this warning, Lillian raised a finger, gesturing in a threatening man-
ner to underline the power of her words. 

In the case of Leah S., in hiding with a Polish couple near Żelków, both a husband 
and wife collaborated in claiming their power over Leah’s body for their own benefit. In 
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Leah’s 1998 interview, she describes her time sheltering in the couple’s attic, where she 
sewed curtains for her keep. As Leah later learned, this couple had formulated a plan 
to rape her so she would provide them with a child. One day, after the wife left for the 
market, the husband entered the attic where Leah was hiding. He began molesting her 
and when she begged him to leave her alone, he implied that to save her life, she must 
bear his child: “for life, give life.”55 As he was attempting to rape her, Leah scratched 
him, grabbed a nearby pair of scissors and threatened to kill him if he did not leave. 
Warning him, “If you don’t leave me alone, I mean it, I’m going to cut your throat,” the 
man replied by returning the threat, referencing his over six-foot frame to assert his 
power.56 Leah continued to defend herself with the scissors. When he continued to 
molest her, blood running down his face, she finally warned: “I’m going to smash that 
window, and I’m going to scream that you’ve got a Jewess here.”57 Recounting this mo-
ment to her interviewer, Leah mentioned that she knew that if a Jew was discovered 
in hiding the Germans would potentially kill the non-Jewish rescuer and burn down 
their home. This threat prompted him to leave. After the wife returned home from the 
market, Leah overheard how she berated her husband for his failure to rape Leah. That 
same night, Leah fled their home. 

The decision to leave—and either return to the ghettos, or, by 1942 and afterward, 
undertake the arduous attempt to search for shelter and protection from nearby Chris-
tians, in the forest, or through joining the partisans—was a further strategy of women 
and girls in hiding facing sexual violence. The decision of Leah and another survivor, 
Charlotte H., to leave the home of their aid-providers before securing another place of 
shelter highlights the significance of their choices as a form of self-defense, as well as 
suggests that the girls perceived their helpers and the sexual threat they posed as per-
haps an even greater threat than the dangers that loomed outside the hiding place. 

“I  WA S PU N I SH E D MOR E FOR I T 
A F T E R T H E WA R T H A N BE FOR E”:  

M E MOR I E S OF SE X UA L V IOL E NCE 

This collection of oral histories comprises crucial evidence on the commonality of sex-
ual violence in hiding, which was, without a doubt, a much more frequent experience 
than the volume of sources suggests, due to the small number of survivors and intense 
postwar taboos and silences around sexual violence.58 In hiding, several women recalled, 
they anticipated that their aid-providers or other men and boys in the family were likely 
to rape or otherwise sexually abuse them. Fay K., hiding with her brother and his girl-
friend on a farm of a Polish gentile in Sokołów County, remarked on her surprise that, 
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although she and her brother’s girlfriend were two young girls, this Polish farmer did 
not touch them.59 Janina G. hid with her aunt in the stables of a Polish peasant family 
after deportations in the Lwów ghetto. One night, a man from the family entered the 
stables and tried to rape Janina’s aunt, who pleaded with him to leave her alone, “kneel-
ing in front of him and kissing his hands and begging him not to rape her”—demon-
strating through her words and posture the power that the man held over her, and her 
gratitude for him, in an attempt to defend herself.60 Her aunt left after that night, while 
Janina remained with these hosts. She was moved to their house, where she shared a 
bed with their twelve- or fourteen-year-old son. From that point onward, Janina slept 
with a stick, as she felt “instinctively [. . .] that he was going to touch me.”61 Like Janina, 
other survivors recalled that they learned to anticipate sexual violence by their knowl-
edge of the attempted—or actual—rape of aunts, mothers, friends. When Ann K. hid 
with a Polish farmer near Włodzimierz for one night, she quickly “was reminded of 
my best friend Sarah who was raped,” and thought that the farmer might do the same 
to her after he began to stroke her hands and head.62 

Other interviews describe conversations between reunifying family and friends after 
the war in which the possibility of sexual violence during the occupation loomed large. 
After liberation, Rachel G. was approached by her former piano teacher. Her teacher, a 
Jewish woman who had, Rachel surmised, survived in a concentration camp, immedi-
ately asked Rachel: “I just have one question, were you raped during the war?”63 In their 
interviews, survivors frequently devote as much space to discussing the legacies and after-
maths of sexual violence following liberation as they do to the event itself. A particularly 
painful moment described in testimonies is the unbelieving or dismissive reactions of 
family and friends survivors confided in. As poignantly stated by Lillian R.: “I was pun-
ished for it [as a victim of sexual violence] more after the war than before.”64 During her 
interview, Lillian R. stated that the interviewer was the second person she had confided 
in; a decision that was made even more challenging by the fact that it “didn’t work out” 
when she first shared her experience with “somebody very special” (a person who she later 
suggests was her husband).65 Her decision to entrust her story with USC was a difficult 
one: “When I heard I was going to be interviewed I wasn’t sure whether to talk about it 
. . . because it hurts. [. . .] I’m happy I am talking about it but still it hurts, it hurts a lot. I 
don’t think it’s ever going to go away, I don’t think so. [. . .] That time [period] was worse 
because you weren’t allowed to talk about it, you weren’t allowed to go anyplace about 
it. [. . .] I went through a lot of bad things, but I think this was really . . . and after when I 
did tell my husband about it, he really didn’t support me, and that was even worse.”66 Ul-
timately, Lillian’s children encouraged her to place this part of her story on tape. 

Esther M., interviewed by USC in 2017, first publicly shared her memory of sexual 
violence in hiding during the Holocaust with her interviewer. Like Lillian R., Esther 
also first confided in her husband, who, a year and a half before her interview, denied her 
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experience: “He look at me, and I felt that he does not believe me. And probably that’s 
why [in regard to her husband’s reaction] . . . I’m sure of it, a lot of people still holding 
that . . . the survivors holding in them, a lot of things they don’t verbalize because who 
could, who can believe things that people went through.”67 Esther’s memory of sex-
ual violence was intertwined with the threat of denunciation. In hiding with a Polish 
family on a farm with her mother, Esther was briefly left alone on the farm when her 
mother was captured and interrogated by the Gestapo for her false papers. Taking ad-
vantage of her mother’s absence, the son of her hosts—who, Esther recalled, “looked 
so big . . . so tall, so big,” forced Esther into the cellar and raped her multiple times.68 Af-
terward, the son threatened that if Esther “opened [her] mouth” and disclosed the rape, 
he would bury her under the coal and no one would know she was dead.69 Esther was 
later reunited with her mother, and she did not share what had happened to her while 
her mother was interrogated. When her interviewer questioned why Esther kept this to 
herself, Esther replied: “I knew that she suffered a lot, and I didn’t want her . . . to suffer 
more than she suffered . . . and I said to myself, what it will help me?”70 

Survivors’ reflections on their lives after the war and the persistent impact of wartime 
experiences on their lives precisely illustrate Joanna Beata Michlic’s argument on how 
the testimonies of child survivors “shatter a commonly accepted notion that the Holo-
caust ended in 1945.”71 Wartime violence resonated strongly through their familial re-
lationships across generations and continued to impact their health. Survivor Helen F., 
who was raped by her host during a one-night stay near the Czechoslovak border, sug-
gested that this had long-term health consequences, leading her to confide only in her 
doctor after the war. She later spoke to her granddaughter immediately before her inter-
view, who helped her prepare to record her experiences.72 For Lynn N., who was raped 
by the boyfriend of the Polish woman sheltering her in the basement of a church near 
Warsaw, the way she raised her daughter was immensely impacted as a legacy of sexual 
violence. She mistrusted men and did not think that relationships with men could be 
any different from the violence that she had experienced.73 

CONCLUSION 

In their USC interviews, survivors grapple with many of the same questions that pre-
occupy the historiography, such as where sexual violence perpetrated by aid-providers 
fits within the terminology of rescue and help, as well as in public-facing narratives of 
hiding, which remain so frequently dominated by the history of the Righteous. During 
her interview with Joan Ringelheim, one survivor attempted to reconcile the possibility 
that a group of Polish men could both ensure her survival and perpetrate sexual abuse 
against her: “[But] I have nobody to complain to. Everything has to be wonderful, 
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because that’s what they want to hear. [. . .] I am happy, everything is fine, I’m alive. 
They took me from hell. Have to be grateful.”74 Phyllis L., whose Polish aid-provider 
attempted to take one of the Jewish girls in hiding upstairs, reflected near the end of 
her interview that the aid-provider ultimately must have had a good heart, since he 
did not throw the group out of hiding.75 Struggling to confront the incongruity of the 
aid-provider as agent of abuse and rescue, certain survivors chose to omit sexual violence 
from their personal narratives of the Holocaust. A woman from Łódź, Tova, published 
an autobiography and did not include the sexual abuse in her book. “I was afraid that 
my children would read it,” she explained, “and I did not want them to know. The men 
who raped me were also the ones who helped keep me alive.”76 Lillian B-N. was asked 
by the editors of her book to take out the descriptions of sexual assault perpetrated by 
her aid-provider, since it would “confuse the children as to the goodness of Christian 
rescuers.” Reflecting on her aid-provider, Lillian later expressed that he “turned out to 
be not a very nice man” but “nice in terms of he kept us alive.”77 

Survivors’ recollections of sexual violence in hiding perpetrated by aid-providers en-
capsulate the challenges of using terminology such as “rescuer” to characterize experi-
ences in hiding and helper behavior. Perpetrators of sexual violence could, at the same 
time, offer shelter until liberation, or formerly reliable aid-providers could suddenly per-
petrate violence or demand that those in hiding leave. As Lillian B-N. articulated, help-
ers could be “nice” and “not nice,” both life-affirming and viciously violent, and their be-
havioral patterns were incredibly unpredictable. Interviews, which can provide space for 
survivors to retell their experiences in longer form, often resisting chronology or a par-
ticular narrative structure to reconstruct the past in a way that feels personally compre-
hensible or meaningful, offer a challenging perspective on Holocaust rescue narratives; 
they add much needed complexity to earlier literature focusing on the “righteous” or 
“altruistic” personality and prompt scholars to work toward new language and ways of 
writing histories of hiding.78 What these narratives of sexual violence in hiding strongly 
convey is that shelter did not equate to safety whatsoever, nor was the greatest threat 
over once Jews survived the arduous path to securing shelter. Instead, survivors’ memo-
ries of sexual violence in hiding depict aid-providers—even those who offered long-term 
and consistent shelter—as serious and persistent threats to the lives of Jews in hiding. 
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“E V E N T H E PA RT I SA NS 
W E R E NOT SA F E” 

SE XUAL ABUSE OF JEWISH MINOR S BY 
PARTISANS IN OCCUPIED BELARUS 1 

YULIYA VON SAAL 

POST-SOVIET MEMORY APPROACHES THE SURVIVAL OF THE JEWS HELPED 
by the Soviet partisans as the ultimate rescue from the Nazi terror. Although 
almost all Soviet Jews who came under German occupation were killed, 

among them about 800,000 Belarusian Jews (roughly 80 percent of the prewar popu-
lation), some of them managed to survive in the forests. Some Jews went into the for-
ests on their own, whether to participate in partisan warfare or to find shelter. Jews 
survived not only in the Soviet divisions of the partisans, but also in the Jewish units 
(Shalom Zorin), in the family units (like the Bielski), or all alone. The presence of the 
armed Soviet partisans made it possible for thousands of Jews to fight against the Na-
zis or to seek refuge in the forests. About 15,000 of them, including minors, managed 
to survive among the partisans.2 However, the Soviet partisan movement took no di-
rect action on behalf of Jews. And it was precisely the weaker among Jews, women and 
children, who had difficulty in gaining access to partisans and surviving among them. 

Despite there being resolutions passed by the Belorussian Communist Party Com-
mittee in February 1943 calling on the partisans to protect Soviet citizens, the partisans 
were not pleased to accept women and even less willing to accept children. It is one of 
many Soviet myths that the partisan movement was protecting the local population 
from the terror of the occupation or that there was a large number of children (25,000) 
among them.3 Although further instructions had been issued to the commanders of 
the partisan brigades and detachments with the request to incorporate women into the 
partisan movement and to protect civilians, these did not concern the protection of the 
Jews. In general, the partisans were reluctant to accept vulnerable women and children. 
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In many respects, these women and children were seen as an additional burden that not 
only posited further risk to partisan units’ survival but also fueled concerns over the 
limitations of partisans’ resistance against the enemy. Another problem was growing 
antisemitism, misogyny, and sexism among partisans.4 The relationship between Jews 
and partisans was ambivalent, and a strong antisemitic stereotype about the inability 
of Jews to fight was prevailing. Jewish women were doubly discriminated against and 
endangered: as Jews and as women.5 Although an unknown number of women man-
aged to find shelter among partisans, many others were coerced into sexual relation-
ships they did not consent to, cast out, abused, or even killed. 

This chapter will show that the victims were not only adults but also minors. An un-
known number of victims of abuse, including sexual abuse, were children who were re-
luctant to talk about this experience.6 Whereas there has been considerable scholarship 
on the precarious situation of women in the Soviet Red Army and more limited work 
on women, and especially Jewish women among the partisans, the history of minors in 
the forests has hardly been investigated in historical studies. There are only a few, usu-
ally Western historians, who question the idealized image of Soviet partisans as ulti-
mate rescuers and who differentiate the experiences of children from those of adults.7 

We now know that not only gender but also age was a critical determinant of sur-
vival. On the one hand, the younger the age, the greater the child’s vulnerability and 
dependency. The special need for protection attributed to the childhood phase of life 
is linked to the greater physical and emotional vulnerability of children. In Nazi logic, 
however, being young did not protect them from violence and arbitrariness. A child, 
and a Jewish one at that, was considered “worthless.” While Jews who were able to work 
were allowed to live for a short time, the status of “child” meant certain death. Children 
of various ages, including infants, were systematically murdered from August 1941 at the 
latest. On the other hand, several studies have shown that even the extremely vulner-
able Jewish children were capable of acting to survive. As paradoxical as it may sound, 
agency became all the more evident in the case of Jewish children who were exposed to 
the greatest violence and humiliation. To survive, children developed incredible pow-
ers of action and independence, which included enduring hunger in silence, suppress-
ing emotions, assuming responsibility, reversing roles within families, or consciously 
separating families. The Jewish children sentenced to death in particular proved to be 
less passive than previously assumed by researchers. A child had different survival re-
sources than an adult and often a much stronger will to use them to survive.8 Never-
theless, this should not lead to the misunderstanding that children have higher survival 
chances than adults. But age played no less a role than a gender.9 

Age has also mattered in relation to Soviet society. Being underage did not neces-
sarily protect but, conversely, could facilitate more extreme power asymmetries and 
abuse.10 This chapter shows that rescuing Jewish girls by partisans in forests could be 
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accompanied by extreme forms of violence and that even minors were targets of sexual 
assault by their protectors, who could become abusers. As the other contributions in 
this book reveal, rescue often had a temporary character. Aid, protection, and even lib-
eration could be accompanied by violence and exploitation, marking the complex am-
bivalent character of rescuing not only women but also children.11 

Since childhood is a social phenomenon and is historized differently depending on 
the time of study and the society, any definition of a “child” and “childhood” is relative. 
This concept is not linked to distinct and universal age phases but rather to structural 
characteristics that imply power relations. Accordingly, the definition of who is still a 
child and who is adolescent or already an adult varies depending on time and the par-
ticular social and cultural context.12 Even though there are no universally valid criteria 
to distinguish children from adults, when I use the term “child,” I mean the age of six-
teen and under, although Soviet civil law defined all those under the age of eighteen as 
“minors” and therefore as children. Following the limit of sixteen years is a functional 
delimitation that corresponds to the Soviet sources used for this research. At the same 
time, I would like to emphasize that the phase of childhood also had fluid boundar-
ies in the Soviet understanding13 and was massively deformed by the war, which will be 
discussed later in this chapter. 

To fully illuminate the experiences of sexual abuse of underage girls, this section will 
first describe the peculiarities of the partisan movement in Belarus and then focus on 
the difficulties that girls faced to be included and accepted in a partisan unit. This essay 
addresses the agency of children and adolescent girls in the face of the threat of rape. 
It will detail the strategies that young girls resorted to in order to evade rape by parti-
sans. The next part will discuss the reasons behind the persisting silencing of the stud-
ied topic. Finally, the chapter will examine the reasons behind violence against minors. 
A comprehensive explanation of this violence cannot be offered here. However, this 
text argues that accounts of sexual abuse should be seen not only in terms of misogynic 
masculinity among Soviet men but also in relation to the demoralization of wartime 
society and the generational relationships of the time, which underwent severe distor-
tions due to the war and violence. 

The lack of testimonies discussing sexual violence represents a challenge in research-
ing this taboo topic. Most of the available testimonies were collected in the 1990s by the 
USC Shoah Foundation, USHMM, Yad Vashem, the Blavatnik Archive, or by Holo-
caust scholars like Nechama Tec in her pioneering books about Jewish women among 
Belarusian partisans. In addition, there are some memoirs published since the 1990s. 
As with all oral and written ego-documents, the recorded memories have often been al-
tered by time and social context. Many survivors chose not to share their traumatic ex-
perience, in some cases due to missing empathetic listeners.14 Above all, however, writ-
ing a history of survival and sexual violence means using the testimony of the women 
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themselves to give voice to their own experiences. The limits of the research posed by 
the lack of testimonies on sexual violence, change of memories over time, or ethical ob-
ligation to prioritize the voice of the victims can be partly soothed by the additional 
research of official records of Soviet partisans.15 In this regard, the research based on a 
thorough examination of the available oral testimonies and official records reveals the 
presence of extreme asymmetries of power due to gender, Jewishness, and age. 

H I S TOR IC A L BACKGROU N D 

The experiences of Jews in the occupied Soviet Union were similar to those of Jews 
elsewhere in Nazi-ruled Europe as they were subjected to physical extermination. 
What sets the genocide in this part of Europe apart was its rapid execution before the 
eyes of the majority population, which left Jews few possibilities for survival. Unlike 
elsewhere in Western Europe, Jews from these areas were not deported to concentra-
tion or extermination camps; they were shot inside the ghettos or at execution sites 
near the places where they lived. More than half of the Jews had already been mur-
dered in 1942.16 

The ghettoization and mass murder in ghettos, however, was rather decentralized 
and unfurled in waves and differently across the region. Belarus was conquered by 
the end of August 1941 and was largely beyond the front line until the liberation in 
the summer of 1944. During the entire occupation, Belarus remained territorially 
fragmented and divided into a civilian (General Commissariat of White Ruthenia, 
GCW) and a military administration.17 This division, the rapid occupation, and the 
relative distance of the civilian-administered areas from the front had catastrophic 
consequences for the Jews. From the very start of the occupation, Jews were subjected 
to a wave of looting and sporadic killings. The rapidly moving Einsatzgruppen (para-
military death squads), supported by Wehrmacht units, conducted several killing ac-
tions directed against suspected communists and Jews in leading positions or “intel-
lectuals.” Women and children had not been the main target yet. Together with skilled 
workers they were placed in more than ninety ghettos established by the German au-
thorities in the GCW. The ghettoization in the western part significantly differed 
from ghettoization in the eastern part of the country. Although it was accompanied 
by the mass murder of the Jewish population as in the east, skilled workers were of-
ten selected and sent to forced labor camps or retained in remnant ghettos, serving a 
variety of labor needs.18 The ghettoization continued until the spring of 1942. By this 
time, most of the Jews in the east already had been killed. 

Compared to western Belarus, the registration, discrimination, and extermina-
tion of the Jewish population in the military administration began much earlier.19 The 
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murderous activities initially targeted the male population, but already in the fall of 
1941, the killings in the military administration were extended to women and chil-
dren.20 If in the GCW some workers with their families were left alive for another year, 
the Jews in the east of Belarus did not have such a “grace period.” If the ghettos were es-
tablished in this region at all, it was only for the purpose of registering the victims be-
fore execution. Most Jews in the Central Army Region were killed between the fall of 
1941 and the winter of 1942. Therefore, only very few had the time and the chance to 
escape execution and go into hiding in these parts of the country. The situation in the 
west of the country was slightly better. But the options for survival were limited every-
where. Large-scale killings and ghetto liquidations were also the order of the day in the 
GCW, but it was not until the fall of 1942 that the pace of  “liquidation” accelerated in 
some cases as part of larger anti-partisan operations. By the spring of 1943, there were 
only a few ghettos left, including Minsk, Lida Navahrudak, and Hlubokae. 

 Escaping from the ghettos to the partisans was the only viable means of survival. In 
Belarus, where the partisan movement held the greatest strength, a considerable num-
ber of Jews were trying to find refuge in heavily forested areas. However, for many Jews 
in the east of Belarus this rescue option came too late as the partisan movement began to 
gain strength during the spring of 1942. Timing mattered. Military groups and detach-
ments were formed on the territory of Belarus, as well as other Soviet territories, as early 
as the summer of 1941. They included scattered officers and soldiers of the Red Army 
who called themselves partisans. However, as Polish historian Bogdan Musiał shows in 
his extensive study, the Soviet leadership was not prepared for a partisan struggle and 
was so surprised by the Wehrmacht’s rapid attack that the Soviet authorities, especially 
in the western districts, had no time to build up appropriate underground structures. 
The western areas were not only far from the front line, but they were also permeated 
with anti-Soviet sentiment. Therefore, the first partisan groups were formed mostly in 
the eastern districts and especially in the Vitsebsk area, where, owing to the so-called 
“Surazh Gate,”21 there was a direct connection to the Red Army units and better coor-
dination of supply of weapons, technology, and medicines. 

The partisan movement expanded between the fall of 1942 and 1943 in the entire ter-
ritory of occupied Belarus.22 At the beginning of 1944 there were 181,392 partisans ac-
tive in the Belarusian territory, organized in 1,116 detachments. Considering the whole 
period of occupation, the number of partisans amounted to about 282,548. However, 
the partisan movement was spread unevenly in the territory. In January 1944, 30 per-
cent of the partisans were active in the western areas, due to large forest and swamp ar-
eas. The remaining partisans operated in the eastern areas where they formed partisan 
zones, or closed areas controlled by the partisans. 

Given the uneven partisan activity across Belarus, the structural conditions for the 
escape of Jews to partisans differed from region to region. As Israeli historian Yitzhak 
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Arad correctly notes, the survival of the Jews depended on three conditions: the size 
of the forest, the possession of weapons, and the will of local Soviet partisan groups 
to accept the Jews.23 The better topographical conditions in the west, but also the 
fact that most of the Jews in the east had already been murdered by the beginning of 
1942, explains the high concentration of Jewish partisans and individual groups in 
the forests of Lipichany, Rudniki, Narach, and Naliboki in the west of the BSSR. In 
the west, Jews had had more time to organize an escape, and there were also better 
geographic conditions due to the large forest areas, while the number of partisans 
per se remained relatively small. However, the presence of the Polish Home Army’s 
groups operating in the region since the turn of 1942/43 complicated the situation 
on the ground. In 1943/44, a local Polish-Soviet partisan war broke out in the Vilna 
area and near Baranavichy. The relations between Polish groups with a high degree 
of antisemitic attitudes and Jewish partisans, some of whom acted in family or armed 
units in the Naliboki forest massif, were rather tense. South of Pinsk, on the other 
hand, the Soviet-Ukrainian conflict dominated. In addition to the conflict over the 
respective territories, there were always tensions between the supply squads of dif-
ferent partisan groups.24 

Despite tensions, widespread antisemitism, and the anti-Jewish prejudice, which sig-
nificantly affected partisan–Jewish relations on the ground, most Jewish partisans were 
concentrated in the west.25 However, not all groups were fighting units. Of all the family 
units, the best documented are the purely Jewish groups of the Bielski brothers and Sha-
lom (Semion) Zorin, who operated in the Baranavichy region and took in ghetto refu-
gees of all ages. Both were the largest and best-known groups, which saved the lives of 
about 2,000 Jews. But not all women and girls were able to join Jewish groups, and not 
all Soviet partisans viewed the protection of civilians as part of their mission. Most So-
viet Jews remaining in the occupied territories had been killed and could not be saved. 
Even if some were able to escape the ghetto and were lucky to find partisans, they were 
not always welcomed and taken in. 

Given the complexities of partisan activity and the challenges described above, what 
were the factors that played a role in admitting children and youth into partisan groups, 
and how many of them were included? According to official figures, children and young 
people under the age of eighteen made up 9.48 percent of the partisans in Belarus. In 
figures, this amounted to 25,003 minors, 18,467 of whom joined the Red Army troops 
in the summer of 1944. According to these statistics, 1,237 partisans under the age of 
eighteen were killed; 917 went missing or were taken prisoner by the Germans.26 Ac-
cording to very conservative calculations by Belarusian historians, there were around 
850 Jewish children under the age of fifteen among the partisans, with the proportion 
of young people between the ages of twelve and fifteen being the largest at 622.27 How-
ever, how many of them were girls remains unknown. 
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The inclusion of children and young people in partisan groups was generally not 
easy at all. Finding partisans, being taken in by partisan groups, and surviving in the 
forest was often even more difficult than escaping from the ghetto. This challenge was 
particularly great for Jews who had previously lived in a city. Children who had been 
“ransomed” from the ghetto by their parents with the last of their savings and entrusted 
to people who were supposed to lead them to the partisans were often deceived out 
of greed, deliberately led into the deep forest and left to their fate there.28 In any case, 
there was no guarantee that they would be accepted into a partisan unit. A possession 
of a gun and weapons was often the price of being taken in. And even if the refugees 
arrived in the forest with a weapon, it could take several weeks or even a whole year to 
find the connection and to be accepted by partisans. The family of Mikhail Sosensky 
from the village of Ilya, northwest of Minsk, lived in the forest for almost a year, con-
stantly searching for a partisan group willing to take them in. The fact that the family 
stayed alive and, after several attempts, was taken in by a unit of the “People’s Aveng-
ers” brigade was due to a lot of luck, but also to the perseverance and inventiveness of 
fourteen-year-old Mikhail, who learned how to produce pitch (resin) in large quan-
tities. This natural product was in great demand among the partisans as a medicine 
against typhus. Although partisans visited Mikhail several times due to their need of 
the resin, with the promise that he would soon be taken in, it took six months before 
he and his family were accepted and included in the partisan brigade.29 

Children and people unfit for combat in general represented an additional burden. 
Fear of espionage was also widespread. There were many official Soviet reports about 
children between the ages of eight and twelve being arrested for “spying” or of girls suf-
fering from syphilis who were supposed to infect as many partisans as possible. Rumors 
of German espionage schools that recruited Jews to infiltrate the detachments circu-
lated widely.30 Foreign children were primarily suspected of being spies and were not 
infrequently shot.31 As a result, it was almost impossible for Jews as outsiders to enter 
units unless they were known personally by the partisans. Seven-year-old Esfir Lupyan 
fled with her mother from the Minsk ghetto to the forest in the fall of 1943, but owing 
to pervasive suspicion and antisemitism, they were not taken in by any partisans and 
instead managed to survive on their own in the forests until liberation.32 

Partisans were also afraid that children who might be arrested would quickly re-
veal the partisans’ whereabouts. For this reason alone, it is not surprising that the chil-
dren registered with partisans were mostly their own and belonged to family relatives 
or good acquaintances.33 Taking in strangers, especially if they were minors, was not a 
matter of course. A successful escape from the ghetto did not always mean arrival in a 
partisan unit. The paths of Jewish refugees to partisan units were usually long and dan-
gerous with multiple detours. And for many minors and girls, in particular, the search 
for refuge was pending the threat of rape or even death. 
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E X PE R I E NCE S OF R A PE A N D SE X UA L 
COE RCION A MONG T H E PA RT I SA NS 

Itke Braun, born in 1931 in Hlubokae, was twelve years old when her mother and fa-
ther, with her little sister, were killed in front of her eyes during the liquidation of the 
Hlubokae ghetto on August 20, 1943. More than 3,000 Jews were shot or burned alive, 
mostly in or close to the ghetto on this day, but several of them managed to escape un-
der cover of darkness.34 Itke and her brother survived the massacre too but got lost on 
the same night (she never saw him again). Itke fled into the forest and encountered a 
unit consisting of local men who, according to her account, raped her.35 Often girls like 
her were shot after sexual abuse took place, but she survived.36 This act of rape, however, 
was not the last that she suffered. While in a documentary made in the 2000s she spoke 
of being raped right at her first encounter with partisans, in an earlier interview with 
Yad Vashem in 1993 and in a conversation with Nechama Tec, she also described a later 
rape, apparently in the same unit. According to her testimony, despite the violence first 
inflicted on her, she was accepted by the unit commander and his wife and placed un-
der their protection. The couple even offered her the prospect of adoption and treated 
her well. However, during an air raid by the Germans, she lost her protectors and was 
raped by another man from the same unit.37 Her unit was almost completely destroyed 
and she never saw her adoptive “parents” again. Whether she was raped twice or mis-
represented her experience can no longer be clarified. In both interviews, however, it be-
comes apparent how difficult it was for her to talk about it at all. She told no one about 
the incident. But inside she had been broken forever: “To this day I see things through 
my rape. [. . .] I never enjoy sex, never,” she told Nechama Tec.38 

Multiple eyewitness accounts, including those by men, state that women and girls 
were always in danger of being raped in both non-Jewish and Jewish partisan units. 
There are several reports of cases in which women were exposed to harassment, raped, 
and then shot dead.39 Even in the family camps and Jewish units like the Bielski parti-
sans, whose main mission was Jewish rescue rather than combat, women lived in partly 
coercive sexual relationships with men.40 Protection through the man, often the com-
mander of the unit, was crucial for all women and girls in every partisan group whether 
Jewish or not. Maria Gilmovskaya, who was in the Soviet unit, was twenty when she es-
caped the Mir ghetto with her sixteen-year-old sister Bella. She had no protective part-
ner and openly admitted in an interview to being raped multiple times. Her young sis-
ter Bella was killed by the security commander when she tried to escape his advances.41 

Another girl, Sonia Orbuch, joined the Fedorov Partisan Formation at the age of sev-
enteen. According to her, the wife of the battalion commander took her immediately 
aside to give her some advice and recommended that she get into a relationship with a 
man in power as soon as possible to protect herself. But because Sonia had her family 
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by her side, she could rely on their protection. The situation for other women was quite 
different. “The women had it very bad,” Sonia stressed in an interview.42 And often their 
own families could not always protect them. Sonia also recalled a young man who was 
in love with her. He pretended to be her boyfriend, which Sonia’s parents agreed upon 
as a strategy to protect her. “I was lucky [. . .] I was never touched,” Sonia said, emphasiz-
ing her special position in the unit compared to the other, less fortunate women. While 
little girls were dependent on finding protection in a substitute parent, like Itke, ado-
lescent girls were seeking the protection of a potential partner, with whom they usu-
ally (but not always) also had a sexual relationship. 

But even a family or sexual relationship with a member of the partisan group did 
not guarantee protection from assaults, and some additional steps had to be taken to 
avoid assault. For example, Miriam Brysk, who was with her father in the Soviet parti-
san unit, describes the danger of being raped at age eight on several pages of her mem-
oir. To protect her from potential rape by partisans, her parents tried to make her look 
like a boy: Her head was shaved, she wore boy’s clothing, and she received a pistol to 
protect herself. “I felt safer and more powerful pretending I was a boy,” Miriam stated.43 

Although her father was highly respected among Soviet partisans as a doctor, this alone 
was probably not enough to protect his young daughter from possible sexual assaults. 

Those who came to the forest without parents, older brothers, or other protection 
were permanently exposed to the danger of being abused and murdered. Malka Klein 
from Navahrudak was fourteen years old when she was raped by men from a Soviet par-
tisan group. She was a Jewish survivor left to her own devices and as such was subjected 
to several attempts of rape.44 Darlene A., who hid with her mother in the Belarussian 
forests when she was eleven years old, also recalled: “I remember the only problem was 
when my mother had to leave me alone in the forests to go and get something to eat. 
Even the Russian partisans were bad because they would catch you and rape you, and 
kill you. [. . .] Even the Partisans were not safe. Jewish Partisans would kill other Rus-
sian partisans for their boots and things like that.”45 Historians can only work with sur-
viving testimonies. We will never know how many women and girls were raped or even 
killed by those whose shelter they sought. 

These examples do not mean, of course, that all women or minors among the parti-
sans were sexually abused. Compared to ghettos, where Jews could become victims of 
mass shootings at any time, the forest and the partisans still provided the only safe place 
for physical survival for Jewish women of all ages. And there are many examples of how 
Soviet partisans saved the lives of female youth and protected them. Sixteen-year-old 
Lialia Bruk kept a diary after she escaped the Minsk ghetto and found protection in 
the 2nd Suvorov partisan division together with her mother, who was a doctor. Lialia 
does not address the harassment of the partisan women by the men. The situation of 
women among the partisans can be discerned between the lines of her diary: “The girls 
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who peel potatoes with us come from the Smolensk region. [. . .] They say they are happy 
to see us partisans. And yet they are a little afraid of partisans.”46 At the age of sixteen, 
Lialia was interested in the opposite sex and describes the insistence of boys to “go out 
with her,” only to state at the end of the diary: “The boys don’t want to be friends with 
us either, friendship with a girl seems impossible to them.”47 Lialia’s entries do not sug-
gest any experience of violence, and we do not know what exactly was the reason for 
her disappointed comments about the boys. But this diary shows that life was not easy 
for young women among the partisans. 

The testimony of another girl, Florence Gitelman Eisen, reveals explicit and con-
stant fear of being abused. Florence was fourteen years old when she lost her father in 
the woods during a German air raid. She was found by a group of partisans “of Asian 
appearance”—as she recounted—who cared for her for several months. Contrary to 
her fears, they did nothing to her: “They watched me for quite a while. Maybe a few 
months. They didn’t ask for nothing. They didn’t touch my body. I remember every 
night, I felt a hand on my back, you know. And I said uh-uh, they’re going to do some-
thing to me, but they didn’t. They took off the shirt, the jacket from their back and they 
covered me. [. . .] They really didn’t touch me sexually; they didn’t.”48 

As these examples demonstrate, girls and women were always aware of the danger of 
becoming victims of sexual violence. But despite the dangers they knew about, many of 
them made conscious decisions to go into the forest. And they developed various strat-
egies to avoid the abuse. Protection by their parents or a higher-ranking member in the 
partisan hierarchy was usually essential but not available to all. For most women and 
young female teenagers relationships with the powerful men of the unit, often called 
“marriage,” were common, whereas younger girls hoped to be “adopted” and protected 
as daughters by one of the influential men. Particularly noteworthy are examples when 
girls tried to hide their gender like Miriam Brysk. Miriam changed her appearance and 
pretended to be a boy so as not to attract attention as potential prey. 

As these examples show, both underage girls and sexually mature adolescents and 
women were aware of the dangers of becoming victims of sexualized violence, to which 
they responded with different strategies depending on their age. However, their actual 
experiences also differed depending on the discipline within the partisan unit. The 
number of acts of violence depended largely on how effectively the leadership acted 
and whether discipline could be enforced. In some detachments, there was strict disci-
pline, and there are some sources that indicate that male partisans were shot for rapes 
of female civilians in nearby villages or of female partisans.49 This is how a male parti-
san, Viktar Skarakhod, describes the incident in his unit in his memoir. After the ha-
rassment of a partisan toward a woman in the group became known, the commander 
decided to shoot the man. This was intended as a lesson for the others and to maintain 
discipline. However, the man remained alive only because the woman concerned took 
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pity on him and changed her statement to protect him.50 Other commanders refused 
to accept women and girls into their units in principle to avoid any potential prob-
lems between the sexes.51 In some groups, “marriage” (meaning relationships between 
men and women in the unit) was even forbidden to avoid all the risks associated with 
it, including pregnancy.52 However, the grievances were so widespread and not limited 
to Belarus that at the level of the Central Committee of the Komsomol of the USSR, 
they discussed the disregard for the role of women in the partisan movement and drew 
up recommendations for changing the situation of female partisans.53 A bill was even 
drafted to provide for better arming and training of women and the establishment of 
women’s partisan detachments to eliminate gender “grievances” in the units.54 How-
ever, the draft was not implemented and hence the problem was not solved. 

Of course, there were exceptions and positive examples of partisan units wherein 
women were treated with respect. Overall, however, conditions were anything but 
women- or children-friendly. Promiscuity was just as prevalent, if not more so, among 
partisans as in society as a whole.55 As a former partisan in an interview stated, there was 
“too much sex” in the forests.56 In general, however, we know far too little about how 
the relationships between men and women among partisans were formed, not just be-
cause only very few of those who survived considered it worth remembering and re-
porting, but also because rape, violence, consensual sex, and “marriage” among the par-
tisans had no place in the Soviet narrative of the heroic partisan struggle. 

U N TOL D S TOR I E S 

One Jewish survivor confessed to Nechama Tec at the end of a long interview that she 
too had been raped as a fourteen-year-old girl by one partisan, who stopped her in the 
forest after she ran away from the ghetto. The exclusion of this experience from the 
main narrative and the request to remain anonymous demonstrates how difficult it is 
for women to talk about it decades later.57 Reflecting on her work with survivors and 
testimonies, Nechama Tec concluded: “Judging by the hesitation I encountered among 
interviewees to recount these coercive sexual experiences, I have to assume that most 
of these stories will die with the victims.” Itke, too, just like other women, preferred to 
keep silent rather than tell her story. 

There were several interwoven factors at different levels—individual, national, and 
institutional—that have prevented women and girls from talking about it and that fa-
vored and cemented this silence. First, as Marta Havryshko reveals in her study about 
assaults of women in the Soviet legal process after the war, the “rape culture” of Soviet 
society played a significant role in the Soviet (non)response to wartime rape at the offi-
cial level. “A range of perceptions, stereotypes, and myths about rape” were decisive for 
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downplaying the sexual assaults of women in the legal process, especially if the rapists 
were men at higher political positions.58 While there were many cases of vigilante justice 
and executions of perpetrators by unit commanders during the war, sexualized violence 
was not a subject of Soviet justice after the war, as it wasn’t in other European countries. 
Second, there was growing antisemitism in the late Stalinist period that silenced Jewish 
people generally. It was not permitted to talk about the specificity of Jewish experiences, 
about the systematic extermination of Jews, or the high price of their survival. Most sur-
vivors, including children, tried to suppress their memories even inside their own fam-
ilies. Many family members did not even know what happened to their wives or moth-
ers during the war or how they survived the Shoah.59 Third, the emergence of the myth 
of immaculate partisans versus the resistance of the whole people against the occupi-
ers after the war was another significant factor. In the Soviet myth of heroic partisans, 
there was no space for rape or “wild marriages.” In all the books and films, women were 
portrayed as equal partisans, and not a word was said about their precarious situation. 
This image still dominates standard works and textbooks in Belarus today.60 Fourth, 
the women’s self-identification with the partisans also played a role. In her study of fe-
male Belarusian partisans, Anika Walke shows how much the narratives of Jewish sur-
vivors are shaped by expectations of the official narrative and self-identification with 
the resistance to this day and how these conditions led to the marginalization and con-
cealment of such taboo experiences as sexual violence.61 Finally, immediately after the 
war, the official Soviet discourse placed women back in their traditional role as moth-
ers so that their experiences as combatants in the army or among partisans were not at 
the forefront of public discourse. Women were expected to preserve family unity and 
remain silent about the violence inflicted on them. Some women kept quiet about their 
wartime life among partisans because they were viewed as “married women” in the eyes 
of others. They remained silent so they would not be blamed.62 

No less relevant are individual factors such as age, social status, or character. Sexual 
violence is an individual and intimate part of her own experience that not every girl 
and woman wants to or can share, maybe also due to the absence of proper language 
and an understanding of what happened. As Itke described in her conversation with 
Nechama Tec, she did not understand what happened to her when she was raped; she 
only knew that it hurt her.63 

Thus, a plethora of factors played into the “silence and concealment”64 of rape in 
memory. It is no coincidence that the few available testimonies were collected in emi-
gration and only since the 1990s. All the women quoted above have spoken about rape 
or fears of being raped outside Belarus.65 Nevertheless, recalling negative experiences 
and relationships with men is still difficult for most interviewed women. One can ob-
serve the ways women avoid this topic or directly refuse to speak about the relations 
between men and women among the partisans after being asked. For example, Jewish 
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survivor Raisa Livshits refused to talk about her conflict-ridden relationship with a 
partisan in the Jewish unit during the interview. With the sentence “That’s all I can 
say about it,” she made it clear to the interviewer that she did not want to talk about 
it anymore.66 

However, it is worth noting that the topic of sexual assault was absent not only in 
the context of the Soviet Union but also in the broader public and academic commu-
nity. The social framework conditions allowing discussion of the painful topic of sex-
ual violence changed slowly; however, they remained unchanged in most countries of 
the former Soviet Union. The research there continues to be entangled with political 
interests and national myths. In Belarusian historiography, which is going through a 
deep crisis following the 2020 repressive turn of the Lukashenka regime, the narrative 
of the “genocide of the Belarusian people” has been gaining traction, levelling the sin-
gularity of the Holocaust and marginalizing gender approaches. 

R E F L EC T IONS A N D I N T E R PR ETAT IONS:  
AG E A N D GR E Y Z ON E S OF SE X UA L 
BE H AV IOR I N T H E SOV I ET U N ION 

The precarious situation of adult women in partisan units has been researched quite 
extensively. For example, the phenomenon of forced marriages with men higher in the 
hierarchy, usually officers, is well known, with a blurred line between consensual and 
forced relationships.67 There are also some excellent studies on gender relations in the 
Red Army and among Soviet partisans, showing that chauvinistic and violent masculin-
ity was a deeply rooted product of the war. Sexual violence was perpetrated by the Red 
Army soldiers not only against Soviet women but also in liberated and Axis territories, 
as some scholars address in this book,68 and especially in Germany.69 However, the ex-
planations for the violence differ. While the rapes in the Allied territories are often at-
tributed to feelings of revenge, this argument is of little use in cases where the victims 
were Jewish or concentration camp survivors. The same applies to the areas liberated 
from Nazi rule in general and the Soviet territories. Some scholars have examined the 
relationship between rape and masculinity.70 Sexual violence was widespread among 
Soviet soldiers as a “resource” for self-assurance as men and as soldiers (see Monika J. 
Flaschka’s chapter in this volume). Through the use of violence, masculine gender iden-
tity was reinforced and hierarchies were reestablished and communicated to victims 
who were not only foreign “enemy” women, but also Soviet female soldiers or civilians.71 

German historian Kerstin Bischl argues that the situation of women worsened as the 
war progressed due to the dynamization of gender relations against the backdrop of 
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the brutal war and peer pressure. In the case of Jewish women in the partisan units, an-
tisemitism and the extreme vulnerability of Jewish girls also played a role.72 Although 
the above-mentioned scholarly views underscore the critical role of gender, masculin-
ity, and antisemitism in violence against women, they do not often help us grasp the 
full picture behind the abuse of children. 

Therefore, in the remaining pages, I would like to add another observation that may 
help us better interpret the sexual abuse in the wartime Soviet Union. The German-
Soviet war, the everyday experiences of violence resulted in social ruptures—the pro-
cess that inevitably included distortion of the idea of childhood as a protective phase. 
As already noted here, “childhood” is a social construct, created in the process of an 
ongoing social ordering within a society and thus subject to natural change.73 During 
the war the “child” category was reframed. Children, and especially Jewish children, 
had to quickly grow up mentally and physically. The war accelerated their process of 
maturation. War children had to “function” as adults and, in so doing, they frequently 
had to take on the function of surrogate partner or parent. The changes were particu-
larly profound in ghettos and camps, and the previously applicable criteria for what was 
age-appropriate had lost their authority. Children took on the roles and the habitus of 
adults and their true age was often not apparent at all. There was a massive downward 
shift in the boundary between an adult and a child.74 As a result the “generational or-
dering,” namely the expression of social constructed order based on the differentiation 
of society on the basis of generational affiliation, was disturbed.75 The blurring of the 
boundaries between adult and child was a formative experience for many war children 
throughout Europe.76 In the case of occupied Belarus, the lowering of the age bound-
ary between adulthood and childhood meant that boys as young as thirteen or fourteen 
were already regarded as “men” and girls as “women.” Children assumed the habitus, the 
appearance, and the language of adults. Many war children also practiced a coarse style 
of speech, smoked, drank alcohol, and usually wore oversize clothing. The rapid matu-
ration process and role reversal affected all children and adolescents, but especially the 
Jewish children concentrated in the ghettos or among the partisans.77 

Finally, mental maturity went hand in hand with sexual maturity. This is a mostly 
overlooked point that collides with our ideas of childhood and thus far does not meet 
our expectations. Some sources indicate that adolescents as young as thirteen were en-
gaged in extremely asymmetrical sexual relationships with adult women in the Soviet 
Union.78 At the same time, there are documents revealing the sexual activities of chil-
dren younger than fourteen years old in the orphanages.79 For these reasons, in 1944, 
Soviet artists, writers, and filmmakers seriously debated the question of which films and 
which literary works were appropriate for the war children who, despite their young 
age, had become adults as a result of their experiences of violence. One filmmaker con-
tended that “war children” should not be treated as children or adolescents according 
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to a traditional understanding of the concepts because they were effectively “grown-up 
persons” at the age of thirteen or fourteen.80 

These remarks are not meant to be misunderstood as an apology or trivialization of 
the sexual abuse of underage girls. Of course, they are not enough to explain sexualized 
violence and abuse of power. However, I think that sexism and antisemitism alone are 
not sufficient to contextualize the sexual violence toward minors. Furthermore, the de-
moralization and the brutalization of the entire wartime society, the changes in families 
and generational structures resulting in the perception of young girls as mature women 
(or boys as men), on the one hand, and the general shortening of childhood as a phase 
of life, on the other, must be considered. The general demoralization of the population 
due to the brutal three-year war of extermination in the occupied parts of the Soviet 
Union, and the changes in the status of the child were so ubiquitous that they likely 
lowered the threshold for many men to commit violence, even against underage girls. 
However, it remains uncertain how often this threshold was crossed in the case of chil-
dren. In any case, violent masculinity dominated the everyday life of the partisan units, 
while forced and violent relationships were part of everyday life for adult women. How-
ever, many questions remain unanswered, such as how the girls processed the sexual-
ized violence they experienced, whether they even understood what happened to them 
(see Itke), whether and how they verbalized what they experienced, and what this expe-
rience did to them in the short and long term. The only thing we can be sure of is that 
these traumatic experiences in the Soviet wartime and postwar period were never dealt 
with, and the raped girls had to cope with them alone, if they survived the war at all. 

CONCLUSION 

As this study demonstrates, partisans represented the only viable option of survival for 
a great number of Jews. However, the weak and children were not wanted in the woods, 
and their young age did not protect children and youths from violence and abuse. Those 
women and girls who were lucky enough to be taken in by the partisans were always at 
risk of becoming victims of sexual abuse or coercion, even if they were underage. 

There are different motives and factors that explain this violence, such as chauvin-
istic and violent masculinity, misogyny, and antisemitism, deeply rooted in war and in 
the extreme power asymmetries of the occupied society, in which Jewish women and 
girls were the most vulnerable. The disruption of the generational order in the context 
of war meant that the construct of adulthood was imposed on minors, which, in turn, 
accelerated minors’ adultification, but at the same time lowered the threshold for men 
to subject minors to violence and rape. To avoid it, girls and adolescents developed dif-
ferent strategies. Those who came to the forests with their parents were on the better 
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side; they were most likely to be protected. But as the examples given have shown, this 
alone was not always enough. And even children as young as eight, like Miriam Brysk, 
who joined the partisans with her parents, were in constant danger of being raped. Mir-
iam tried to look like a boy to avoid becoming a victim of potential sexual violence. The 
older girls sought the protection of a male adult, whom they “married” just like adult 
women. Those who failed in finding such protection or who lost their protector, like 
Itke Braun, were exposed to violence. The protection of a male adult person, whether 
in the form of “marriage” for adolescent girls or adoption of a child by older members 
of partisan units, was significant. 

At the same time, and despite the extreme situation in which most Jewish survivors 
found themselves, the examples given here refute the idea that children are intrinsi-
cally passive and vulnerable victims of war. The chapter stresses the agency of children 
and youths and shows that they are “more than victims.”81 This finding is not new; it 
corresponds with the results of the current Holocaust and childhood studies showing 
that even Jewish children who were deprived of all rights and condemned to death re-
mained capable of acting to protect themselves and made conscious decisions. Before 
these children joined the partisans, they managed to survive in a ghetto or hiding place, 
escape executions, find their own way into the forest, and gain admission to a partisan 
unit, which was not easy at all. Not many children and teenagers managed to do this. 
Conversely, this does not mean that they were not actors and subjects with their own 
decisions. How many of them were sexually abused by the men whose protection they 
sought, however, remains forever in the dark. 
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L I BE R ATOR S ,  PA RT N E R S , 
A N D R A PI S TS 

JEWISH WOMEN FROM ROMANIA 
ENCOUNTERING RED ARMY SOLDIER S 
AROUND THE END OF WORLD WAR II 

STEFAN CRISTIAN IONESCU 

I N T RODUC T ION  

BASED ON JEWISH EGO-DOCUMENTS—DIARIES, MEMOIRS, AND INTER-
views—this chapter examines the different forms of interactions between the 
Red Army soldiers and Jewish female survivors from Romania toward the end 

of World War II (ranging from liberation, aid, romance, to bartering and rape), the fears 
and anguish experienced by women Holocaust survivors and their families and commu-
nities, and their strategies to avoid rape. I will also analyze Jewish men’s perspectives and 
responses to rape, including some men’s indifference and even endorsement and possi-
ble complicity in such crimes. Following the fate of the Jews from Romania during the 
Holocaust, I will investigate testimonies of Jewish Holocaust survivors who were liber-
ated in the former Soviet territories that between 1941 and 1944 were under Romanian 
rule (such as Northern Bukovina, Bessarabia, and Transnistria), in proper Romania (its 
core provinces, Wallachia, Moldova, Banat, Southern Transylvania, and Northern Tran-
sylvania), and in Auschwitz or in other Nazi camps in Central Europe. Most of the Jews 
from Bessarabia and Bukovina (as well as 25,000–30,000 Roma) were deported to the 
camps and ghettos in Transnistria, which was an occupied territory in the southwestern 
USSR, and added to a group of approximately 100,000 Jews who lived in the region at 
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the arrival of the Axis troops. Only a minority of the deported Jews (around 40,000– 
50,000 out of approximately 200,000 deportees) and half of the Roma survived and 
were repatriated to Romania or were liberated by the Red Army. The Jews who remained 
in the core provinces of Romania during the war (around 275,000 persons) lived under 
the military pro-Nazi dictatorship of General (Marshal) Ion Antonescu until August 
23, 1944, when a putsch organized by King Michael, the opposition parties, and army 
generals removed the dictator and switched allegiance to the Allies. The majority of the 
Jews from the core provinces of Romania escaped deportation, stayed in their cities and 
regions, but suffered discriminatory racial legislation, forced labor, plunder, and selec-
tive deportation and killings.1 Most of them survived the Antonescu regime and recu-
perated their freedom, equality of rights, and some of their assets, and obtained some 
reparations after August 1944 only to lose some of their property and rights again as a 
result of the communist nationalizations and emigration.2 The Jews living in Northern 
Transylvania (estimated around 164,000) ended up under Hungarian rule between 1940 
and 1944 as a result of the Second Vienna Award, when Hitler and Mussolini divided 
Transylvania between Hungary and Romania (which retained Southern Transylvania).3 

The overwhelming majority of the Northern Transylvanian Jews were deported to Aus-
chwitz in 1944, and from there to other Nazi camps in Poland, Czechoslovakia, Ger-
many, and Austria. Only a minority of them survived to see the liberation by the Allies, 
and most of these survivors returned to Romania to search for their relatives, homes, and 
other assets and rebuild their lives, while part of them later emigrated from Romania.4 

While the scholars who have investigated the history of Romania during World 
War II sometimes examined the rape of gentile women by Red Army soldiers, the topic 
of Soviet soldiers’ sexual violence against Jewish women—what historian Monika J. 
Flaschka has named “liberation rape”—has not been addressed in their studies.5 Nor 
have the historians of the Holocaust and Jewish history in Romania paid attention to 
this topic. For example, in his studies examining the whereabouts of Jewish survivors 
in the aftermath of the Antonescu regime, Jean Ancel did not examine the Soviet sol-
diers’ sexual violence and looked only at the Soviet authorities’ forcible recruitment of 
survivors for the Red Army and the labor battalions sent to reconstruct the Donbas re-
gion.6 Likewise, Liviu Rotman’s investigation of the Jewish community during the first 
two postwar decades of communist Romania did not address the Soviet soldiers’ sex-
ual violence targeting Jewish survivors.7 In my own studies on the rebuilding of Jew-
ish lives and communities in post-Holocaust Romania, I neglected to look at the sex-
ual violence perpetrated by the Soviet soldiers against Jewish women.8 From a broader 
comparative perspective, the sexual violence perpetrated by the Red Army soldiers 
against gentile women on Axis territory, especially Germany and Hungary, has been 
explored more thoroughly by scholars such as Norman Neimark, Atina Grossmann, 
James Mark, and Andrea Pető.9 
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The early accounts (diaries and memoirs) of Jewish women survivors from Romania 
seem to have been mostly silent about this topic. When they rarely mentioned something 
about sexual violence and liberators it was not about cases of rape they had suffered or 
witnessed but about their fear of the possible sexual violence they could encounter if re-
located for forced labor in the interior of the USSR. Only decades after the end of World 
War II, some survivors started to discuss in their ego-documents the sexual violence they 
encountered after liberation. For example, a book project made of twenty-six interviews 
conducted in Romania between 2006 and 2007 with Holocaust survivors and gentile eye-
witnesses from Northern Transylvania (11 female and 9 male Jewish survivors, while the 
rest were gentile eyewitnesses) contains four cases in which the interviewees mentioned 
episodes of sexual violence (rape and attempted rape) by the Soviet liberators and other 
gentiles.10 A fifth interviewee discussed the fear of sexual violence she experienced in a 
Soviet transit/filtration camp after liberation.11 All those interviewees who spoke about 
witnessing sexual violence (4 out of 11, 36 percent) or if we include the fear of rape (5 out 
of 11, 45 percent) were women survivors, which illustrates the gendered nature of the re-
membrance process. This suggests that women experienced and remembered differently 
than men the events of the Holocaust/World War II, including by paying more attention 
to specific aspects related to gender and sexuality, as historian Marion Kaplan and oth-
ers have argued in their studies.12 These interviews show that six decades after the events, 
some women survivors were willing to talk about the rapes perpetrated by the Red Army 
soldiers even though all of those who mentioned the topic did not admit that they were 
the victims of rape but other female friends had been victims, or if they mentioned that 
they were attacked by the Soviet soldiers, it seems that the rape had always failed.13 Various 
reasons seem to motivate the women’s reluctance to talk about this topic during the first 
postwar decades, including the fact that the communist authorities who assumed power 
in Romania in March 1945 discouraged open criticism of the Red Army. More impor-
tantly, survivors struggled to process what had happened to them in the context of their 
gratitude to the USSR for the liberation. Romania was a conservative society with linger-
ing antisemitism and taboos and shame surrounding the victims of wartime rape, which 
inevitably enforced survivors’ silence. The 1989 collapse of the communist regime and its 
censorship led to a growing public discussion about the crimes of communism, the USSR, 
and its agents and to a national victimization narrative that presented the local society as 
a victim of the feared Soviet Union and downplayed the crimes perpetrated by the Anto-
nescu regime during World War II, especially on Soviet territory.14 

This chapter will scrutinize the various experiences of Jewish women during their 
encounters with the Red Army around the moment of liberation, followed by an exam-
ination of the strategies adopted by the Jewish women and their families to avoid sex-
ual violence, and by a discussion of the Jewish male perspective on the Soviet soldiers’ 
actions of raping women in the liberated countries. 
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T H E J E W I SH WOM E N SU RV I VOR S ’  
E X PE R I E NCE S DU R I NG T H E I R 

E NCOU N T E R S W I T H T H E R E D A R M Y 

Some Jewish women remembered in their ego-documents the diverse range of encoun-
ters they had with their liberators, including instances of sexual violence. In her 1993 
memoirs, Tereza Mozes, one of the Jewish women survivors born in the city of Ora-
dea in Northern Transylvania, recounted witnessing a rape perpetrated by a Soviet sol-
dier against one of her female friends and former camp inmates.15 Liberated by the Red 
Army in January 1945 in northern Poland around Neumark/Nowe Miasto (the region 
of Pomerania) from a death march after surviving Auschwitz, slave labor camps in Lat-
via, and the concentration camps of Stutthof and Guttau, Mozes started the journey 
to return home in a group of about twenty other women survivors mostly originating 
from her natal region. Mozes recollected that during a late evening soon after libera-
tion, the survivors found shelter in a house on the outskirts of Neumark/Nowe Mi-
asto. The owners—one older and two younger women—welcomed them with unusual 
kindness but quickly left the house when it was getting dark, to the surprise of the for-
mer prisoners who only later understood that their hosts went into hiding to avoid the 
Red Army soldiers’ night attacks. During that night, one of the Soviet soldiers, whom 
they treated with gratitude, burst into the house where the survivors rested and unex-
pectedly attacked one of the women despite the shouts informing him that they were 
Jewish survivors of a Nazi camp who struggled with illnesses: 

It must have been quite late when suddenly the door gave way and a Russian soldier 
entered. We were taken by surprise, but we were not frightened. Russian soldiers rep-
resented liberation for us. We were not wearing our marked clothing, but . . . our short 
hair betrayed our identity. One of us unexpectedly started to speak: “Jidowski . . . La-
ger . . . Bolnoi ( Jews . . . Concentration camp . . . Sick). It seemed he understood. Sud-
denly, he took out his gun and fired into the lamp. In the darkness and terror that fol-
lowed, he threw himself on the first girl in his path. Just as he was, with his coat on 
and his gun in his hand, he threw her down and pressed her on the ground. It was a 
harrowing moment. Everyone tried to escape, hiding, under beds, in cupboards or 
behind them. Many ran out into the freezing night and hid in the pigsty.16 

Mozes remembered the confusing and traumatizing effects of the horrifying and 
unexpected rape on the entire group and how she and the other fellow survivors 
tacitly decided not to talk about that episode of sexual violence perpetrated by a 
liberator: 
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After that, we were troubled by conflicting thoughts. Could this be our liberation? 
How different it was from our expectations! Terror, horror, and confusion took hold 
of us. In this way, the night passed. No one spoke a word until dawn. In the morning, 
we looked at each other in dead silence. We did not speak of what had happened, not 
then, nor since. For years, all those who were liberated together and who returned 
home together met on the anniversary of our liberation to reminisce and to talk 
about different events surrounding our deportation. We talked about many things, 
but never about what happened on that night. We did not want to remember that.17 

Mozes’s words illustrate how the survivors reacted to a rape by a Soviet soldier, the 
trauma of surviving wartime sexual violence, the coping mechanisms, and the accom-
panying taboos related to shame and guilt that were enforced by the gender norms of 
the traditionalist-conservative society in which they were socialized before and af-
ter deportation.18 Only about fifty years after this horrifying event did Mozes decide 
to disclose the rape episode, without naming the identity of the victim and only men-
tioning that it was one of the women in her group of survivors. This would fit the pat-
tern of the Holocaust survivors’ reluctance to publicly discuss cases of their own sexual 
victimization. As various historians in this volume noted, even when survivors rarely 
mentioned liberation sexual violence in their postwar testimonies, most survivors de-
clared that the rape happened to someone else and not to the author/narrator, used eu-
phemisms, or offered incomplete testimonies in order to avoid the social stigma asso-
ciated with sexual victimization.19 

Another Jewish woman from Northern Transylvania (from the city of Cluj), at that 
time a thirty-year-old dentist, Myriam Chanit, gave a similar testimony related to the 
sexual violence unleashed by the Red Army soldiers against Jewish female survivors 
and gentile women immediately after the liberation from the Nazi rule of the same area 
of Nowe-Miasto. Her testimony suggests that Chanit was part of one of the groups of 
survivors that roamed the same area as Tereza Mozes and her friends.20 Liberated from 
a death march at a farm in northern Poland, Chanit and her friends found an aban-
doned house in Nowe-Miasto and thought they could rest there for a while. The sit-
uation in that city was chaotic. Polish militia and the Red Army were occupying the 
area, and drunken Soviet soldiers were looting and burning the houses they thought 
belonged to the Germans. Falling asleep in normal beds after a long time, Chanit and 
her friends woke up in the middle of the night when two Soviet soldiers quietly en-
tered their house. Immediately, the women found themselves caught in a struggle to 
escape rape and stay alive: 

Suddenly, I woke up terrified to see two drunk Soviet soldiers armed with automatic 
weapons in front of us. Pointing their flashlights towards us, they chose five younger 
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women and pushed the rest into the next room. Immediately, I realized what a de-
spicable danger threatened us. . . . One of the soldiers jumped on Iulia and began to 
open her trousers. Panicked by horror and fear, the girl screamed to me for help. But 
how [could I have helped her]? I shouted to the nurse [one of the women survivors] 
. . . who spoke the soldiers’ language to tell them that we had . . . typhus. I thought 
that this would scare them and they would leave. Her pleas were in vain. Crying, Iulia 
was whimpering: “Today is my birthday, I escaped the Germans and now I am going 
to lose my virginity.” A blind rage engulfed me and I began to fight with the soldier: 
I grabbed his rifle and I threw it on the floor, between us; he tried to put me on the 
floor and rape me, but he failed. I started to scream, he took a shelf and hit me with 
it but I rose up and ran into the next room. He pulled out his pistol and shot at me 
but missed; I was destined to live! Probably the gun shot sobered them because they 
left just as they had come, quietly.21 

After this terrifying event, the women stayed awake the whole night afraid that the 
Soviet soldiers might return. They did not, but Chanit reflected on the intense trauma 
caused by the vicious attack: “That night remained engraved into our souls and noth-
ing would be able to erase it. We paid dearly for our liberation day!”22 During the next 
day, a Polish doctor who hosted them in his house after liberation asked Chanit to give 
him some help at the hospital, which was overwhelmed with patients, including many 
women who had been raped by the Soviet soldiers. She agreed. In exchange, the doc-
tor offered them shelter in a hospital room. Thus, Chanit directly witnessed the conse-
quences of the mass rape perpetrated by the Red Army soldiers and recollected them: 
“Next day I went to the hospital because the Polish doctor had asked me to help. During 
that night, the liberators raped hundreds of women and girls, both Polish and deport-
ees. Only our group escaped that abominable deed. I performed vaginal washes to the 
raped women. . . . I helped at many surgeries.”23 While temporarily in a safer environ-
ment, Chanit remained terrified of encountering Soviet soldiers, but she and her friends 
did not experience similar attacks.24 

The areas around railway crossroads, as Norman M. Naimark showed in his work, 
represented a particular danger for women after liberation.25 This is confirmed by 
Chanit who witnessed another rape attempt by a Soviet soldier while waiting for the 
repatriation to Romania in a second Soviet transit/filtration camp. As the camp was lo-
cated near a rail junction where the Soviet authorities were tasked to change rail tracks 
and unload supply wagons, Chanit and her fellow survivors were taken out for the back-
breaking work of unloading the trains. During one of the night shifts, Chanit witnessed 
how a Soviet soldier grabbed one of the Jewish women survivors and tried to rape her 
but failed to do so when, alarmed by the shouts of that woman’s coworkers, an officer 
came and “resolved” the problem by slapping, kicking, and chasing away the soldier. 
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In their interviews recorded by the USC Shoah Foundation, Jewish women survivors 
from Northern Transylvania, Aurelia Isaac and Matilda Spitzer, also recalled the rapes 
and the fear of rape they and their friends had experienced on their way back home, in-
cluding in Soviet transit/filtration camps typically located near railways.26 

Some of the women survivors of Nazi camps engaged in what some contemporane-
ous eyewitnesses depicted as “consensual or transactional” sexual relations with their 
(Western Allies) liberators from whom they received various material benefits. Magda 
Herzberger, a native of Cluj, was liberated by the British army at Bergen Belsen and 
stayed for six months in a British rehabilitation camp. At that time a teenager, she re-
membered that some of her (slightly older) barrack female friends and roommates en-
gaged in sexual relations with the British soldiers motivated by barter and sexual de-
sires and received chocolates, cigarettes, food items, and some clothing.27 She thought 
that the other main reason for her friends’ engagement in those relations with the Brit-
ish soldiers was “to prove their femininity and to reinforce the feeling that they were 
attractive and desirable.”28 Even though she understood the choices of other survivors, 
Herzberger’s restraint got her into trouble. She remembered how her friends encour-
aged her to date British soldiers and how they resented her for refusing to adopt the 
same behavior as a result of her strict moral-religious principles. They constantly teased 
her with the nickname “Old Maid,” persecuted her, and even destroyed her most cher-
ished possession, a manuscript of a theater play she wrote for a group she had joined 
while in the rehabilitation camp. As a result of this persecution, she felt very lonely.29 

Herzberger’s recollections are supported by the early postwar account of another 
Jewish woman survivor, Dr. Gisella Perl, who was also liberated by the British army at 
Bergen Belsen where she continued her work in the camp hospital for the rehabilita-
tion of the former inmates. In her memoir entitled I Was a Doctor in Auschwitz pub-
lished shortly after the war’s end, in 1948, Perl also remembered the widespread sexual 
relations between the recently liberated women survivors and the British soldiers and 
other former inmates. According to Perl, these relations were apparently consensual or 
transactional—although characterized by an unequal power dynamic—or determined 
by the survivors’ need to prove they were still attractive and desirable, their craving for 
intimacy, or their need to obtain extra food, cigarettes, clothing, and other useful ob-
jects from the British soldiers or from entrepreneurial male survivors.30 

While the British soldiers and other officials engaged in a more transactional be-
havior toward the liberated Jewish women, as we have already seen earlier in this chap-
ter, the Soviet soldiers and officials adopted a harsher approach toward the liberated 
Jews. After the liberation from the Djurin ghetto in Transnistria, the Dankner family 
managed to return to their natal Czernowitz in spring 1944. Several months after their 
return home, Trude (Gertrude), at that time a thirteen-year-old girl, recorded in her 
diary her family’s and her own fears of the Soviet authorities’ recruitment of Jewish 
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survivors for military service in the Red Army and forced labor in Donbas. She believed 
that young women and girls were sent as “prostitutes” into the USSR interior. Trude re-
corded in her diary how outraged she was by the cruelty of those measures—perceived 
as examples of injustice and antisemitism—and the ruthlessness of the Soviet male “re-
cruiters.” While she and her family ultimately escaped such a fate, these diary entries re-
flect Trude’s fears of forced sex work recruitment by the Soviet authorities during the 
months following their liberation: 

Thursday, March 8th 1945: Seven and a half months have passed and I didn’t write any-
thing. . . . Most of the men were taken to the (Red) army. . . . They took women of 16 
to 50 years old to work in Sverdlovsk and Dumbass (area of Donesk, Ukraine). . . . 
Who asked about justice? They were sent to certain death to work in coal mines and 
live in misery. They took girls of 14 years old. It was a horrifying scene. They were in-
different if some had been in Transnistria and suffered so much. Those militia men 
showed their hatred and their dark anti-Semitic side. . . . They didn’t break into houses 
where the doors were locked and a lock was put outside. . . . However, those who were 
inside were fearfully trembling. . . . One of those transports contained young women 
that were sent as prostitutes to Russia. They received yellow passports for identity 
and work. It is unbelievable but it is the absolute truth. The girls knew from the be-
ginning what was going on. . . . One who resisted was tethered and transported by 
a car. They were forced to sign that they voluntarily went to work. I thank God has 
laid his right hand over our house.31 

According to Trude’s diary, the deported women were aware of the sexual violence 
that awaited them in the USSR’s interior and some of them resisted the deportation for 
sex work. Trude’s diary entries reflect her fear of the Soviet authorities’ real or imagined 
sexual violence targeting Jewish women and girl survivors in contrast to the absence of 
the topic from her brother’s recollections, which shows a gendered nature of the topic 
and of the remembrance process. 

While many Jewish women and their families and communities feared sexual as-
sault, it seems that a few Jewish girls and women found the liberating Red Army sol-
diers attractive and dated them or fantasized about dating them if they were too young 
to have a romance. This was the case of Lilly Marcou, a young Jewish girl from the city 
of Iaşi (eight years old at the time of liberation in August 1944). According to her 1998 
memoir, Marcou had romantic and sexual fantasies about the Red Army soldiers, which 
were rooted in her gratitude for being liberated from the Antonescu regime and from 
the death threat posed by the retreating Nazi troops. She was attracted to the Soviet 
soldiers in spite of the rumors about their involvement in robberies and sexual violence 
against the local population and envied her older cousins for being able to date them. 
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The memoir suggests that the attraction was based on Marcou’s admiration of them as 
a symbol of liberation and bravery against the Nazis just as it marked her idealization 
of the Soviet men’s masculinity as benevolent and protective. This is how Marcou, who 
later became a well-respected Sovietologist in France, remembered those days: 

My encounter with the Red Army is part of those life defining moments. After so 
much fear and expectations (. . . we knew that the Germans killed while they re-
treated), I woke up emotional. My father descended to the basement, in which we 
had hidden for six months, crying . . . “We can go out: the Russians are here!” How 
could one forget this sentence? How could I forget the happiness of that morning 
when climbing out from our basement, I found myself in front of the Red Army? It 
was personified by the smiling and kind face of a huge captain who warmly took me 
in his arms: what a feeling of safety. . . . Starting from that day on, I lived for many 
months adoring the Red Army. Fascinated by the Soviet officers and soldiers, I looked 
at them mesmerized. I even learnt a few Russian words. Nothing could separate me 
from them. They were warm, happy, and generous. . . . True, there were rumors about 
them, about the rapes and thefts of watches they perpetrated. So what? This was not 
enough to diminish my enthusiasm for them. They won the war, they chased away 
the Germans. . . . I had had enough. I was determined to tolerate everything from 
them, to accept any behavior from them. The spell was so powerful that I started to 
hate the people who circulated those horrible stories about them. On the contrary, 
my problem was that being too young at that time, they were not interested in me. As 
an eight-year-old girl, I could not live a love story with one of those beautiful officers 
who saved my life. Deep down I wanted so much to live such a story. My first erotic 
fantasies were built around those Russians, all of whom looked beautiful to me, as a 
result of my enthusiasm. But there was no hope for me, they did not pay any atten-
tion to me. Of course, they took me in their arms, put me on their knees in a pater-
nal and warm way; probably, they were also impressed by the girl in their arms who 
looked at them in extasy. But nothing more. I suffered because I was just a girl and I 
secretly envied my cousins—seven and eight years older than me—who flirted with 
these knights from far away.32 

Marcou’s memoir shows her adoration of the Red Army officers, her romantic and 
sexual fantasies about them, and the fact that some older Jewish teenage relatives (fif-
teen- and sixteen-year-olds) were flirting with and perhaps even dating Soviet officers in 
late 1944. As Andrea Pető shows in her chapter, in Hungary too, young Jewish women 
sometimes fell in love with the Soviet soldiers as liberation contributed to the breaking 
down of emotional barriers.33 Marcou’s memoir also reveals her frustration that the Red 
Army men did not pay her attention in a romantic/sexual way but only in a paternal 
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manner. As we know today, she was lucky, as some of the Soviet soldiers did pay such 
attention to young girls, which resulted in rapes, physical injuries, traumas, and death. 
The memoir also shows a political dimension: Some of those who suffered a lot during 
the Nazi/fascist terror were ready to welcome the liberators as well as their ideology 
(communism) and culture (Russian language).34 

S T R AT EGI E S TO AVOI D R A PE 

Faced with the violence perpetrated by some of the Soviet soldiers, individual Jews and 
their families adopted several strategies to avoid the rape of women and girls after liber-
ation. Returning home to the city of Czernowitz after being liberated from a ghetto in 
Transnistria, Klara Ostfeld (née Pesate)—at that time a twelve-year-old girl—remem-
bered in her 1992 memoir how she and her female relatives feared the Soviet soldiers’ 
sexual violence in Czernowitz. Ostfeld recounted how her grandmother advised her 
other granddaughter—a fourteen-year-old girl named Zitta—to lie about her age and 
say she was two years younger and register for the fifth grade because she considered 
that “during the troubled wartime a girl is less exposed to danger if she is believed to 
be younger.”35 This shows that the grandmother, who had extensive life experience, be-
lieved that the Red Army soldiers and the Soviet authorities would not target younger 
children for sexual violence or forced labor. As a result, Zitta registered in the same fifth 
grade as her cousin Klara. A few months later, Klara remembered how scared she and 
Zitta were about walking home alone after attending a theater play because her male 
cousin who was supposed to escort them home failed to show up at the theater: “One 
time Zitta and I went to the theater and we had to meet there with a cousin who was 
supposed to accompany us home after the play because the city was full of Russian sol-
diers. During the night, if drunk, these soldiers could be a real danger for two young 
girls. Our cousin did not show up. Worried, we searched the hall for a familiar face of 
one of our [school] colleagues who could accompany us home.”36 In the end, the two 
girls walked home alone and nothing bad happened to them, but the fact that many 
decades later Ostfeld still remembered this episode illustrates the fear of many Jewish 
girls of potential sexual violence by the Soviet soldiers and the ways they tried to pro-
tect themselves with support from family and colleagues. 

 A Jewish preteenager during World War I, Herman Victorov, who lived with his 
family including three sisters in the city of Bacău, remembered the arrival of the Red 
Army in summer 1944. As they believed that the Soviet soldiers, “especially the Tatars 
and Cossacks” would be extremely cruel—this was a widespread expectation in Bacău’s 
Jewish community—the families who had young women and girls were terrified and 
prepared hiding places for them. He recalled that during one late evening immediately 
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after the arrival of the Red Army in Bacău, a policeman accompanied by a Jewish in-
former (a man named Katz) knocked at their door. The policeman transmitted the re-
quest of several Soviet officers to send their teenage girls—about whose existence they 
found out from the Jewish informer—to the officers’ house to perform housekeeping 
chores.37 Outraged and scared by this request, Herman’s parents denied they had any 
girls in the house, and the mother offered herself to go and clean the Red Army officers’ 
residence. Herman’s mother dressed herself in unappealing old clothes and covered her 
hair with a kerchief like a grandmother, which made her look much older than her age, 
and went with the policeman to the Soviet officers’ house, while her husband followed 
them from a distance.38 Everything happened so quickly that Herman and his siblings 
realized the seriousness of the situation only after their parents left with the policeman. 
The parents returned safely home an hour later and told them that the Soviet officers 
were drunk and were having a party. Both disappointed and amused when they saw 
the old and shabby-looking mother entering their house instead of the expected young 
women, they kicked her out of their house, shouting, “Babushka, babushka” [old hag] 
and “get out.” Herman’s father was enraged by the event and promised to give a major 
beating to Katz, “the musar” [the informer]. He also quickly arranged a special hiding 
place for his girls in the attic of their house. 

The family did not experience any other problems with the Soviet soldiers, but 
Herman recollected in his memoir that many girls and young women were abused 
by the Soviet soldiers and that the victims’ families used the strategy of requesting 
the help of Soviet officers when facing such violence.39 He recorded in detail one of 
these cases when one of their friends’ family experienced sexual assault. According 
to the information Herman received from one of the victim’s best friends (a man 
named Ancel), one evening two Soviet soldiers invaded the house of the Davidson 
family—a wealthy and childless family who recently adopted a Jewish orphan from 
Transnistria named Ariel. They beat up the husband, Sergiu, and tried to rape the 
wife, Hilda. Injured by the soldiers, Sergiu managed to flee to the street in search for 
help. He waved a passing Soviet army car, whose officer understood the desperate 
gestures and went into the house, restrained, and beat up the two soldiers. The Da-
vidsons’ friend, Ancel, expressed his outrage to Herman after he told him the story: 
“Can you believe what these beasts are capable of ? Ariel, the boy, was also in the house 
. . . [and] started to scream as loud as he could. It is good that nothing happened. 
He had just started to recover from the horrors of [the deportation to] Transnistria. 
Hilda is everything to him.”40 This case shows how the sexual violence traumatized 
not only the direct target but also multiple family members. The friends and neigh-
bors of the Davidsons were convinced that Hilda was probably raped before the So-
viet officer came to help her, basing their assumption on the fact that after the inci-
dent, she completely changed her behavior and avoided meeting even with her close 
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friends and relatives. Soon after the war’s end, the Davidsons immigrated to Pales-
tine and Herman lost touch with them. Herman also noted that after the numerous 
rapes trigged the complaints of local inhabitants, the Red Army adopted harsh pun-
ishments against the rapists—shooting them on the spot—and the number of these 
crimes declined significantly.41 

Similarly, the attack by a drunk Soviet soldier who raped one woman from Tereza 
Mozes’s group of female survivors immediately after the liberation—discussed earlier 
in this chapter—shows that the local population in liberated Neumark/Nowe Miasto 
was aware and fearful of the Soviet soldiers’ sexual violence and adopted some preven-
tive strategies to avoid rape (by hiding). Meanwhile, they did not warn the former camp 
inmates who were transiting the region of the dangers of the journeys to return home. 
The latter became aware of this threat only after they directly encountered the first 
cases of rape perpetrated by Soviet soldiers. Mozes recalled the gesture of three gentile 
women to allow them to stay in their house while they left in a hurry (to hide) before it 
got dark: “We forgot to ask them why they were leaving their own home, and they had 
given no explanation. . . . Lacking life experience and naïve as we were, we did not un-
derstand the reason until the following day.”42 

After that traumatic episode, all twenty-one Jewish survivors lived in fear of an-
other attack by the Soviet soldiers and became very suspicious even toward those sol-
diers who were friendly and helped them with food or who were acquaintances. Espe-
cially after dark, the women avoided soldiers in particular, and men in general, even 
when they recognized the voices of familiar or friendly individuals: “We did not ven-
ture out after dark. . . . It was wartime, and lawlessness reigned. One never knew what to 
expect, what dangers were waiting. When evening came, we all gathered in the house. 
We locked the door with the key and a padlock and did not open it until morning, not 
even on the insistence of acquaintances.”43 

On their long and complicated journey home, the Jewish survivors continued to 
be suspicious and cautious toward soldiers, even toward Jewish soldiers from the Red 
Army.44 Mozes remembered how the women refused the offer of a friendly Soviet of-
ficer who confessed his Jewish origin and kept it secret from his comrades. He offered 
to take them in his truck to an abandoned German farm in Poland where they could 
stay and rest until the spring: “However, we were still afraid of the unknown. After 
our bad experiences, we were very suspicious.”45 As Mozes recollected in her memoir, 
the high-ranking Soviet officers were aware of the danger of sexual violence faced by 
Jewish female survivors who wandered through the recently liberated Poland and ad-
vised them not to remain overnight in a town inhabited only by soldiers, in which they 
stopped accidentally, hoping to rest for the night. Mozes remembered that the women 
listened to the officers’ advice and quickly left the town: “Going out and taking a closer 
look around, we realized that there were only men in military uniforms in the street. 
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We trembled, imagining what might have happened to us if we had stayed. We turned 
on our heels and set out straight away for the nearest village.”46 

As her memoir makes clear, fear of potential sexual violence also accompanied 
Myriam Chanit and her female friend survivors on their return home journey from the 
liberation point in Nowe-Miesto to Romania. Only when they befriended—in a So-
viet transit camp—some former French POWs, who treated them nicely, did the women 
again feel a certain sense of protection and safety: “After a few days, the Russians allowed 
us to leave. We left together with the French group. This time we felt safer, we were not 
so abandoned [as before].”47 Chanit also remembered consensual relationships between 
many of the female survivors—who were allowed to exit the camp in their free time and 
wander through the local city—and local men and former French prisoners, who dis-
played chivalrous and helpful behavior toward the women.48 We learn about similar 
strategies to avoid rape from the memoir of Dora Apsan-Sorell, born in Sighet, North 
Transylvania. She remembered that after the liberation from a Nazi camp—Weisswas-
ser, a (slave) labor camp in Czechoslovakia—her group of women survivors originating 
from the same region joined another group of former inmates, male French POWs, and 
shared housing with them “for protection and companionship.”49 

Apsan-Sorell’s memoir also points to institutional efforts to protect women from 
the danger of sexual violence. She recalls how the local Czechoslovakian authorities 
were “protective with the hundreds of liberated women” and ordered them to stay put 
and not try to return immediately to their countries of origin because of the insufficient 
means of transportation and other logistical problems, and because “the roads were full 
of soldiers.”50 This shows that the local officials were aware of the danger of sexual vio-
lence faced by the women survivors during the early post-liberation months and tried 
to protect them. Ultimately, Apsan-Sorell remembered only some positive encounters 
with Soviet soldiers in Czechoslovakia and Hungary, whom she described as friendly 
and helpful when they saw their Auschwitz tattoos.51 

H E L PE R S ,  BYS TA N DE R S ,  A N D  
ACCOM PL ICE S? M A L E SU RV I VOR S ’  

PE R SPEC T I V E S ON T H E SE X UA L V IOL E NCE 
U N L E A SH E D BY T H E R E D A R M Y SOL DI E R S 

Most of the male survivors of the camps and ghettos in Transnistria, proper Romania, 
or German-controlled areas did not usually record any details about the Soviet soldiers’ 
sexual violence targeting the Jews in their diaries and other ego-documents. This era-
sure of sexual violence in male survivors’ ego-documents has roots in several factors: 
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the fact that rape did not target them directly; in prevailing gender stereotypes; and 
in the widespread acceptance of soldiers’ sexual violence against women in wartime. 
Such a void was also shaped by their gratitude for liberation from Nazism/fascism, as 
well as the authors’ leftist political commitment and their fear or unwillingness to crit-
icize the actions of the USSR and its agents. Their ego-documents show that they were 
rather worried about the Soviets’ forcible recruitment of survivors to fight in the Red 
Army or to participate in the reconstruction of the Donbas.52 

This was the case of Lipman Kunstadt, an intellectual from Rădăuţi (Southern 
Bukovina) who survived the deportation to the Djurin ghetto in Transnistria and 
kept a diary about that experience, including the months following the liberation of 
the ghetto by the Red Army in March 1944. Kunstadt depicted the Red Army sol-
diers as kindhearted people who were benevolent toward the prisoners they had lib-
erated—except those who belonged to the wartime Jewish Councils and the ghetto 
police—helping them with food or transportation. Kunstadt’s only criticism of So-
viet soldiers and authorities refers to the forced mobilization of Jewish survivors, in-
cluding women and girls, for military service on the front line and forced labor in 
Donbas.53 Another Jewish male diarist who remained silent about the Red Army 
soldiers’ sexual violence against women was the Bucharest physician and writer Saşa 
Pană. Working for the communist underground in World War II Bucharest, Pană re-
corded only positive impressions about the Red Army soldiers, who arrived in liber-
ated Bucharest at the end of August 1944. Perhaps Pană did not mention sexual vi-
olence because he did not witness it nor hear about it, or more likely because of his 
political affiliation and the context of the publication of his diary—in 1970s Roma-
nia, when censorship was tight.54 

The memoirs of survivors Leo Schadach (Murafa ghetto), Yosef Govrin (Moghi-
lev ghetto), Joil Alpern (Tulchin and Stepanki ghettos), and Rubin Udler (Grazh-
danovka ghetto and Vovhovo village) also remain silent about sexual violence perpe-
trated by the Red Army soldiers against Jewish survivors. They, however, remembered 
(and often criticized) the Soviet mobilization of the liberated Jews for military service 
or forced labor.55 Similarly, the autobiography of the teenager Armand (Nini) Dank-
ner from Czernowitz reveals the absence of references to sexual violence during lib-
eration. Nini survived the Djurin ghetto in Transnistria together with his extended 
family and returned to his birth city.56 His autobiography includes excerpts from the 
diaries of his mother (Rosika) and sister (Gertrude/Trude). As we have seen earlier in 
the chapter, even though they lived in the same places during the deportation and the 
post-liberation months, unlike his sister Trude, Nini did not mention sexual violence 
by the Red Army soldiers and other officials in his autobiography. This shows a gen-
der dimension in how the Jewish survivors experienced and remembered the libera-
tion and its aftermath. 
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Surprisingly, some Jewish men appeared to condone the Soviet soldiers’ robbery 
and rape campaign unleashed in Romania, perhaps without thinking that these crimes 
might have targeted some members of their family or the Jewish community. This was 
the case of Bucharest writer Mihail Sebastian, who supported the remerged commu-
nist party after the collapse of Antonescu but grew disenchanted with it during the next 
months. Sebastian recorded in his diary (on September 1, 1944) his belief that the Red 
Army soldiers were entitled to rape and rob in Romania’s cities such as Bucharest. These 
cities appeared to them wealthy and unharmed by war. Sebastian condoned rape and 
looting by liberators as a form of revenge for the destruction perpetrated by the Roma-
nian soldiers in the USSR between 1941 and 1944: 

Bewilderment, fear, doubt. Russian soldiers who rape women (Dina Cocea told me 
yesterday). Soldiers who stop cars in the street, order the driver and passengers out, 
then get behind the wheel and disappear. Looted shops. . . . I can’t treat all these in-
cidents and accidents as too tragic. They strike me as normal—even just. It is not 
right that Romania should get off too lightly. In the end, this opulent, carefree, friv-
olous Bucharest is a provocation for an army coming from a country laid waste. . . . 
In the end, the Russians are within their rights. The locals are disgusting—Jews and 
Romanians alike.57 

Such an opinion seemed to have circulated within wartime Bucharest. On Septem-
ber 10, 1944, a few days after the Red Army entered Bucharest, Emil Dorian, a Bucha-
rest leftist Jewish intellectual and physician, recorded in his diary the opinion of a fas-
cist officer condoning sexual violence and robberies unleashed by the Soviet soldiers 
against the local population as “normal”: “An Iron Guard colonel was saying: ‘What 
foolishness! What the Russians are doing is normal. It doesn’t begin to compare with 
what our soldiers did when they went on field maneuvers: no girl was left unloved, 
and we left not a pig, not even a chicken in any village.”58 Dorian did not comment on 
the officer’s sexist, dismissive, and cruel remarks about the rapes and robberies perpe-
trated by the Romanian soldiers in the country’s villages, and there is no way of know-
ing whether the officer bragged, embellished his soldiers’ deeds, or told the truth. At 
the same time, Dorian’s diary entry shows that the local population discussed the So-
viet soldiers’ sexual violence and theft and that some men not only justified them, but 
they bragged that they perpetrated similar crimes against civilians, especially women. 

As various historians of World War II Romania have shown in their studies, more 
information has come to light during the last decades about the massive plunder and 
sexual violence perpetrated by the Romanian troops on Soviet territory between 1941 
and 1944, especially against Jewish women and girls.59 Time passing and changing cul-
tural norms concerning the public perception of the women targeted by wartime and 
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liberation rape and empathy toward them and their sufferings seemed to have also im-
pacted the way in which some Jewish male survivors remembered the interactions of 
Jewish women and girls with the Red Army around the time of liberation. It was only 
several decades after World War II that Jewish men from the core provinces of Romania 
(Wallachia, Moldova, and Southern Transylvania) recalled in their memoirs the Red 
Army soldiers’ sexual violence unleashed against local women and the fear of rape they 
and their relatives, friends, and neighbors experienced during the first months after the 
liberation from the Antonescu regime and his Nazi partners. One such eyewitness was 
Herman Victorov from Bacău. While happy to be liberated from the antisemitic An-
tonescu regime in August 1944, he vividly remembered the fears experienced by local 
Jewish families before and after the arrival of the Soviet troops. Fascinated by the Red 
Army and its powerful technical capabilities, the young Herman had no such fears. He 
roamed the streets of Bacău, befriended several Soviet soldiers, hung out with them, de-
livered them local produce, and received meals from their field kitchens. At that time 
Herman was torn between his admiration for the Red Army and the news about the 
behavior of some of its soldiers, especially when they became intoxicated with alcohol: 
“The people were terrified by their brutality especially when they got drunk and chased 
women. People talked about women and girls who had been brutally raped, about peo-
ple attacked on the streets and robbed of their watches and jewelry.”60 

Similarly, Carol Roman, who at that time was a preteen Jewish boy who admired 
the USSR and lived with his family in the city of Galaţi, remembered in his memoirs 
the August 1944 liberation and the events that followed, including the local Jews’ 
fear of the Soviet soldiers’ sexual violence targeting women. After their liberation 
from the pro-Nazi Antonescu regime, the Romans heard the rumors that the Red 
Army soldiers had perpetrated in their city “a wave of deeds hard to imagine.” While 
they thought the rumours to be false, the Romans decided to be cautious and Car-
ol’s mother hid in the back of their courtyard “out of fear.”61 Soon afterward, Carol’s 
father was hospitalized and he and his mother remained home alone and received 
an unexpected visit at 2 a.m. from two very drunk Soviet soldiers. The soldiers forc-
ibly entered the house and searched the premises. Carol greeted the soldiers alone 
as his mother hid in the outhouse in their courtyard. Carol regarded the Soviet sol-
diers with sympathy until they started to trash his house—as it seemed to them to 
belong to a bourgeois family—and requested women: “Gde hazaica?” [Where are 
the women?] they shouted. As they could not find any women, the soldiers contin-
ued to drink in the house until they fell asleep. Scared by the visit, Carol’s mother 
stayed hidden in the courtyard until her husband returned from the hospital after two 
weeks of absence. This shocking visit started to change Carol’s idealized and naive 
opinions about the USSR and its soldiers. From that moment on, he started to won-
der whether life in the USSR was as great as he had imagined based on communist 
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propaganda and whether he should stay in Romania in a communist-style society or 
emigrate and find a better and true homeland.62 

Jewish journalist, writer, and illustrator Godell also remembered an incident in-
volving Soviet soldiers and his wife that took place immediately after the arrival of the 
Red Army in fall 1944 that, fortunately, did not result in rape because of his quick re-
action. Two days after the liberation of his city, Iaşi, by the Soviet troops, Godell and 
his wife, Tina, left the bomb shelter where they had hidden during the intense battles 
and went to see what had happened to the theater where they both worked. Shocked 
by the destruction they encountered throughout the city, the pair was running to-
ward their home when they were stopped by two Soviet soldiers who asked for their 
ID cards. After glancing at their identification documents, the soldiers appeared more 
interested in the woman, grabbed her hand, and tried to take her away. Godell barely 
managed to convince them to leave her alone, as he remembered in his memoir: “‘Doku-
ment,’ shouted one of them and looked carefully at my journalist ID. To our surprise, he 
said . . . ‘Haraso [Good]! You can go, but wait, who is this barisnea [young lady]?’ ‘She 
is my wife!’ ‘Don’t get upset, but from now on, this crasavita [beauty] will be mine.’ I 
thought he was joking, but I had to have a difficult conversation until I convinced him 
that she was ill. Eventually, the Russian, who had grabbed my wife’s arm, let her go.”63 

This resembles the Soviet soldiers’ search for “trophy wives” in post-Nazi Germany and 
other central European countries as shown by Nina Paulovicova in her chapter.64 As 
the tone of his memoir was constructed so as to present all the occurrences of his life 
as a funny note, Godell did not give more details about the incident or its psychologi-
cal impact on his wife and himself. But one can only imagine the anguish they experi-
enced during this brief encounter. 

Another Jewish male eyewitness remembered in his memoir the numerous rapes per-
petrated by the Red Army soldiers in Iaşi. Earl (Isaac) Weinstock was a fourteen-year-old 
boy who returned to his home city of Iaşi from the deportation in Transnistria in Au-
gust 1944. As he entered the war-torn city, Weinstock noticed the looting done by the 
Soviet soldiers, the returning refugees, and the remaining local population, mostly 
Jewish—as many gentile inhabitants had fled as the front line around the city held 
for months—and the rapes perpetrated by the Red Army soldiers: “Sometimes, from 
houses, I heard women scream. I kept walking.”65 The memoir suggests a sort of indif-
ference toward the fate of local women and that raping became a common occurrence 
in the general landscape of post-battle destruction and chaos. Weinstock befriended 
a young Red Army officer (“Misha”) and spent time in the company of Soviet sol-
diers and, thus, had an insider’s perspective on their behavior and justifications. He 
noted that the looting and raping continued for several weeks after liberation. His So-
viet friend claimed that the soldiers received from their superiors a “three day-pass” to 
engage in any type of behavior in the liberated city, which resulted in a “continuous 
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program of murder, rape, and looting.”66 Weinstock claimed that the Soviet soldiers 
did not target the Jews, that some Jews collaborated with the Red Army soldiers in the 
violence against the local population, and described their modus operandi: “The Jews, 
however, were not molested by the soldiers; indeed, many of the Jews joined with the 
Russians in the violence. . . . The Russian soldiers would walk the streets two or three 
together. They would peer into the windows of the houses, and if they saw a woman 
there, they would enter, and the screams would follow. The soldiers would continue to 
do this even after the first three days. They would always say that the house had been 
designated to them as a place of prostitution,” and that it had the same function for the 
Germans and the women were fascist collaborators.67 It is highly unlikely that only gen-
tile women were raped by the Soviet soldiers in a city where most of the remaining in-
habitants were Jewish and not clearly distinguishable from their fewer gentile neigh-
bors to a foreign soldier. 

Weinstock appeared to have been a bystander to the (sexual) violence targeting 
local women—gentile or Jewish. In his memoir, he did not mention anything about 
complaining to the Soviet higher-up authorities or requesting their help to stop the 
crimes he witnessed or help the victims, nor did he discuss the reasons behind his pas-
sive attitude toward the women attacked by the Soviet soldiers. Perhaps he did not in-
tervene because he could not, was afraid, or did not want to intervene or ask for the 
intervention of Soviet officers, or he agreed with the violence. As a survivor of the hor-
rific 1941 Iaşi pogrom, subsequent deportation, and imprisonment in Transnistria, 
he had already seen many cases of violence against civilians, including women, per-
petrated by Antonescu’s authorities and local gentiles, and perhaps he became accus-
tomed, desensitized, or indifferent to the violence targeting civilians in wartime. His 
recollection that some Jews joined in the violence perpetrated by the Soviet soldiers, 
his close friendship with Misha, whom he looked up to as a “hero,” and the fact that 
local informers flagged the houses inhabited by women to the Soviet soldiers, raise the 
question whether Weinstock himself joined in the widespread looting and rape. Even 
though, according to his memoir, he refused to engage in violence against the former 
gentile antisemitic officials of the Antonescu regime or the looting of properties as 
other Jewish survivors did, perhaps we will never know the answer to this question. He 
mentioned several times that he wanted to join the looters of local property—that ap-
peared abandoned—but that, in the end, he abstained from doing so. Weinstock did 
not mention anything about wanting to participate in the violence against women but 
wrote that he witnessed how Misha tried to take away an old woman who was passing 
by a group of Soviet soldiers who partied on the streets of Iaşi, but eventually let her 
go.68 Again, Weinstock appeared to have acted as a bystander to the Soviet soldiers’ 
sexual harassment of local women. 
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CONCLUSION 

My examination of a limited number of Romanian Jewish survivors’ ego-documents 
shows that the Jewish women had a variety of experiences during their encounters with 
the Soviet soldiers. While the Red Army liberated the Jews and helped many survivors 
with food, clothes, medical aid, and transportation, the Soviet soldiers sometimes en-
gaged in forcible rape of women, including Jewish women, in Romania and in the ter-
ritories under Nazi Germany’s sphere of influence. They also had transactional (in ex-
change for various items and services, or protection), consensual (though in the context 
of an imbalance of power), or romance relations with the Jewish (and gentile) women 
they encountered during or after liberation. The evidence suggests that the Soviet sol-
diers’ practice of raping women in the territories that were perceived as German/Axis 
was part of a broader action of Soviet revenge against the German Nazi/fascist invad-
ers and their collaborators for the extensive destruction they caused in the USSR and 
the deprivations they endured during the previous years of war.69 Economic differences 
seemed to play some role in motivating the Soviet soldiers’ revenge in the “wealthier” 
enemy regions by looting, destroying, and raping the apparent bourgeois and more 
“prosperous” inhabitants. It also seems that once in Axis countries’ territories, the Red 
Army rank and file had difficulties in distinguishing between German or gentile women 
and former camp prisoners and local Jews or did not care about such distinctions, es-
pecially when they were intoxicated with alcohol and at night. These two factors were 
often present when Soviet soldiers engaged in indiscriminate rape. This happened in 
other parts of liberated Europe, as Andrea Pető and Nina Paulovicova show in their 
chapters. Additionally, it is likely that the Soviet soldiers raped the women they en-
countered in the Axis territories as a form of asserting their domination over the ene-
my’s land and bodies and, thus, emphasizing their total victory, and as an expression of 
Soviet military masculinity. 

The ego documents show that the Red Army rank and file were more prone to rape 
women survivors than the Soviet officers. The latter usually failed to prevent sexual vio-
lence against women, even though some Soviet officers warned camp survivors to avoid 
large concentrations of soldiers during their journeys back home. Usually, the Soviet 
officers responded quickly to the calls for help of victimized women, their co-workers, 
or their families and friends, and stopped the aggression and punished the perpetra-
tors. Such punishments seemed to have been very mild—beating and chasing them 
away—which suggests that the officers did not see rape of local women as a very seri-
ous crime in the broader context of the anti-Nazi war effort, although there are a few 
testimonies about harsh punishments (rapid execution) inflicted on individual perpe-
trators. Sometimes, the testimonies show that some Soviet officers had been involved 
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in attempts to rape or coerce local women, including Jewish survivors, into sexual rela-
tions, which might explain the apparent leniency toward rank-and-file rapists. 

The bystanders to the Red Army’s sexual violence against the liberated Jewish and 
gentile women were usually men, but also women. Nevertheless, the latter seemed more 
inclined to intervene either directly or indirectly by flagging the incidents to the So-
viet officers. Some cases discussed in this chapter, such as the one of the Davidson fam-
ily, show that the neighbors did not usually seem to react when the Soviet soldiers in-
vaded Jewish houses, attacked the inhabitants, and tried to rape the women, nor did 
they call for help from the Soviet authorities. Following the incident, the neighbors 
kept the victim (Hilda) under close scrutiny and gossiped about the attack and its re-
sult on their female neighbor. 

Only one source shows that a few Jewish young women living in Romania had or 
would have preferred to have had romantic or sexual relations with the Soviet officers, 
out of their admiration for their role as liberators from Nazism/fascism and benevo-
lent Soviet masculinity, or also perhaps out of their naiveté about the implications of 
such relationships, or for practical reasons deriving from having a Soviet protector. 
Overall, it seems that more Jewish women survivors had consensual or transactional 
relations with a Western (British) liberator or another former male prisoner immedi-
ately after liberation. 

Women’s ego-documents show that, initially, many Jewish survivors did not expect 
to be victims of the sexual violence perpetrated by their liberators and were shocked by 
their behavior and started to have doubts about their future under a Soviet-style com-
munist regime. They quickly learned and adapted to the new reality by adopting sev-
eral survival strategies to avoid sexual violence, such as traveling in large groups, stay-
ing indoors after dark, seeking protection from former male prisoners who traveled on 
the same routes or shared the same transit camps, preparing hiding places, disguising 
themselves to look older and unappealing, lying about their age, claiming to suffer from 
contagious diseases, and asking for help from Soviet officers. These ingenious strate-
gies show the agency of Jewish individual survivors and of their families who actively 
adopted specific measures to avoid sexual violence. 

The primary sources also show that Jewish women were reluctant during the first 
postwar years to publicly disclose the sexual violence they suffered or witnessed be-
cause of the stigma and shame associated with rape in local conservative societies and 
as a coping mechanism. This reluctance was also caused, as Andrea Pető argues in her 
chapter, by the fact that the Jews had eagerly waited for the arrival of the Red Army, 
and after liberation the survivors had very few legal avenues to report the Soviet rap-
ists. As a result, for example, the “military rape” by the Red Army soldiers was not pub-
licly represented in Hungary until the 1980s. The same seemed to be valid for Roma-
nia. The former victims of sexual violence were more willing to talk about those terrible 
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experiences when more time (decades) had passed since the events. Testimonies show 
that women respected and valued the liberation (by participating in commemora-
tions), but the political context and their country’s sociocultural norms pushed the 
horrific gendered experience into the realm of “unspeakable” and silenced the survi-
vors for a long time as a result of the disciplining power of shame imposed on survi-
vors in the patriarchal regime, as Nina Paulovicova argues in her chapter. Female sur-
vivors did not usually explain the reasons behind this changed attitude (especially after 
1989) toward testifying about sexual violence. This could have happened because of 
the collapse of the communist regime that previously censored criticism of the Red 
Army, the USSR, and its agents or because survivors were getting closer to the end of 
their lives and felt that they had less to lose by making such confessions. As Nina Pau-
lovicova demonstrates in her chapter, the social-cultural norms had changed since the 
early postwar years to become more accepting of the victims of sexual violence during 
wartime who were willing to publicly recount their sufferings and trauma in the af-
termath of the 1990s wars and the genocides in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda 
as well as the ensuing transitional justice processes. Monika Vrzgulová also shows in 
her chapter that the time and place when/where the survivors’ testimonies were pro-
duced and the significance of the subject of rape in the survivors’ private lives and in 
the public discourse shaped the form and content of the testimonies regarding sexual 
violence experienced by their authors. 

Compared to the women’s testimonies, the consulted diaries and interviews pro-
duced by Jewish men rarely mentioned sexual violence against women perpetrated 
by Red Army soldiers. The only two men who mentioned this topic in their diaries 
recorded some form of justification for the Soviet soldiers’ robberies and rapes tar-
geting (generic) women. The insensitive male gaze and mentality of those who could 
not (or did not want to) grasp the experience of rape and its implications for its vic-
tims and the families and communities could be one reason. Political affiliation/ideo-
logical belief might have been another factor that inhibited communist or leftist Jew-
ish eyewitnesses of rape from recording and recollecting the Soviet soldiers’ sexual 
violence against women or might have persuaded them to try to justify those crimes. 
Additionally, the male survivors did not mention cases when they or other men had 
been the victims of sexual violence. Resembling the trend in women’s testimonies, 
the Jewish men also seemed inclined to discuss more often the Soviet soldiers’ rape 
against women in their memoirs written decades after World War II. Some memoirs 
show that Jewish women survivors could be the targets of the Soviet soldiers’ sexual 
violence in some cases, while male co-religionists could be bystanders or even accom-
plices in some other situations. The line between bystanding and complicity was very 
thin in the chaos, uncertainty, and deprivation surrounding the days following the 
arrival of the Red Army. 
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HOM EG OI NG A F T E R 
T H E HOLOCAUS T 

JEWISH WOMEN’S E XPERIENCES OF 
SOVIET FILTRATION AND VIOLENCE 

DAINA EGLITIS 

I N T RODUC T ION  

THE END OF THE NAZI THREAT AND WORLD WAR II WERE MUCH AWAITED 
after years of acute violence and the destruction of countless lives and commu-
nities. European Jews who had survived the genocidal destruction that swept 

the continent were not of one mind about what to do next, or where to go. Those who 
had lost track of family and friends during years of terror, imprisonment, and uncer-
tainty were eager to learn of the fate of loved ones. Some were resolved never to return 
to communities and countries that had betrayed and brutalized them, and turned west-
ward, or sought to make aliyah to Palestine. Others wished to return to their commu-
nities in Eastern and Central Europe or the Soviet Union to seek lost homes and miss-
ing family members. This chapter traces accounts of the latter group: specifically, Jewish 
women survivors, caught after liberation in Soviet-administered territories, who hoped 
to return home, desperate to find the people and places from which they had been sep-
arated by Nazis and their local collaborators. 

This chapter uses women’s testimonies and memoirs to develop an account of the 
often frightening and violent journeys survivors experienced and remembered, and to 
highlight the postwar risks encountered by liberated women survivors. It focuses in 
particular on the process of filtration (fil’tracija) that was used by Soviet authorities to 
investigate perceived threats and traitors and to ascertain the wartime activities and 
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postwar loyalties of citizens.1 Millions of Soviet citizens returning from prisoner of 
war camps, forced or voluntary labor under German authorities, and mobilization in 
German armed forces underwent detention and interrogation at filtration points and 
camps that dotted the postwar map of East and Central Europe and the USSR. Among 
them were also Jewish survivors whose experiences in Nazi-occupied zones were almost 
invariably brutal imprisonment in concentration camps, but whose survival in German 
captivity was an object of suspicion in the eyes of Soviet authorities. Significantly, tes-
timonies show that experiences of filtration were gendered: Women were at risk in fil-
tration camps of sexual violence from Soviet officials, soldiers, and guards who believed 
that their survival had been enabled by sexual collaboration with the enemy.2 

This chapter turns the lens away from better known subjects of research on the So-
viet process of filtration, in particular forced laborers who had toiled for Nazi industry 
and Soviet prisoners of war (POWs). These were groups of considerable size: It is esti-
mated that 4.3 million Soviet citizens, a significant proportion of whom were women,3 

were pressed into forced labor in manufacturing, agriculture, and mining to further the 
German war effort. By early 1946, about 3.4 million of them had returned.4 Estimates 
vary, but historians suggest that well over 5 million Soviet military personnel fell into 
German hands, and between 2 and 3.3 million died in captivity; many perished in the 
horrific conditions of hunger and hard labor they endured in Nazi POW camps.5 Sur-
viving Soviet POWs comprised about 1.8 million of those repatriated to the USSR. 
Altogether, returnees numbered roughly between 5.2 million and 5.4 million. 6 Fil-
tration was intended to screen these masses for “perceived deviant or dangerous ele-
ments,” and to bring back under Soviet disciplinary control all those who had been ex-
posed to Nazi or Western influence and agitation, or had cooperated or collaborated 
with enemies of the state.7 The process of Soviet filtration has been discussed in a num-
ber of English-language publications,8 as well as Russian-language works.9 I highlight 
a largely unexamined story of the late- and postwar period: the experiences of Jewish 
women survivors who underwent filtration, a process characterized by suspicion, para-
noia, and sexualized violence as they sought to find a way home after liberation from 
Nazi camps and death marches in East and Central Europe. 

SU RV I VOR VOICE S:  SOU RCE S 
A N D CH A L L E NG E S 

This woman-centered reconstruction of survivors’ experiences in Soviet filtration 
camps relies on testimonies and published and unpublished memoirs, often written 
or recorded years after the events described. Testimonies as historical evidence pres-
ent a spectrum of challenges, but they also center survivors and give them agency to 
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shape historical accounts, providing the foundation on which to reconstruct events 
that might otherwise be marginalized or overlooked.10 These are individual stories that 
cannot be a precise rendering of the past but, taken together, constitute a body of evi-
dence for widespread sexual brutalization and exploitation of Jewish women survivors 
in Soviet filtration camps. They further suggest that the risk of violence was amplified 
by the acute suspicion of Soviet authorities toward Jewish survivors of Nazi ghettos 
and camps. As I have written in an account of sexual violence at liberation, “A power-
ful assumption was that death was the expected outcome for those who fell into the 
hands of the German occupier: thus, survivors were suspect because of their survival.”11 

This chapter cites twenty-one recorded testimonies gathered from the USC Shoah 
Visual History Archive, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum’s Oral His-
tory Collection, and Yad Vashem.12 It also includes two unpublished autobiographical 
writings by survivors from the archives of Yad  Vashem and the Museum of  Jews in Lat-
via, and a written testimony taken from a published collection. These sources cannot be 
representative of all experiences: Most survivors never gave testimonies,13 and testimo-
nies that address the topic of filtration were given in a spectrum of languages. The ma-
terials used in this chapter draw on language knowledge of English, Russian, and Lat-
vian.14 This article uses a sample of testimonies by Jewish women survivors that were 
selected based on language, direct relevance to the topics covered in the chapter, and 
accessibility in public or semi-public databases. Records of filtration are spread across 
archives in numerous countries, and precise figures on the number of Jewish women 
survivors who passed through Soviet filtration camps are not to my knowledge avail-
able. Conclusions reached in the chapter should be understood as suggestive, but not 
definitive. There is further research to be done on this important but overlooked topic. 

In researching this topic, the testimonies and memoirs of women survivors are criti-
cal. The perspective one gleans from Soviet interrogation records is that of the paranoid 
Stalinist state, which was determined to root out threats, quash resistance, and “place all 
returning citizens in a space of transit, a period of probation during which they could 
try to make sense of and articulate their experiences of war and displacement in terms 
acceptable to the regime.”15 Interrogation records demonstrate the systematic efforts of 
authorities to gather information on the wartime activities of subjects, to question their 
motives, and to shape responses, particularly where a subject was encouraged or coerced 
to inform authorities about the (real or imagined) collaboration of someone else.16 

The study of filtration presents particular challenges, as terminology used by some 
interviewers and survivors can be ambiguous. The term “filtration” was not commonly 
used in English-language testimonies by either interviewers or survivors, who often re-
ferred to the sites to which they were taken by Soviet authorities after liberation sim-
ply as “camps.” The use of the term “filtration” was more common in Russian-language 
materials.17 I encountered several instances in English-language interviews where 
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survivors spoke of detention by Soviet authorities after their liberation from Nazi 
camps and used the term “DP camps.” However, displaced persons camps, which dot-
ted the postwar map, were functionally and administratively distinct from the filtra-
tion camps to which some survivors in Soviet zones were taken. For example, Tania 
R., born in Vilno, Poland, survived the Kaunas ghetto, Stutthof concentration camp, 
and a harrowing death march. After liberation, she recovered with her mother and sis-
ter from severe emaciation and illness. She tells that about six weeks after liberation, 
the women were taken by Soviet soldiers to a camp in Toruń, Poland, where she, her 
mother, and her sister were held “behind barbed wire.” Tania R. uses the term “DP 
camp”; the camp at Toruń, however, was a filtration camp.18 Similarly, Hungarian-born 
survivor Johanna B., who survived Nazi imprisonment at Auschwitz-Birkenau and 
Breslau, tells that she was liberated and then transferred to a Soviet camp also located 
in Wrocław (called Breslau during German occupation). Johanna B. remembers that 
she was taken by “Russians, Russian liberators . . .” to a camp populated by thousands, 
including Czechoslovak and French soldiers and other Jewish survivors. At this “DP 
camp” (which she also calls a “Russian DP camp”), she recalls that there were medi-
cal facilities and food.19 

DP camps were located around postwar Germany, Austria, and Italy, and were ad-
ministered by the Western allies and the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation 
Administration (UNRRA). In these camps, over a million refugees, including an es-
timated 250,000 Jewish survivors, lived at war’s end.20 By contrast, Soviet filtration 
camps, which predated the start of World War II in the Soviet Union, existed to iden-
tify and root out “betrayers” of the Motherland. In the wake of the Winter War (1939– 
1940) between the USSR and Finland, over 5,000 Soviet prisoners of war taken by 
Finland returned home. These returnees underwent filtration to interrogate their loy-
alties to the state, but the terms of determination and definition were vague. A signifi-
cant proportion were imprisoned, while some were executed. Filtration camps contin-
ued to exist over the course of  World War II, though the process of filtration evolved 
as a spectrum of perceived threat groups were defined.21 

Women’s testimonies may also present challenges, particularly those that reference 
experiences of sexual victimization, which occurred in the filtration camps, as well as in 
German captivity and at liberation by Soviet forces.22 Shame has often been associated 
with victims rather than perpetrators of sexual violence. Henry Greenspan notes that 
“stigma has always impacted how and what survivors retell. Memories of sexual violence 
may be especially likely to remain unspoken in response.”23 Silence about rape and hu-
miliation pervades histories of war and genocide, and this historical episode is no excep-
tion.24 In some interviews, including several referenced in this chapter, survivors tell of 
sexual violence that victimized someone else, or which they narrowly avoided. As Nina 
Paulovicova writes in this volume: “Holocaust survivors were more likely to mention 
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sexual(ized) violences when the circumstances allowed these women and girls to escape 
the imminent threat of rape or when they knew about the rape that happened to oth-
ers.” She also notes that in some testimonies, survivors “refused to call sexual violence 
by its name, paused in the middle of traumatic recollections, and used euphemisms” to 
describe sexual violence.25 It is impossible to determine whether a survivor herself was 
a witness or a victim.26 However, testimonies confirm patterns of experience, includ-
ing the pervasive threat of and exposure to sexual violence in Soviet filtration camps. 

In the sections that follow, testimonies and memoirs underpin a woman-centered 
narrative of  Soviet filtration that draws on existing published sources, but does not du-
plicate them. This chapter poses questions intended to diversify the historical record: 
How did Jewish women survivors experience filtration, and how do they remember and 
recount it? What were key vulnerabilities of women undergoing filtration? How does a 
woman-centered narrative introduce new questions for researchers studying the end of 
the Holocaust and World War II? First-person sources offer the opportunity to build 
a foundation for a broader and more nuanced narrative of war’s end that fills historical 
gaps that emerge from the absence of women’s voices in perpetrator or other official 
documents, recognizes tensions between narratives of victimization by liberators and 
the heroism of liberating armies, and addresses the longtime marginalization of wom-
en’s stories in the telling of these histories. 

A  LONG JOU R N E Y HOM E: SOV I ET 
F I LT R AT ION C A M PS 

At the end of World War II, chaos and uncertainty enmeshed large swaths of  European 
territory. Food, safe shelter, medical care, information on missing loved ones, and reli-
able transportation were in short supply, but refugees, weapons, trauma, and the desire 
for revenge were not. It was an environment characterized by desperation, lawlessness, 
and rage: Elly K., a German-born survivor of the Riga ghetto and the Riga-Kaiserwald 
and Stutthof concentration camps, remembers, “Everybody had a gun, and people 
would rob and rape and so on.”27 Magda Mandel Shapiro, a Hungarian Jewish survi-
vor, writes a third-person account in her memoir of beginning the long journey home: 

Two weeks after liberation, they started out, a sad and ludicrous procession. In rolled 
up men’s pants with bundles wrapped in tablecloths balanced on their heads and 
rough branches for walking sticks in their hands, they looked like a group of poor 
begging gypsies. The road was covered with melting snow and puddles of dirty wa-
ter. The fresh cold wind blew in their faces, they sky was gray, the clouds heavy and 
low. The houses at the side of the road were burned and demolished. Dead horses lay 
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at the side of the road. There were only chimneys and doorsteps where once houses 
stood. On the meadows, cows and dogs, crazed by fear and hunger, ran about wildly. 
Now and then a tank or a large truck rushed by them.28 

Even after the defeat of  Nazi Germany, risk and uncertainty colored the experiences 
of survivors as they sought to move westward, or to make their way to Palestine. Some 
also wanted to return to communities across Eastern Europe and the USSR in the hope 
of finding families and homes they had lost. 

Among the obstacles that impeded survivors from territories liberated from Nazi 
occupation by the Soviet Army were Soviet filtration camps, located in the war-torn 
landscape of Central and Eastern Europe, and inside the USSR.29 While responsibil-
ity for population surveillance and counterespionage was delegated across various state 
authorities, filtration camps were run largely by the Red Army’s counterespionage ser-
vice, SMERSH (an acronym for “Death to Spies”).30 The most active use of filtration 
took place as the war was coming to an end and the Soviet Army was pushing westward 
with German forces in retreat. By 1946, responsibility for regular population surveil-
lance had shifted back to entities like the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs, the 
NKVD. The net of suspicion was cast widely, catching those who had retained some 
control over their wartime fate, as well as those who were victims of Nazi Germany’s 
genocidal policies and practices. 

Filtration functioned as a means of interrogating loyalties, exploiting labor, and 
screening (and sometimes treating) those who passed through for diseases, as well as a 
site for “political education” to resocialize returnees into the ideological environment 
of the Stalinist USSR.31 By one estimate, in early March 1946, “when repatriation was 
by and large concluded, 4.2 million Soviet citizens (2.66 million civilians and 1.53 mil-
lion prisoners of war) had passed through the system of Soviet filtration,”32 though the 
intensity and length of the process varied significantly across the repatriate population.33 

As noted earlier, figures on the number of those who underwent filtration vary some-
what across sources. Similarly, it is difficult to decisively determine the total number of 
“camps” at which filtration took place because the terminology used in official docu-
ments is not uniform: Franziska Exeler writes that in the Central and East European ter-
ritories under the control of the Soviet Army in mid-1945, there were 57 “assembly-transit 
points” and 127 “screening and filtration points” that functioned like “camps that could 
house large numbers of people, and which were used by NKVD members to register and 
interrogate [detainees].” Within the borders of the USSR, there were additional filtra-
tion camps both in the western regions and deep within the Soviet Union, though the 
latter were usually reserved for those who had failed to pass earlier rounds of filtration, 
including those who had served in German military formations.34 
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The labels of “returning citizens” or “repatriates,” which one encounters in publica-
tions on filtration, must be qualified to recognize that in some cases, “return” encom-
passed those who were working or fighting on the German-occupied territories of the 
USSR. While these were Soviet citizens who had not left the territories they inhabited 
when Nazi Germany attacked the USSR in June 1941, they had been outside the pur-
view of Soviet authorities and, in some instances, had worked or fought against Soviet 
interests and forces.35 For example, in Kurzeme, a Western region of Latvia, there were 
seven main filtration camps. Soviet authorities mandated that all men ages sixteen to 
sixty who were in this territory when Soviet troops forced out the German Army and 
reoccupied Latvia in 1944–45 undergo filtration. This included Latvian men who forc-
ibly or voluntarily served in the German Army, as well as many civilians in the terri-
tory.36 Civilian women who had worked in, for instance, administrative positions with 
the occupying German Army were sometimes held for filtration. Women in reoccupied 
territories, including Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia, were terrorized in other ways as 
well: Soviet soldiers victimized many women who had stayed in these territories with 
brutal sexual violence. As one source on Estonia notes, in the last year of the war, “Lo-
cal [Communist] party organizations complained in the capital, Tallinn, that [Soviet] 
soldiers were responsible for rape on an extraordinary scale.”37 

Soviet authorities almost invariably interrogated and punished those who had 
fought as volunteer or forcibly mobilized troops in the German Army,38 or had served 
the Nazi regime in some other capacity, but their own Red Army prisoners of war were 
also objects of acute suspicion. Many of those who underwent filtration as they returned 
to the territories of the USSR were Soviet POWs who had been held in Nazi camps.39 

An August 16, 1941, declaration, Order no. 270, established a policy of labeling POWs 
traitors, which meant that families left behind could also be punished.40 The attitude 
of the Soviet state to captured troops was contemptuous: Stalin is quoted as telling a 
foreign reporter, “In Hitler’s camps, there are no Russian prisoners of war, only Rus-
sian traitors, and we shall do away with them when the war is over.”41 Frank Ellis writes, 
“The mere fact that they had been captured by the Germans rendered them objects of 
deep suspicion,” and interrogation records reveal that captured soldiers were widely re-
garded by their interrogators as “former” Red Army soldiers.42 Soviet prisoners of war 
had endured horrific treatment at the hands of their Nazi captors, including starvation 
and savage beatings.43 However, as “former” Red Army soldiers, the homeland to which 
they returned threatened rather than welcomed them, assuming that their improbable 
survival was rooted in betrayal of the Soviet Union. 

Those undergoing filtration were often treated harshly: As one researcher notes, 
the fate of repatriates was settled “in cavalier fashion with innumerable instances of the 
war’s innocent victims receiving the same ‘reward’ as voluntary collaborators.”44 Clear 
distinctions between innocent victims and malicious collaborators were blurred by false 
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accusations and confessions coerced during filtration so that quotas imposed for the 
identification of spies, saboteurs, and collaborators could be fulfilled by camp staff.45 

On the one hand, filtration mirrored some of the border control processes that char-
acterize standard state security architecture, clarifying identities, making known the 
presence and intentions of those who would inhabit a defined political space, and at-
taching to returnees a status that would make their relationship to the state and larger 
community known. On the other hand, it served with a heavy hand the needs of a pow-
erful and paranoid state, stripping those held for filtration of rights to recourse for their 
treatment, legitimizing violence, coercing collaboration, and sowing distrust.46 Nick 
Baron characterizes the Soviet state as one that “was deeply distrustful of its own pop-
ulation, especially those individuals who had transgressed its spatial limitations and 
experienced life outside,” even if that “life outside” was one of persecution and oppres-
sion by Nazis and their collaborators.47 Indeed, many of those who passed through fil-
tration camps experienced the paradox of interrogations that imputed agency to their 
wartime experiences that they, as POWs, forced laborers, and certainly as concentra-
tion camp victims, could not have had. 

Did most Soviet citizens returning to the USSR after German mobilization, captiv-
ity, or labor go through filtration? Research points to somewhat divergent answers. Fil-
tration was certainly pervasive: Sheila Fitzpatrick writes, “Every returning Soviet cit-
izen had to go through filtration at camps on the Soviet border, sometimes a lengthy 
process lasting several months.”48 Seth Bernstein, however, suggests that not all return-
ees underwent filtration, writing, “They avoided filtration outside the USSR either be-
cause they feared repression or because they had tired of waiting weeks or months to re-
turn.” He points out, for example, “By August 1945, the Repatriation Administration 
in Belarus had counted as many as 100,000 returnees. Only 40,000 had arrived in an 
‘organized manner,’ via filtration camps and the administration’s reception-distribution 
points.”49 Did returnees, including survivors, have agency to “avoid filtration,” and, if 
so, what circumstances enabled them to do so? Bernstein posits that the sheer volume 
of arrivals would have overwhelmed the capacity of filtration camps: “The filtration in-
vestigation—really a short interview—was a formality in most cases. Investigators typ-
ically asked how returnees had been deported or captured, where they had been abroad, 
and whether they had faced arrest during the war. Some waited months for an officer 
to interview them for a few minutes.”50 The account recognizes particular groups as 
potential threats from the Soviet perspective, including “the thousands of people that 
the Western Allies had captured in pro-German units and transferred to Soviet control 
at the end of the war,”51 but does not examine filtration of liberated Jewish survivors. 

While Jewish survivors of Nazi ghettos and camps clearly did not fit the profile of 
Soviet returnees who had served the Nazi regime, testimonies suggest that their survival 
in Nazi captivity made them objects of pervasive suspicion, and that many underwent 
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interrogation, as well as violence and labor exploitation, in Soviet filtration camps at 
war’s end. Jewish women’s recollections of filtration used in this research attest to par-
ticular gendered risks, including sexual violence, and show that the threat extended to 
encompass survivors who were not pre-war Soviet citizens. 

WOM E N R E M E M BE R : F I LT R AT ION  
A N D SUSPICION 

In the remainder of this chapter, I highlight women’s experiences of Soviet filtration 
camps, with a focus on Jewish survivors of Nazi ghettos and camps, as they reveal a 
little-examined layer of postwar history. Bernstein suggests that many filtration inter-
views were brief,52 but testimonies and memoirs cited in this study show that filtration 
could be lengthy and harrowing, even for those whose “contact” with German author-
ities and institutions took the form of imprisonment in Nazi ghettos and concentra-
tion camps. Latvian-born Leia K., who survived the Daugavpils ghetto, as well as camps 
at Dünaburg, Riga-Kaiserwald, Ereda, Stutthof, Neuengamme, and Bergen-Belsen be-
fore being liberated by the British Army, tells that she underwent filtration, including 
at a camp near Stettin, as she sought to return to Latvia. She tells that she was not free 
to leave the “Lager” and that she worked in war-related tasks (she does not specify what 
they were), and she was able to return to Daugavpils only in June 1946, a full year af-
ter the end of the war.53 

The repressive organs of the Soviet state blurred the distinction between Soviet cit-
izens who had voluntarily mobilized in the service of Nazi Germany and those who 
had been victimized by the genocidal regime. Suspicion fell on all those who had been 
located on German-occupied territory and had survived. Soviet authorities were in-
terested in how their subjects had come into contact with the fascists, how they spent 
their time while in German-occupied spaces, and what they knew of collaborators and 
anti-Soviet activities.54 

The filtration experience was shaped by a variety of factors, including perceptions 
of Soviet authorities about citizens who had spent time outside of the purview of the 
state. These perceptions in turn were influenced by the antifascist and anti-German pro-
paganda that was ubiquitous during World War II. At the same time, the Soviet press 
consistently minimized the Holocaust in wartime and postwar media and public dis-
course. Special treatment of liberated prisoners of Nazi concentration camps was not 
foreseen. Vojin Majstorović writes, “I have never found any evidence that the Red Army 
issued special orders relating to either Soviet or foreign Jews, treating them instead as 
citizens of their respective countries.”55 While the experiences of troops who liberated 
territories in the USSR that had been taken by the German Army made them almost 
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certainly aware that Jewish communities had been largely annihilated during occupa-
tion, Majstorović points out, 

The overarching Soviet discourse about the wartime fate of the Jews employed eu-
phemisms such as “Soviet citizens” or “peaceful citizens,” concealing the Jewish iden-
tity of the victims. The Soviet Union became notorious for obfuscating the singu-
larity of the Holocaust. Moreover, the Soviets never publicly acknowledged that the 
murder of the Jews was a consequence of Nazi antisemitism; for them what was es-
sential was the Nazis’ anticommunism and to present all Soviet citizens as victims.56 

The effects of pervasive Soviet propaganda were manifold, but I highlight two of 
particular relevance here. First, the application of the encompassing label of  “victim” 
to Soviet citizens was blurred by a filtration process that institutionalized state paranoia 
and imputed malign motivations and actions to those who survived contact with Nazi 
structures, distorting  victimhood—even that of citizens who survived genocide—into 
potential collaboration. Second, Soviet authorities relentlessly propagated stories and 
images of Nazi butchery and ruthlessness; survival of innocent victims of ghettos, 
camps, and death marches was thus perceived as an anomaly. It was their improba-
ble survival that marked them, from the perspective of Soviet authorities, as suspect. 

The acute mistrust of citizens undergoing filtration is apparent in testimonies of 
Jewish women survivors. The story of a Latvian-born survivor, Faniia (Fanija) Pav-
lova, who was imprisoned in the Liepāja ghetto, as well as the Riga-Kaiserwald, Sloka, 
Stutthof, and Bromburg camps, highlights some of the challenges of filtration. Pavlova 
writes in her memoir that she was desperate after liberation to return home. She writes 
that while she was in the hospital after her release from German captivity, she was al-
ready planning her return to Liepāja: “I never once forgot that someone from my fam-
ily might still be alive and when I returned to Liepāja, I would see them.” The journey 
northward on the train was slow. In Warsaw, prospective returnees had to pass through 
a filtration checkpoint where she estimates she spent about a week. She writes, “The 
KGB was checking everyone who had ended up with the Germans for whatever reason. 
I was called several times for questioning by an investigator. This happened during the 
day and night. They asked me everything: how I survived, why I wasn’t shot, because 
so many Jews had been. They couldn’t fathom that I, a Jewish girl, stayed alive after all 
those concentration camps. I spent almost two weeks in Warsaw at the ‘filtration’ check-
point.” Unable to secure a train to Riga from Warsaw, she traveled instead to Minsk, 
where she was detained for a week at another filtration camp: “Again they asked me 
how I ended up in the concentration camp, how did I survive, why I wasn’t shot since 
all the other Jews seemed to have been.” When she finally reached Latvia, she was able 
to locate a brother, Tolya, who had survived. She remained in Soviet Latvia after the 
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war and eventually married. She was interviewed in her home city of Liepāja after the 
reestablishment of independent Latvia.57 

The suspicion that followed Pavlova from her liberation through two filtration 
camps is echoed in the experiences of other survivors. Hannah Sara R., born in Lith-
uania, imprisoned in the Stutthof concentration camp, and liberated by the Soviet 
Army, recalls: “I told them my story. The commandant said to me that he had witnesses 
coming in who worked with me in Germany and that they spied with me”—the sus-
picion was untrue, but common in interrogations. She recalls being told, “Your imag-
ination is so vivid. What you tell me nobody can go through. Nobody can go through 
it and live.”58 Perhaps improbably, the belief that life in Nazi captivity was one of rela-
tive ease rather than chronic threat and terror was not unusual. A post-Soviet memoir 
by a member of the Red Army who spent time in a German POW camp recalls the ac-
cusation that POWs must have been “sitting around with Germans in captivity, while 
we [Soviet troops] spilled our blood!”59 Paranoia permeated interactions between cit-
izens and the state in Stalin’s Soviet Union: Acute vertical surveillance constructed a 
context that also fostered horizontal surveillance, as citizens were encouraged—and 
sometimes coerced—to inform on one another. 

Rebecca R., a Lithuanian-born survivor, was liberated by Soviet forces from a har-
rowing winter death march out of Stutthof. She recalls, “Basically, the Russian[s] put 
us in the camp after we were liberated.” The camp was located in Toruń, and Rebecca 
R. recalls that there were a lot of other Jews from Šiauliai, Lithuania. Survivors were 
treated with acute suspicion: “And the Russians weren’t much better than the Germans, 
because they used to come in the middle of the night with flashlights and all kinds of 
lights . . . and try to find out why we were alive. Why did Hitler kill everybody and you 
are not dead? They thought we were fascists of some kind, you know, and it was not 
very nice . . . being with them.” In Toruń, her brother-in-law found her and encouraged 
her not to return to Lithuania. With a handful of other detained women, she escaped 
to Germany, where she reunited with her husband in Munich.60 

Jews who had been in hiding outside of Soviet-controlled territory were also sus-
pect. Ukrainian-born Donna R. was subject to the same accusations as she sought to 
return home from Germany, where she had been living under a false name after being 
baptized into Catholicism to protect her false identity. She recalls thinking, “So [I] 
figure maybe I should go back to my country . . . and I’ll pick up where I left off.” On 
her way back, she ended up in Lwów (Lviv), where she underwent filtration by Soviet 
authorities who were skeptical of her story: “Who knows what you did in Germany. 
Maybe you work against us. Maybe you were spying against Russia. . . . They didn’t treat 
me very good—Very bad.” A woman worker at the camp also looked at her with suspi-
cion: “See? You are [a] healthy girl. Look at me. I went through war.” She was interro-
gated again later as she sought to return to her hometown: “They took me in—it’s like 
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a jail, not exactly a jail, but it looks like a jail to me.” Soviet authorities did not want to 
accept her story: “They didn’t believe me, what I said.” Donna R. tells that she escaped 
from the “jail” in November 1945, and later lived with a family in Chernivtsi, married, 
and was able to get to a displaced persons camp in Kassel, Germany, from where she 
immigrated to New York.61 

While most literature on filtration focuses on returning Soviet citizens—those 
whose loyalties had to be investigated before their return and reintegration into So-
viet society—testimonies reveal that survivors liberated by the Soviet Army who 
were not Soviet citizens were also subject in some instances to filtration. Presence in 
Soviet-controlled territories in Eastern and Central Europe appears to have been a risk 
factor in itself. After liberation from a death march near Czestochowa, Romanian-born 
Aurelia I., a survivor of the Satu-Mare ghetto and the Auschwitz and Thorn camps, was 
taken by Soviet troops to Soviet Belorussia and held there for several months. She tells 
that after liberation, “The doors were open and of course the Russians were there.” She 
“figured . . . at least we’re gonna go home or something. . . . Not so.” After being held near 
her place of liberation in Poland, she and a group of others were taken by train to a So-
viet camp in the Belorussian SSR, where she stayed until being released and allowed to 
return to Romania, where she hoped to reunite with her brother and husband.62 Sim-
ilarly, Anna K., who spent time in the Bergen-Belsen, Roseldorf, and Strasshof camps, 
was with her Hungarian Jewish family in a Soviet-occupied zone at war’s end. She re-
members that they were taken to a Soviet filtration camp. The camp, she says, had no 
proper medical care, and conditions “were very similar to the conditions in the con-
centration camp, except that we had facilities to take a shower every now and then, and 
we had food. But it was crowded, it was disorganized, it was dirty.” She says that other 
Jewish survivors were in the camp, which was “filled with gypsies and SS.” The family 
was told they would be in the camp for a week, but Anna K. says that it was six or eight 
weeks before they were permitted to travel back to Budapest.63 

Testimonies suggest that Jewish women survivors from across the formerly Nazi-
occupied spaces of Central Europe were at risk after liberation from the violent impu-
nity of Soviet troops and the pervasive paranoia of  Soviet authorities. Hungarian-born 
Gisella B., a survivor of the ghetto at Kisvárda, as well as the Auschwitz-Birkenau, Na-
gelstal, Steinort, Strasburg, Stutthof, and Trunz camps, was liberated in Poland and 
ended up at a Soviet hospital. She was eager to go home to Hungary and, with a group 
of other women, sought out a train. In the chaos of war’s end, routes and destinations of 
trains were often not clear, which did not necessarily deter passengers desperate to begin 
their journeys: “Wherever [the train] went, we went with it.” The train, however, did not 
take them to Hungary, but to Soviet Belorussia, where authorities “didn’t believe us that 
we were from a concentration camp,” and the women were herded into a filtration camp 
near Minsk, where they spent about six months before being released.64 Karolina S., 
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born in Kraków, Poland, and a survivor of Auschwitz-Birkenau, Krakau-Plaszow, and 
Lichtewerden, was liberated by the Soviet Army in Lichtewerden, a subcamp of Aus-
chwitz. She tells that she and a small group of women decided to walk back home. On 
their journey, they were stopped by Soviet authorities and asked for papers, but they 
had none. They were then taken to a “Russian station” that was largely populated by 
men: “I feel like we are locked again like in concentration camp.” At the camp, she met 
prisoners who were preparing for deportation to Siberia for cooperation with the Ger-
mans. Karolina S. tells that she too was subject to suspicion: “They didn’t believe any-
body. . . . Are we really from a concentration camp, or we are a spy?” She eventually per-
suaded her interlocutors that she was from Kraków and was released with four other 
women, while a few others escaped with an officer’s help.65 

Women’s testimonies also reveal that the threat of sexual violence pervaded wom-
en’s end-of-war experiences. Johanna B., a Hungarian Jew who survived the Monor 
ghetto and the Auschwitz-Birkenau and Breslau camps, tells that after liberation by 
the Soviet Army from Breslau, a subcamp of Gross-Rosen, she was ill with typhoid fe-
ver, which enabled her to avoid the “unfortunate situations” (a euphemism for sexual 
violence) she says were common. After liberation she says that she was taken “to a big 
camp” in Oels, part of Lower Silesia, which was populated by survivors as well as sol-
diers, where she spent about a month.66 Stefan Christian Ionescu’s chapter in this vol-
ume also references the sexual threat in the camps, which he refers to as “Soviet transit 
camp[s].” For instance, Ionescu recounts the experience of Romanian survivor Myriam 
Chanit, who saw an attempted rape in the camp. He writes, “During one of the night 
shifts, Chanit witnessed how a Soviet soldier grabbed one of the Jewish women survi-
vors and tried to rape her but failed to do so when, alarmed by the shouts of that wom-
an’s coworkers, an officer came and ‘resolved’ the problem by slapping, kicking, and 
chasing away the soldier.”67 For many Jewish women survivors, Soviet filtration camps 
were sites of considerable risk, where they faced the pervasive threat of sexual violence 
from Soviet soldiers and guards. 

WOM E N R E M E M BE R : F I LT R AT ION  
A N D SE X UA L DA NG E R 

Numerous testimonies suggest that Soviet authorities were disdainful of women pass-
ing through the filtration camps, including liberated camp survivors, POWs, and forced 
laborers. Women’s experiences were shaped by gendered stigma; that is, women who 
had survived Nazi occupation or captivity were marked through state paranoia and per-
vasive propaganda, as well as cultural and institutionalized misogyny, as collaborators 
and, significantly, as sexual collaborators. Exeler writes, “Eying them with suspicion 
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and contempt, the NKVD officers in charge of registration and interrogation treated 
the repatriates with disdain. Women in particular were vulnerable to sexual harass-
ment and violence.”68 

This chapter sheds light on the particular experiences of Jewish women survivors, 
whose “contact” with Germans was as victims and prisoners. Their survival was a source 
of suspicion, and they were treated during filtration as potential collaborators rather 
than victims of the Nazi regime. However, all women passing through Soviet filtration 
were at risk. During interrogations, women were often subjected to sexual innuendo 
and insults, including the accusation of being “German whores.”69 Testimonies and 
memoirs show that questions about collaboration intertwined with suspicions that 
women had survived Nazi captivity because they had “lived with or slept with Ger-
mans.”70 These suspicions, arguably, raised the risk of violent victimization in the fil-
tration camps, sites at which women had little protection and no rights or recourse. 
Bernstein writes, “Soviet authorities and soldiers assumed that many women who had 
lived abroad or under occupation had extensive sexual encounters with Germans.”71 

Sexual violence against women occurred in the camps, though specific figures for 
this violence are impossible to ascertain, as victims, many of whom returned to the 
USSR or its satellite states in Eastern Europe, were unlikely to speak of the violation, 
and perpetrator records do not document such crimes. Bernstein writes, “Most camps 
for repatriates were next to army settlements. Soldiers regularly invaded these lodgings, 
asserting that returnees deserved punishment for their wartime biography—even if the 
state was unwilling to mete it out during filtration.” Risks were compounded by ram-
pant use of alcohol by Soviet soldiers and guards, and a dearth of norms or regulations 
that would have protected women held in the filtration camps.72 

The experience of Lithuanian-born Lucy R., a survivor of the Vilnius ghetto and 
the Riga-Kaiserwald and Stutthof concentration camps, highlights the sexual threats 
that dogged Jewish women survivors both before and during filtration. Her interac-
tions with Soviet personnel were fraught from the beginning. She recounts that after 
liberation she was treated by a Russian doctor for a fever that rendered her nearly un-
conscious; the doctor, a Soviet colonel, returned at night and tried to rape her. In re-
sponse to her resistance, the officer beat her with a gun, though she tells that she was 
rescued by other soldiers. The threats continued after Lucy R. found a job interpret-
ing for the Soviet military: “We were always in danger. . . . They liked women and they 
wanted young girls and they wanted to have fun with them.” She received help to find 
a train back to Vilnius to try to find her brother, but she recounts that as she sought 
to return to the city, she was taken off the train and interrogated by Soviet authorities 
for several weeks. At the filtration point, she was grilled on whether she had sexual re-
lations with Germans. Authorities wanted to know, “How in the world did I survive 
and everybody else got killed?” She adds, “It was a real interrogation. But finally they 
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let me go.” When she arrived in Vilnius around July 1945, Lucy R. had nowhere to go. 
She was taken in by a woman she met in Vilnius, but she did not stay long, as she had 
no close relatives left there, and she traveled back to Poland, where she linked up with 
other Jewish survivors. She did not return to Lithuania.73 

Aurelia I., a Romanian-born survivor held in a filtration camp in the Belorussian 
SSR, recounts the environment of threat that pervaded the camp: “The Russian sol-
diers were eyeing the young girls, and it was frightening.” She notes, “It was rough go-
ing. They could come, others at night, they would try . . . ” She trails off before sharing a 
full story.74 Stories about sexual violence are sometimes told incompletely or using eu-
phemisms. Survivors relating accounts of sexual violence may also remove themselves 
from the violence, suggesting that they avoided victimization. On the one hand, this 
is plausible: Victims did not always survive their assaults, and testimonies may be an 
effort to share the stories of those who could not. On the other hand, sharing a story 
of witnessing rather than experiencing may enable one to share an experience without 
being marked by its societal stigma.75 Hungarian-born Kate B., who survived the Aus-
chwitz concentration camp, remembers that after liberation by “Russian partisans,” she 
was herded by her liberators into Soviet-administered filtration camps, first near Lub-
lin, Poland, and later outside of Minsk in Soviet Belorussia. She notes that “many peo-
ple died in these camps too because of sickness or malnutrition.” In these camps were 
“really a mix of people” that included Holocaust survivors, as well as “Hungarian fas-
cists” and “German Nazis who were caught.” Kate B. tells that Hungarian communists 
raised the problem with authorities of putting together survivors and Nazis, though it 
is unclear how or if the problem was resolved. She notes that in contrast to her experi-
ence in the Nazi captivity, men were mixed with women and there were rapes. She in-
dicates that she was nearly victimized as well, and that she averted an assault when she 
kicked her attacker in a “sensitive place.” While Kate B. avoids the question of who the 
attackers were and whether they were Soviet guards or troops, she shares that fellow 
prisoners came to the rescue.76 

Austrian-born Alice W., who survived Hungarian ghettos as well as the Auschwitz-
Birkenau, Ravensbrück, and Neustadt bei Coburg camps before being liberated, tells 
that she ended up in a filtration camp in Hungary where she was always afraid. She re-
members that she and others in the camp were put to work, and she mentions washing 
floors for a Soviet officer. In response to a question by the interviewer about the possibil-
ity of refusal, she notes that this was not an option: “They said to us, ‘You worked for the 
Germans, you have to work for us.’ That was their slogan.”77 This “slogan” is striking for 
its similarity to a recurring theme in women survivors’ accounts of sexual assault at liber-
ation: Polish-born Nina K., who survived the Auschwitz-Birkenau, Ravensbrück, Maj-
danek, and Malchow camps, recalls, “A few nights [the Soviet soldiers] used to come in 
to . . . the private houses at night and want to rape the girls. And some of them got raped 
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by the Russians. They had the attitude, you slept with the Germans, you don’t want to 
sleep with us. They couldn’t understand anything.”78 Klara K., a Lithuanian-born sur-
vivor, tells of Russian soldiers harassing her and her mother: “They wouldn’t leave us 
alone.” She recalls that the Hungarian women in the group were being abused and that 
soldiers screamed, “You could live with the Germans, but you don’t want to live with 
us!”79 Common within these women’s testimonies was the pervasive suspicion of So-
viet troops and authorities that survival in Nazi captivity was a product of cooperation 
or collaboration with the enemy, whether in the form of labor or sexual favors, and that 
the Soviets had the right to demand the same from the survivors. 

Significantly, Jewish women survivors relate stories of resistance and rescue in their 
testimonies about filtration. The dangerous conditions of Soviet filtration camps meant 
that women needed to protect themselves and one another. Women tell, for instance, 
of helping one another to escape from the Soviet filtration camps. Bronia S., who was 
born in Lithuania and survived the Kaunas ghetto and the Stutthof camp, tells that af-
ter liberation, many people were ill with typhus and the Soviets constructed a hospital 
to treat the sick. After her release from the hospital in Upper Silesia, she was taken to 
a “big Russian camp” because she was a Soviet citizen. Detainees were housed in bar-
racks and forced to work. She worked with a group of Russian women who had been 
in Germany and were much healthier than the weak, malnourished Jewish survivors. 
“We were not afraid for our life. But in the morning to walk three miles to the place . . . 
[it] was very hard labor” dismantling German ammunition that the Soviets had taken 
into their possession. With a group of four other Jewish women held at the camp, Bro-
nia S. was able to get a permit to see a doctor outside the camp, and the women fled 
by train to a nearby community where she knew there were “free Jews.” She never re-
turned to Lithuania.80 

Women survivors sometimes sought the protection of male benefactors as they 
wished to avoid violent victimization, and several tell of Jewish Soviet military person-
nel who offered help. Romanian-born survivor Matilda S. remembers that after surviv-
ing the Auschwitz-Birkenau, Steinort, Stutthof, and Strasburg camps, as well as a death 
march out of Strasburg, she and her sister were liberated, but their emancipation from 
Nazi imprisonment did not open a road home, where they hoped to find their mother. 
Rather, the young women were herded by their Soviet liberators into a series of filtra-
tion camps, where they were interrogated and poorly fed. Matilda S. is somewhat vague 
in recounting her months in camps in Chernovitz (Chernivtsi) and later in Slutsk, Be-
lorussian SSR, but she says, “A lot of, lot of people died after the war by the Russians,” 
including her brother, who was shot. She adds, “I don’t want to talk how they treated . 
. . The Jewish girls, how they went and they, they . . . ,” implying the incidence of sexual 
assault. Matilda S. trails off and the interviewer does not probe further, following with 
a question about her release. 
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The question of what, if any, protection was available to women who were assaulted, 
or who were under threat of sexual violence, is only partly addressed in the testimony 
of Matilda S., who tells that she met a Jewish army captain at the camp and told him, 
“We’re in trouble here,” and that soldiers would try to “get the girls and rape them.” 
She says that the Jewish captain gave the women guards, though it is not clear who the 
guards were.81 In his chapter in this volume, Ionescu suggests that Soviet officers (not 
necessarily only the Jewish officers, like the one described by Matilda S.) were less likely 
to engage in the rape of survivors than rank and file soldiers, but he also notes that they 
“usually failed to prevent sexual violence against women,” and help was often comprised 
of nominal acts such as warnings to avoid areas with concentrations of soldiers, and rel-
atively mild punishments like beatings.82 

Esther K., a Lithuanian-born survivor liberated by the British at Bergen-Belsen, set 
off with her sister to try to return to her hometown of  Kaunas, or to Vilnius, to find 
her father, brother, and husband. After transfer to an area occupied by Soviet troops in 
Poland, the sisters were taken to a filtration camp: “In order to go home, we had stop 
in one of the camps, by the Russian, by Stettin [Poland]. We got into a Russian camp 
there.” The sisters were questioned about whether they had cameras, or gold, or watches. 
She comments that she and nine other women were in another camp in their “liberation 
days.” The camp was populated by “prostitutes, Polish. And they were howling at . . . the 
Germans. There was such a commotion that, what’s going on here? It’s a liberation. We 
have to be free.” But they were not free, and Esther K. tells that she, her sister, and the 
other women ran away from the camp with the help of a Jewish Soviet Army soldier.83 

Margaret N., born in Czechoslovakia and held in the Sevluš ghetto, Auschwitz-
Birkenau, and Ravensbrück before being freed, was held at a “Russian military com-
pound” with a small group of other girls and forced to clean and work in the kitchen. 
They remained there for weeks and: “We were crying. We wanna go home. Instead of 
being captured by the Germans, we’re captured now by the Russians.” They also feared 
the Soviet soldiers, who had raped women survivors after liberation: “They were like 
animals, the soldiers. They didn’t care if you’re 70 or 13 or 12, they were like animals.” 
The young women’s relief from danger came in the form of a Soviet general that Neu-
man tells was Jewish (though she says he did not reveal this to comrades), who helped 
them to craft a plan of escape.84 

Some women sought to avoid victimization with disguises. Esther K. remembers 
that even after fleeing the Soviet filtration camps with the help of a Jewish Soviet soldier, 
she and others in her group disguised themselves as old women.85 Regina W., a Hungar-
ian survivor of the Auschwitz and Birnbäumel camps, also recalls the fear of rape at the 
hands of Soviet soldiers, telling that at liberation, she “got dressed as a little boy, because 
I wanted them to think I was a little boy.” Later, under control of Soviet soldiers in a fil-
tration camp, she says that she felt safer than in German custody because “they weren’t 
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going to kill us,” but she adds that “to an Orthodox Jewish girl who’s never had sex, the 
fear of that was horrendous. . . . And yet, we found some nice Russians, the younger 
ones, who understood, and say, ‘We’ll stay with you tonight. We’ll watch you.’ . . . 
But it was terribly frightening.”86 

For most survivors who underwent filtration, relief came in the form of release by 
authorities or escape from the filtration camp. For some repatriates, however, the end 
of filtration was not the end of their journey of suffering at the hands of Soviet authori-
ties. Documents and interrogation materials collected during filtration remained in the 
hands of the authorities and, in some instances, were utilized to stigmatize and prose-
cute returnees later. By one account, attitudes to (real or perceived) collaborators wors-
ened with the start of the Cold War and punishments became more severe. Some who 
managed to evade deportation and long sentences endured circumscribed rights and 
life as “second-class citizens.”87 

Others endured severe punishment, including exile to Soviet labor camps in the Far 
East. Irene Šneidere writes of a Jewish survivor from Latvia, S. Krīgere, who was impris-
oned by Nazi authorities in the Riga ghetto, where her eleven-year-old daughter, par-
ents, and other family were murdered.88 She was later transferred to camps in Stutthof, 
Torun, and Argenau, and then marched westward toward Berlin, ending up in a prison 
in Karanova, from which she was liberated. She walked back to Poland and then under-
went filtration in Vrešeno, spending more than two months in the camp. Upon her 1945 
return to Riga, S. Krīgere was arrested and sentenced as a “socially dangerous element” 
to five years in a labor camp for collaboration with the Nazis. She appealed to the Min-
istry of the Interior in 1947 and received a negative response. In 1966, she was rehabil-
itated and the charge expunged from her record, as it was established that it was based 
on rumors and falsehoods.89 Notably, this case was part of a wave of arrests of Latvian 
Jews between 1944 and 1945, when suspicion fell on Jews who had survived their con-
tact with the Nazi structures and authorities during the Holocaust. 

CONCLUSION 

The last chapter of Europe’s mid-century maelstrom did not end with the liberation 
of the Nazi camps and death marches, or with the end of  World War II. As many sur-
vivors’ stories attest, threats and violence pervaded their postwar journeys in search 
of loved ones, shelter, and safety. The experiences of Jewish women survivors in So-
viet filtration camps have not received significant attention in English-language lit-
erature on World War II, but they are, I suggest, significant in revealing both the par-
adoxes of Nazi victimization and Soviet liberation, and understudied aspects of this 
historical period. 
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In Soviet filtration camps, survivors were without rights or recourse: Those un-
dergoing filtration could be subject to violence and exploitation. The demands of the 
state—whether for political subservience and unquestioning loyalty, for confession of 
real or imagined crimes and betrayals, or for laborers in an economy that had weathered 
years of war and occupation—shaped the process of filtration, and even those who had 
been victimized by genocidal Nazi violence were called to account for their survival. 

Jewish women and men passing through filtration were subject to suspicion because 
they had survived Nazi captivity; a paranoid Soviet state blurred the line between vic-
timhood and collaboration with a widely held perception that survival must have been 
enabled by complicity with the enemy. Filtration was characterized by acutely gendered 
risks, and, for both Jewish and non-Jewish women, suspicion of sexual collaboration 
was acute, deepening the already pervasive risks of filtration. Research and testimonies 
reveal that among Soviet authorities and troops there was widespread suspicion that 
women in the Nazi-occupied territories were sexually involved with their captors. This 
suspicion, I suggest, catalyzed an impulse and inclination to revenge for ostensible col-
laboration. It also shaped a sense of entitlement: If women had “given” themselves to 
their Nazi captors, the same could be demanded by their Soviet liberators. As Jewish 
women’s recollections in this chapter show, Soviet authorities and troops were wary of 
many survivors’ claims: Even claims of having been held in concentration camps were 
often received with skepticism because of a widely held belief, underpinned by ubiqui-
tous propaganda, that no one could have survived Nazi barbarism. But some did sur-
vive—only to be subject to the violence and paranoia of the liberating Soviet Army 
and state security apparatus. 

Jewish women’s stories draw our attention to underrecognized aspects of the war’s 
end—and give voice to survivors whose experiences have not been widely told because 
they were silenced by shame, political and ideological obstacles, and lack of access to 
the means to bring their stories into the mainstream of  World War II and Holocaust 
history. A recognition of threats, violence, rescue, and resistance recounted by women 
survivors in their writings and testimonies opens the door to new avenues for research 
on how the postwar experience for those in Soviet-administered territories was gen-
dered and its dimensions shaped by state paranoia, sexist suspicions, and the violent 
impunity of Soviet troops and authorities. 

NOT E S 

1.  For a broad overview of the process, see Igor Govorov, “Fil’tracija sovetskih repatriantov 
v 40-e gg. XX vv.: Celi, metody i itogi,” Cahiers du monde russe 49, no. 2–3 (2008): 
365–82. 
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2.  Seth Bernstein writes, “Although the Red Army had triumphed, Germany’s early victo-
ries had enabled the deportation of millions of Soviet people away from the mother-
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T H E W I T N E S S VA N I SH E S  
JEWISH WOMEN FROM 

HUNGARY REMEMBER SE XUAL 
VIOLENCE DURING WWII 

ANDREA PETŐ 

I N T RODUC T ION  

MULTIPLE SILENCES SURROUND THE MEMORIES OF JEWISH WOMEN IN 
Hungary about Soviet liberation. For most of the Hungarian public mem-
ory, World War II began when Soviet troops appeared in the village or 

town after an often-bloody siege. Hungary was an ally of Nazi Germany in the hope 
that, in return, it would get the territory it had lost after the First World War. For this 
reason, it not only participated as an occupying army in the war against the Soviet 
Union and Yugoslavia but also adopted all the topoi and methods of Nazi propaganda 
against the Soviet Union, including the antisemitic trope of identifying Bolshevism 
with Jews. It was Horthy Hungary that passed the first European political antisemitic 
law, the numerus clausus, in 1920, which not only excluded Hungarian citizens of the 
Jewish faith from higher education but normalized discrimination.1 The adoption of 
the various Jewish laws from 1938 was already the result of compliance with Germany. 
The German invasion of the country on March 19, 1944, due to the considerations of 
the Hungarian political elite led by Admiral Horthy to sign a separate armistice with 
the Allied forces did not affect most of the Hungarian population, and the fact that 
the Hungarian government cooperated with the occupying Germans saved Hungar-
ian women from rape. The situation of Jewish women was fundamentally changed as 
they became victims of the ghettoization and deportations executed by the Hungarian 
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authorities. The first perpetrators were the representatives of the Hungarian state ap-
paratus who used their power to assault Jewish women. 

In Hungary, the German army was stationed briefly in controlled circumstances, 
and its entry into the territory of the allied country on March 19, 1944, did not encoun-
ter significant resistance when occupying the country.2 These two factors—the brief 
duration of the stationing and the fact that they were present on the territory of an al-
lied country, not an enemy country—shaped the memory of sexual violence commit-
ted by German soldiers in Hungary so that German soldiers allegedly did not commit 
rape against Hungarian women.3 

Women raped by German soldiers fighting on the Eastern Front did not receive 
any legal compensation, unlike on the Western Front, where women could file a com-
plaint with the administration that remained in office. The latter was also confirmed 
in Hungary, so that after the German occupation on March 19, 1944, the Hungarian 
administration, while actively participating in the mass deportation of Jews, paradoxi-
cally maintained a legal security that protected Hungarian women from the atrocities 
of the Allied German soldiers. In Hungary, women of Jewish origin and Hungarian na-
tionality were more likely to suffer violence at the hands of the Hungarian state’s uni-
formed agents, of whom there are many surviving memoirs.4 

While on the Western Front rape was usually severely punished because of the 
reputation of the German army, on the Eastern Front punishments were imposed to 
protect “racial hygiene,” and the fact of rape was not recorded. In late 1941, Himmler 
also set up brothels in some concentration camps with Aryan women, if possible; 
German, Ukrainian, or Polish, when that was not possible. The measure was justi-
fied because selected prisoners would work better if they could go to a brothel. At 
Mauthausen, German and Ukrainian guards had separate brothels, and Ukrainian 
and Jewish prisoners were allowed to visit the women held there as a reward. Jew-
ish women were mainly at the mercy of German soldiers.5 Deportation of Jews from 
Hungary started in June 1944, relatively late in comparison to other countries occu-
pied by Germany, which offered a chance to survive for some Jewish women in the 
different, mainly labor camps.6 

Unlike the image of well-disciplined German soldiers occupying Hungary, it is very 
much part of the Hungarian collective memory that nondisciplined Soviet soldiers per-
petrated mass atrocities against Hungarians, Jewish women in hiding, Germans, Poles, 
Slovaks, and so on. The Red Army, amid bloody battles, defeated German and Hun-
garian forces supporting murderous ideologies. However, the victorious memory of 
the war for the Red Army was already lost at the moment of the country’s liberation. 
No matter that the crimes of sexual violence committed by Soviet soldiers after 1945 
went largely unpunished legally, and the emotional and political consequences of this 
remain evident to this day.7 
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The popular understanding that for the Hungarian population the war only began 
in the fall of 1944 when the Red Army liberated the country and the fights were hap-
pening at their doorsteps has fundamentally shaped their memory. While for Hungar-
ian women the mass rape by the Red Army, which was estimated between 80,000 and 
800,000 (!), marked the end of the war and its beginning, for Jewish women this mas-
sive rape had a fundamentally different meaning and different narrative than for the 
Hungarian victims.8 

Jewish women had to first endure sexual abuse at the hands of their Hungarian state 
officials and law enforcement forces during ghettoization, hiding, and deportations.9 

Liberation by the Red Army found these Jewish women in various situations and dif-
ferent places: concentration camps, labor camps, death marches, the ghettos of Bu-
dapest, or hidden by gentiles. However, they shared a common perception or rather 
expectation: viewing Soviet soldiers as liberators and bearers of hope, despite the ag-
gressive propaganda disseminated by the Horthy regime, borrowed from Nazi Ger-
many. This propaganda depicted all Red Army soldiers as rapists with Asiatic features. 
This chapter initially explores the extent and the way these women were disillusioned 
due to the behavior of the long-awaited Red Army soldiers. However, this feeling can-
not be narrated after 1945 or 1989 or the illiberal turn in the 2010s. Subsequently, the 
chapter delves into how the framework of remembrance aids in comprehending why 
the possibility of remembrance for Jewish women was consistently thwarted in each 
post-1945 historical period. 

CH A NGI NG T H E F R A M E WOR K OF M E MORY 

Discussing sexual violence and especially sexual violence during wartime when rape is 
a weapon of war is challenging as the space for public narration is constantly chang-
ing. Before 1989, the official Hungarian history only acknowledged victims of fascism 
and Nazism, that is, Jewish victims were not acknowledged separately; only Jewish 
communities held separate religious commemorations. So, while the Holocaust sur-
vivors are now widely seen as heroic individuals, or at least people deserving of sym-
pathy and understanding, this was not always the case—and as I argued elsewhere, 
it would not remain the case forever.10 The narrative of the Holocaust was conceived 
during the Cold War, which, besides determining its characteristics, also elevated the 
moral command of “Never Again” into a measure of universal integrity. During the 
1990s, before the 2004 European Union expansion, the new member states, includ-
ing the Visegrád Four countries (Poland, Hungary, Slovakia, and the Czech Repub-
lic) and the Baltic States, had successfully lobbied for the acceptance of the Memo-
rial Day for the Victims of Communism. This Memorial Day, which was expected 
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to counterbalance the Holocaust Memorial Day, which raises uncomfortable ques-
tions about collaboration with Nazi Germany, created a built-in fracture in the mem-
ory culture of Europe because particularism was inserted in a system initially based 
on universalism. 

In post-1989 Eastern Europe, after the collapse of communism, there was a diverse 
“market” (academic and political) for stories of brutality by the Red Army connected to 
anticommunism as a basis for the political legitimacy of the new regime. The increasing 
circulation of stories of women who saw or heard other women being raped has contrib-
uted to the formation of national martyrdom. However, some of the women who had 
experienced sexual violence, such as Jewish women who were greeting the Red Army as 
liberators but were also raped, continued to remain in silence, so as not to participate 
in the invalidation of the Red Army’s role in the ending of the war. Silence, for them, 
was a form of resistance to the existing dominant politics of memory in both periods. 
When the Red Army was uncritically glorified during communism as well as shamed 
by the uncritical anti-Soviet sentiments after 1989, these Jewish women still looked at 
the Red Army as liberators. Their story also underlines that sometimes there are un-
easy coalitions behind new memory work.11 The illiberal turn initiated this new type 
of memory work, which instrumentalized the “shame narrative” for empowering the 
“unashamed citizens.” By controlling hegemonic forms of remembrance, the illiberal 
polypore state works within the framework of what is referred to as “mnemonic secu-
rity.”12 The translation of history, its application, and its identity-shaping effect are be-
coming geopolitical factors. The memory politics of the “polypore state” is to dupli-
cate, depoliticize, and empty the narrative and historical agency by appropriating its 
meanings. In this historical context, it attributes new meanings of victimhood and an-
ticommunism. This illiberal memory politics functions within the framework of new 
emotional economies, where the concept of shame plays a new role. It also takes over 
and empties the concept of shame.13 

The theoretical frame of different Eastern European national memory strategies, 
especially the Hungarian one, was founded on competing national victimhood strate-
gies. Countries that were occupied by both Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union blame 
these two countries for all their traumas of the twentieth century. The British scholar 
Paul Connerton calls this process a “repressive erasure”—a memory frame based on 
the exclusion of unpleasant elements of the past.14 The Hungarian state’s current mem-
ory discourse is built on this “double occupation” framework, which is double victim-
ization. According to this discourse, Hungary was occupied by both the Germans and 
the Soviets—as represented by the Monument of German Occupation in Budapest 
on Liberty (Szabadság) Square, which was erected during the night because of pub-
lic protests.15 The plaque, which equalizes the victims regardless of whether they were 
Jews or Hungarian perpetrators, prompted a counter-monument. The Monument of 
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German Occupation was erected in 2014 as a sign that the government had started a 
new phase in memory politics. 

Hungary’s illiberal memory politics from early 2000 was based on “double victim-
hood.”16 The citizens, unashamedly driving the revisionist narrative to previous liberal 
narratives, reject shame as a disciplinary force, reshaping the memory dynamics sur-
rounding sexual violence during World War II. In this transformation, sacrifice and 
victimhood emerge as predominant narrative frames instrumental in nation-building. 
This narrative marginalizes assimilated Jewish women, as the storytelling, or rather 
nontelling, is predominantly controlled by men. The act of recounting becomes pre-
dominantly male-centric, with the only avenue for resistance being the right to remain 
silent.17 After the illiberal turn, discussions on wartime sexual violence are deliberately 
separated from the broader history of World War II and the Holocaust, framed as a tale 
of Hungarian martyrdom and sacrifice in the face of the occupying Red Army, which 
silenced the experiences of Jewish women. 

SOU RCE S 

Discussing the experiences of Jewish women with Red Army soldiers is challenging. 
First, there are few and nonrepresentative records of encounters, in general, available. 
The examples of such relevant records are the documents of the collapsing Hungarian 
public administration: administrative records, medical records, criminal records. As 
far as church sources are concerned, such as Historia Domus, they recorded the events 
of the community, protest letters from the Ministry of Foreign Office, and statements 
from the military discussing sexual violence regarding gentile citizens. These sources 
are not representative or generalizable because of the regional differences and because 
the different sources survived sporadically, and they do not include Jewish women. If 
they do, they often follow the anti-Jewish stereotypes of the time. Second, the Jewish 
women did not report their experiences precisely because they were waiting for the lib-
erators; and more importantly, the legal options to report Red Army soldiers for their 
deeds were limited. Therefore, semi-official sources such as oral testimonies, especially 
the USC VHA collection, are the primary sources, together with private documents 
such as memoirs or letters. (See more on the limitations of using the VHA archive as a 
source in Carli Snyder’s chapter in this volume.) 

The USC Visual History Archive collection contains 54,900 video testimonies of 
survivors, which can be viewed at so-called access points. The interviews are chronolog-
ical life story interviews.18 The interviewers had received training before the interview-
ing process and followed similar guidelines as discussed at length in Carli Snyder’s chap-
ter in this volume. The interviews were indexed and searchable by topic, geographic 
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location, gender, and language of the interview. In the interviews, women often talk 
about rape. However, often the interviewers are not ready to listen, and more impor-
tantly, the term rape was not indexed for a long time, making sexual violence invisible 
with the indexing practice.19 

When I used the VHA for my course on gendering the Holocaust at Central Euro-
pean University, my students searched for the index term “rape,” but they only found 
“sexual assault.” After I sent my students’ final papers—of course, with their permis-
sion—to the VHA, it took them another four years to re-index the stories as rape. 
Re-indexing revised the concept and definition of rape, and the invisibilization of ex-
periences by indexing in the archive was revisited.20 

Literature agrees that these traumas were indescribable and unspeakable. The wit-
nesses of the atrocities faced many difficulties while formulating stories about what 
had happened because they were emotionally injured, unable to adequately convey 
their experiences with words, or lacked a viable frame for making their experience in-
telligible to others. However, immediately after the war, evidence shows there were 
many potential storytellers but few audiences, as these stories were not included in 
the archives and were not listened to because of the disciplining and silencing im-
pact of shame.21 

From the 52,000 VHA interviews accessible online, less than sixty testimonies men-
tioned or were labeled as “embarrassment.” Some of these stories in which shame was 
explicitly mentioned made the indexer label them with the term “embarrassment,” even 
though the term was not explicitly mentioned. Interestingly, the explicit mention of 
the feeling of shame was more common after the liberation than before. Before, the 
stories were connected to exposing naked bodies or being harassed on the street by an-
tisemitic mobs. 

The Shoah Institute interviewees were teenagers or even younger at the time of 
the war and were, therefore, particularly vulnerable to rape. On the private level, it 
was also not easy because survivors were frequently silenced by strangers, neighbors, 
and even family members who deemed their experiences undiscussable. Although 
the interviews are not representative, they can be described as typical stories, espe-
cially if the interviewer was sensitive enough to be able to listen to the stories of rape. 
The stories are fragmented, and the interviewers do not ask for details, as they had to 
ask a pre-set series of questions. The changing collective memory frames also influ-
enced the process of storytelling. The problem of the memory gap is well known in 
the Holocaust literature. The interviews were conducted after 1989, when the dom-
inant antifascist historiography was being challenged by the hope of including sto-
ries of Jewish women in the canon. However, this attempt turned out to be an illu-
sion by the illiberal turn. 
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T E S T I MON I E S A N D T H E I R  
CH A NGI NG CON T E X TS 

The unique collection of the VHA has recently become a topic of scholarly critical anal-
ysis. Regarding her general critique of the VHA collection, I agree in part with Annette 
Wieviorka’s view that the collection can be explained by the “Americanization” of the 
Holocaust: The vast collection of interviews results in nothing more than a series of 
“authentic” survivor stories.22 The “age of the witness” is based on the assumption that 
the stories told by survivors and collected by different collections are “the” true stories. 
This is particularly important as the interviewers of the survivors in Hungary were not 
familiar with the Hungarian context, which led to silencing important experiences. 
Nevertheless, the collection gives an accurate picture of the experiences of the various 
Hungarian-speaking Jewish women survivors deported from different parts of the Car-
pathian basin at the time of liberation. Although many of them recount the joy they 
felt at seeing the liberating Soviet soldiers, few think that this could have excused the 
horrors that followed. As a Stutthof survivor, Gabriella Péter uses the expected main-
stream narrative propagated by the propaganda: “We were free then, and they set us 
free.”23 However, the reality was more complex as Anna Torontáli, from Matészalka, 
liberated in Markkleeberg, explains: “When we saw the first Russian soldier, the joy! 
However, the evening came, and the drunken soldiers gathered up all the women they 
could and raped them. Those who could not jump out of the window met the same 
fate; many suffered the same fate.”24 

The issue of rape, especially rape by Soviet soldiers, is also a difficult one in terms of 
witnessing and giving a witness. The sociologist Paul Frosh has shown that “the signifi-
cance of witnessing lies in its contemporary intersection of personal experience, shared 
knowledge, and public representation.”25 Personal experience could not be a part of 
the shared knowledge as even if there were stories circulated about the brutality of the 
Red Army soldiers, personal stories are not shared because of the disciplining power 
of shame. Also, military rape did not have a public representation. The first novels and 
films were made in the late 1980s, giving space for sharing. The narration is made diffi-
cult by the different experiences of the survivors. 

The Jewish survivors in Hungary survived five different experiences when they en-
countered the Red Army. The first group of Jewish survivors from Hungary who gave 
testimonies to the VHA were liberated in the concentration camps. After the Soviets 
had ensured their physical survival, they were harassed at night. As Lili Flayner, born 
in Nádudvar and liberated in Duderstadt, recounts, “They would come in at night, 
fold the blankets, and look for the young girls. Those they took away were never found 
again. It lasted for a month. On May 7, everyone left, and we were taken home.”26 The 
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women were also motivated to return home, but the security situation in the camps 
encouraged them to do so. 

The second group of survivors was released in labor camps in Germany or Austria and, 
on their way home, suffered sexual harassment. As Ágnes Szivós, a Szolnok-born Hungar-
ian Jewish woman, testifies about the Wien-Stadlau camp where she was liberated: “Two 
Russian soldiers came in. They shot at the picture of Hitler on the wall. They took one of 
the girls. They let her back late in the evening. Two dozen soldiers went through. They did 
this every day. They were a bunch of sickos. We could not move; there were three of us. 
They took Eva away every day. . . . They took Eva off the train. . . . Four of them took her.”27 

On their way home, surviving women were traveling alone. Feigeh Rosman explains 
what happened to her during the travel from Stutthof: “In the waiting room, the Russian 
grabbed me from behind. At night, I was wrapped in a blanket. He would have taken me 
with him; they would never have known.”28 Terézia Mike from Szombathely explained: “I 
had a terrible experience. They tried to rape me. A Russian soldier came up and said he was 
going to sleep there. I told him it was out of the question. I ran down the stairs. He took 
out his rifle to shoot me. Alternatively, he did not want to shoot me, but he did not shoot. 
I tore myself from his hands and ran to where the six of us used to live together. I climbed 
through the window and shook. They could have shot me now when we were free.”29 

The third group of Jewish women who gave testimonies to VHA encountered So-
viet soldiers while they were in hiding in Budapest, like Irene Karniol from Kömlő: 
“Russians came in, I knocked from the neighbor’s cellar, they broke through the wall 
and took the 14-year-old girl from her mother. They also took me away to peel pota-
toes. Five soldiers went through me.”30 Especially in the early interviews, the interview-
ers were not prepared for these experiences, so they did not encourage the interviewees 
to talk about rape or the new dangers that liberation brought to Jewish women liber-
ated in the camps and hiding in Budapest. As Ilona Schlesinger, a survivor in Sered, 
Slovakia, says: “They were already savages. They went into every house and raped. They 
raped me in front of people [voice trailing off ].”31 (See more on this in Nina Paulovi-
cova’s chapter in this volume.) 

In Budapest, the situation was different, as grouped neighbors, relatives, and ac-
quaintances were able, if not always, more likely to protect women from violence. If vio-
lence had already occurred, nearby acquaintances were important in providing medical 
and psychological assistance. A Jewish woman hiding in a Budapest cellar, for example, 
managed to avoid potential sexually transmitted infections and pregnancy thanks to 
the immediate assistance of a medical student who was hiding with her and her family.32 

Members of the fourth group met the Soviets when they returned to their Soviet-
occupied village after the liberation. Ruzena Deutschova, an Auschwitz survivor, met 
a Soviet soldier at the railway station on her return home who “said he would take me 
to the Kommandatura.” When she called for help, “a man came out, said I cannot help 
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you because he is shooting. When he put down his gun and started to rape me, I heard 
from older women where to kick. I kicked him in the balls and threw the gun in the 
corn. Two Russian soldiers and a Jewish boy from Galánta came. They shot the Rus-
sian on the spot. We were so well received. We survived Auschwitz. Moreover, we will 
die here. It looked like it.”33 

Liberation did not signify the cessation of life-threatening circumstances, and Jewish 
women once again found themselves in perilous situations, frequently without compan-
ionship and without any institutions that could protect them. As Ms. Vicsek Zsuzsa from 
Budapest says, “They died for what? It does not matter now what happened afterward. 
Then, we were saved. We were saved. I knelt and made the sign of the cross”—which is pe-
culiar for a Jewish survivor and shows the complexities of Jewish experiences.34 

However, personal experience of sexual violence becomes invisible if it does not be-
come knowledge that can be shared because the vocabulary of public representation 
and the place to tell it is missing. Trauma is an afterthought; it has a particular tempo-
rality. It is not shaped by the experience but by the reception, interpretation, and nar-
ration of the experience.35 Those who have personally experienced the violence describe 
it in cold and precise terms, as did Ágnes Barna, a survivor born in Dunaföldvár from 
Ravensbrück: “We were sitting on the side of the road, waiting for fate. The Americans 
came, and then the Russians came. One of them grabbed Edith, and the other grabbed 
me and raped me. We could not stand that again, so we returned to the house.”36 

Those who spoke the languages tried to find out why the soldiers whose arrival they 
had so much hoped for behaved this way. To one of them, the Soviet commander to 
whom he had gone to complain said, “Do not be surprised because the Hungarians and 
Germans did the same to their wives and mothers. They are just paying back what they 
got. They do not look at who is who, just that they are here and Hungarians.”37 

Elsewhere alcohol plays an explanatory role, as Vera Foltynova explains: “They [ Jew-
ish women survivors who were threatened by rape—A.P.] went to the Kommandatur 
and told us we were from Auschwitz. The Russian officer said that they had been con-
scripts for years; I cannot explain to them what the difference is [between German and 
Jewish women—A.P.] if they are drunk.”38 

SI L E NCE D BY OT H E R S 

The fate of diplomatic documents from Hungary in the last weeks of the war is also dra-
matic. Not only were few diplomatic representations operating but also the senior dip-
lomats were recalled due to the approaching Red Army. Thanks to the Swiss embassy, 
I gained access to important sources. The Swiss diplomatic document is a report from 
the former Swiss embassy’s political section in Budapest, authored by Chief Justice J. O. 
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Kehrli.39 It includes a separate chapter in its fifty-page report addressing not only viola-
tions of territoriality and property crimes but also violence against women. The source 
relies on information obtained with high precision from Swiss residents in Hungary, 
citizens of other countries, diplomats, employees of foreign-affiliated companies, and 
aristocrats. Thus, it provides insights into foreign citizens who remained in Budapest, 
hoping their foreign passports would save them during the conflicts. 

Due to informal connections and acquaintances, individuals shared information 
and assisted each other with advice. The report meticulously records the requisitioning 
of valuables and property by the so-called “Russians,” detailing the value, form, and the 
failure to prevent it with exemption papers. The section on atrocities against women 
spans fifteen pages and begins by stating that no female member of the Swiss commu-
nity suffered harm. This is attributed to the embassy’s interpreter, Dr. Víg, who claimed 
to be familiar with “the Russians” and urged embassy staff to take appropriate precau-
tions: They hid cars, other material assets, and women.40 

The report recounts the stroll of Miss Lehmann, one of the representative’s secretar-
ies, during which she encountered a uniformed “Russian” who, though not a clean sol-
dier, was considered a “Russian Jew” due to his good command of German. If a Soviet 
soldier spoke German, it was documented in writing. The five secretaries also shared a 
story they had only heard: drunken soldiers in the cellar taking women for potato peel-
ing, shooting those who resisted, hearing female screams in the cellars, and mass rape 
of Red Cross nurses in the hospital. 

In the narratives, the term “Russian soldier” is parenthetically accompanied by 
“Mongol type.” The report claims that under the influence of alcohol, the soldiers be-
came “bestial,” expressing hope that the next wave of occupying troops would not be as 
savage. Escaping individuals mention widespread sexual violence on the Buda side and 
in Vác. The report underscores that Hungarian women were not necessarily innocent 
victims of sexual violence committed by Soviet soldiers. It mentions that Hungarian 
girls willingly made themselves available to the “Russians” for material goods. Addition-
ally, Jewish women especially, the report notes enigmatically, embraced and kissed the 
soldiers as liberators, who unfortunately “immediately asked for the price”—as the re-
port cryptically puts it. This report sets the narrative frame of discussing sexual violence 
committed by Red Army soldiers, including Jewish women who greeted them with joy. 

L I BE R AT ION A S LOV E 

There is a silenced aspect to the stories of the rescuers, where hidden Jewish women 
sometimes endured sexual harassment from their saviors in exchange for their lives. 
However, this could not be spoken of, as after the war, the easiest way to rebuild national 
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identity was to overemphasize the search for the “righteous” individuals who saved Jews. 
As Joan Ringelheim wrote from a 1982 interview experience when a survivor spoke to 
her about sexual violence inflicted on her by her rescuer: “It is clear I was not prepared 
for what he wanted to say.”41 From later interviews with survivors, it is evident that even 
the questions were framed in a way that discouraged women from discussing sexual vi-
olence, especially sexual violence inflicted by rescuers. Public opinion did not want to 
hear about their sufferings.42 

Liberation may also have led to the breaking down of emotional barriers. A Jewish 
girl hiding in Vörösmarty Street in Budapest immediately fell in love with a Soviet sol-
dier who entered her cellar. In the video interview, Mrs. Zsuzsa Vicsek also told how 
they only slept together with her father sleeping on the other side of her because he 
thought it was important to preserve her innocence. She also recalled wild kissing in 
the freshly fallen snow. “I fell madly in love with the soldier. After the war, I went to 
Kharkiv to look for him. He left when he was 18 and fought at Stalingrad. I had a lit-
tle newspaper with me, his poem in it. I never found it. He died to destroy Nazism. I 
cannot remember his name.” However, the story reveals that it was thanks to an in-
timate relationship with a soldier from Kharkiv, whom she called “my little soldier,” 
that he was able to send away other Soviet soldiers who broke into her house and de-
manded women.43 

Zoë Waxman argues that the concept of voluntariness cannot be applied to sexual 
relationships in which there is a significant power imbalance between the individuals 
involved.44 Steven Katz’s use of the term “violent conquest” is questionable when dis-
cussing the sexual relationships between German soldiers and Jewish women in concen-
tration camps.45 The concept assumes that Jewish women had a choice, although due to 
power inequalities, introducing the “choice” discourse in the Nazi regime is misleading. 

The romanticizing narrative mode, built on empathy and support, is also possible 
in the case of sexual violence. In the country, which was socialized for anti-Soviet sen-
timents from 1919 and now defeated by the very same Red Army, it was not at all “cool” 
to date Soviet soldiers. In Márta Mészáros’s film Aurea Borealis (2017), the love story 
between the Soviet soldier and the affluent Austrian girl is an exceptional tale. Despite 
this, Soviet officers found partners in Vienna or Berlin, primarily due to the pressing 
food shortage. Hoping for a good meal, young women opted for sexual barter, discussed 
at length in Anna Hájková’s chapter, and willingly went dancing, especially younger 
girls.46 While it is true that the army considered the most democratic in the world was 
simultaneously the most hierarchical, high-ranking Soviet officers surpassed the average 
soldier in financial means and cultural refinement. In contrast, in the US Army (where 
officers were prohibited from forming any closer relationships with the local popula-
tion), money and “secret goods” like chewing gum and chocolate provided a sexual al-
lure that Soviet soldiers did not possess. 
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DI A RY OF SECR ET SU RV I VA L 

An important intervention in the public discourse about sexual violence commit-
ted by Red Army soldiers was the 2014 publication of the diaries of Fanni Gyarmati 
(1912–2014). She was the wife of the poet Miklós Radnóti (1909–1944), who stood 
by through every ordeal and wrote about her own experiences in her lengthy diary. 
Fanni Gyarmati lived through the Soviet invasion of Budapest as a Jew, living in hid-
ing under a pseudonym. In her diary, she writes about the Soviet soldiers in an ori-
entalizing style, describing them as “huge, wild-faced Eskimo figures,”47 sometimes 
called a “little Mongolian, a genuine part of the East.” 48 She recounts the story of 
her rape: 

He wanted me to hug him completely, and he kneaded me and kneaded me, strik-
ing me on my face, head, side, arms. I did not squeal at these, but I learned that it was 
true to see sparks when you are hit in the temple with a fist. I had to cover my eyes 
with my hands to keep him from hitting me, so he came closer and closer, and if I did 
not want him to beat me to death, I had to give in after a long, long wrestling match, 
accompanied by part kissing and part cursing between teeth. (. . .) It was a horror of 
horrors. (. . .) I was left there terribly battered.49 

In the narratives of the contemporaries, “Western,” Christian civilization was often 
confronted with the “East,” and the norms of behavior accepted in the context of war 
became precarious. At the level of Hungarian historical memory, the narrative of the 
occupation is vividly imbued with the ideological traditions of defense against Turk-
ish rule and Eastern military barbarism. The interpretation of Hungary as a bastion of 
Christianity against Eastern barbarism goes back to the Middle Ages. This topos can 
also be found in other nations of Europe: The Poles, the Czechs, the Slovaks, the Serbs, 
and the Romanians are not to be mentioned as perpetrators. The phrases “Muscovy, 
Tartar hordes” or “Russian steamroller,” which we find in the Historia Domus, are based 
on historical analogies. Many people, including the historian Gyula Szekfű, spoke of 
a new Turkish occupation at the time of the Soviet occupation.50 Gyarmati also inter-
nalizes the patronizing and colonizing discourse of the mainstream Hungarian culture: 
“Asia is still breathing down our necks”51 (. . .) and “they are huge naughty children, all 
open and clean.”52 The portrayal of the Soviets is that they are benevolent but barbaric. 
This discourse created a space for others to look down on the victors. 

Gyarmati remained pregnant after the rape, and she also survived an illegal abortion. 
She did not turn to any of the existing health institutions but had an abortion in pri-
vate. Her abortion is not recorded in the official statistics, which shows that the avail-
able data should be handled with care.53 
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Gyarmati’s diary is remarkable because, despite her multiple experiences of sexual 
trauma, she did not hate Soviet soldiers as the Soviets liberated her. On the contrary, 
she had a naive sympathy for the Soviet Union and the Red Army. She saw the atroci-
ties against women as the lesser and tolerable evil—in contrast to the terror of the Ar-
row Cross and the Germans, which threatened her life. She used different tropes, “cool,” 
“cool chaps,” and “wild kids” instead of “violent soldiers” to make the soldiers individual 
perpetrators without making any derogatory comments on the Red Army as a whole 
and used narrative tools, like calling them “kids,” not criminals, to create distance by 
undermining the perpetrators’ standing. The diary was published only after her death, 
as she wanted to be silent about what had happened during her lifetime or she did not 
want to respond to further questions. 

CONCLUSION 

For Jewish women, the prevailing narratives under the Horthy regime (1919–1945) por-
trayed the Red Army as barbaric, shaping the discourse surrounding their experiences 
of sexual violence during wartime. With the Red Army stationed in Hungary for the 
subsequent decades, the dominant antifascist narrative integrated the remembrance of 
traumatic experiences with the Soviets and the Holocaust, not as separate discussions 
but as part of the broader antifascist context. Unfortunately, Jewish women’s stories 
found little room for expression within this framework, like the Greek context so viv-
idly examined by Kateřina Králová and Janis Nalbadidacis in this volume. 

A major change only occurred during the era of the shift in memory culture, marked 
by the Americanization of Holocaust memory, when the first steps were made to in-
clude Jewish women’s experiences of rape by the Red Army soldiers. However, this 
change persisted only until the 2010s. In this period, illiberal memory politics took 
hold, emphasizing the “true, authentic stories” of rapes committed by Red Army sol-
diers of the “Hungarians,” using the suffering and self-sacrifice narratives of Hungarian 
victims for building mnemonic security. The appropriation of shame and trauma nar-
ratives by the “unashamed citizens” aimed at constructing a narrative of “double victim-
hood” for nation-building did not encompass Jewish women as victims.54 
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T H E R E D A R M Y A N D T H E 
M U LT I PL E FACETS OF 

SE X UA L I Z E D V IOL E NCE 
ON HOLOCAUS T 

SU RV I VOR S F ROM GR E ECE 
KATEŘINA KRÁLOVÁ AND JANIS NALBADIDACIS 

WHEN PALOMBA ALLALOUF RETURNED TO THESSALONIKI AT THE AGE 
of twenty-two, after surviving one and a half years in Auschwitz, subse-
quent death marches, and camps, to be liberated at KZ Malchow by the 

Red Army on May 5, 1945, she was the only family survivor. Back in her hometown, 
totally destitute, and forced to live in the Jewish Community housing, she could not 
bear the company of her dorm mates. While “they were going out a lot,” as she told her 
interviewer, the British anthropologist Bea Lewkowicz, “they were singing and danc-
ing, wanting to live their freedom,” Palomba “did not want anything.”1 She was trauma-
tized both by the loss of her family in the concentration camps and the harrowing ex-
perience of liberation by Soviet soldiers. Palomba mentions twenty-five to thirty girls 
together when meeting the Soviet liberators, all former Auschwitz prisoners. Some of 
them, such as Sarika Nachmia, Hella Kounio, and Yvonne Razon, will be introduced 
more closely in this chapter. The example of Palomba is one of many; however, she has 
been the only one of the Jewish women in Greece—as far as we know—to record the 
personal experience of rape.2 Hence, she plays a crucial role for our chapter. As pars pro 
toto, her case serves as a lens through which we explore this dark chapter of liberation. 

The Soviet liberation was not the first time Jewish women were exposed to sexual-
ized violence. The intimacy and sexuality of Holocaust survivors from Greece, which 
were not discussed before the deportations due to social norms, were violently trampled 
upon in a barely comprehensible and communicable way long before they encountered 
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the Red Army. Sexual harassment, incidents of rape, and the pseudo-medical experi-
ments endured by Jewish women in Nazi camps were among the many forms of sexu-
alized violence inflicted on female prisoners during their detention. This is true for any 
community of Holocaust survivors. Still, the silence about and silencing of the experi-
ence of sexual harassment deserve to be set in the social framework of twentieth-century 
Greece.3 Hence, this chapter contributes to three fields of research: the Soviet libera-
tion of the Nazi camps, Greek-Jewish history, and sexualized violence in the context 
of the Holocaust. 

For decades, research suggested a plethora of reasons for the claim that acts of sex-
ualized violence were exceptions during World War II.4 At most, such claims are wish-
ful thinking. Rhonda Copelon was right when stating that the “war tends to intensify 
the brutality, repetitiveness, public spectacle, and likelihood of rape.”5 In the current 
research, it has become consensus that the surrounding patriarchal culture prevented 
both women and men from explicitly expressing experiences with sexual assaults or 
rape.6 According to Helene Sinnreich, the dominating Holocaust narratives dealt with 
forced labor, ghettoization, beatings, and starvation: “Since women’s experiences and 
especially rape do not fit neatly into the standard Holocaust victimization narrative, 
victims do not always share that part of their experience in interviews or memoirs.”7 

Such a perspective is not least supported by the mere fact that early testimonies were 
addressing these topics.8 Soon, however, “women have felt that their testimonies [were] 
unwanted,” as Katrina Lee Koo concludes.9 

Still, for the 1970s, Sonja M. Hedgepeth and Rochelle G. Saidel stated that “sexual 
abuse has hardly been acknowledged as a theme, much less a central topic, worthy of 
investigation,”10 since it was claimed that no reliable sources would document it prop-
erly. As Curry recently observed, this dynamic may have contributed to survivors down-
playing or avoiding a discussion of their experiences with sexualized violence. In turn, 
it reinforced “the erroneous assumption by scholars that sexual violence were indeed 
rare occurrences.”11 The capacity to address these problems shifted during the women’s 
movements of the 1980s and, even more strongly, in the 1990s when the wars in Rwanda 
and Yugoslavia forced the international community to place rape in the context of col-
lectively perpetrated and politically motivated violence rather than simply devaluing 
it as an individual sexual crime.12 

In Greece, this shift of discursive pattern and research interests began even later and 
developed more slowly than in most European countries.13 Greek anthropologist Efi 
Avdela and her co-authors explain it by the “deep-rooted patriarchy, a stronghold of 
religion on society, and a widespread conservatism” and the dominating rural and thus 
more prudish character of Greek society.14 Not least, all these aspects are reflected in 
the political evolvement in Greece after World War II. While many countries in West-
ern Europe experienced an opening up in the 1960s, when sexual norms were debated 
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and questioned, Greece faced serious political upheaval resulting in a military dicta-
torship (1967–1974). Only in the 1980s, with social liberalization under the new leftist 
government, did the space for debates about sex and sexuality start to open. However, 
the traditionally conservative Orthodox Church, with a still prominent position in so-
ciety, and its followers, often from rural Greece and patriarchal backgrounds, remained 
a strong force in defining the discourse on sexual intimacy. Until today, there has been 
no conclusive research on sexualized violence committed on Holocaust survivors from 
Greece, not to speak about a specific focus on Soviet perpetrators.15 Only a few studies 
deal with sexual assaults in Greece, and they do so mainly in the realm dominated by 
the perception of the politically marginalized Left abused by the Right.16 Such a focus 
stems from the desire to highlight marginalized groups.17 Our chapter aligns with this 
objective by delving into the experiences of another distinct group from the margins, 
namely Jewish women camp deportees originally from Greece. 

We open the chapter by discussing social practices and intimacy in the prewar Jewish 
community in Greece. Then, we zoom into the wartime harassment of  Jewish life before 
and after the deportations. Since out of 58,000 deported Jews merely 2,000 survived, and 
most of them were from Thessaloniki, the Jewish community of  Thessaloniki will be at 
the core of our case study. Influenced by the postwar East-West division and Greek state 
policy, which became fiercely anticommunist, especially in the context of the Greek Civil 
War (1946–1949), Greece cultivated an anti-Left and anti-Soviet narrative for decades.18 

This is not to say that there were no incidents of sexualized violence committed by Soviet 
soldiers against Jews of Greece (such as the case of Palomba Allalouf ) or that it was easier 
to speak about such acts, but to better understand the historical facts. Since the Soviet 
army did not operate on Greek territory—in fact, the Greeks liberated themselves, 
or rather the Wehrmacht withdrew from Greece in the autumn of 1944 without the 
physical presence of foreign liberation armies19—no Soviet violence could have taken 
place in Greece on the ground. Therefore, alongside the specific case of  Malchow, we 
examine various categories of perpetrators who sexually assaulted Jewish women from 
Thessaloniki, like Palomba, during the war—including Jewish guards in the Baron 
Hirsch transit camp and German personnel in the concentration camps.20 

Happening outside of Greek borders and to someone belonging to the marginal-
ized groups, Palomba’s and similar violations were easily silenced in the frame of na-
tional history. The end of World War II was soon overshadowed by the Civil War. For 
a long time, there was little space and effort in Greece to produce a specific mnemonic 
culture of liberation and include the Holocaust as a productive historical milestone 
within national history.21 Generally speaking, Greek historiography has been facing 
difficulties in tackling transnational connections and memory production. We argue 
that as a Jew and a woman “disgraced” by rape, Palomba was neither a suitable martyr 
nor heroine for the nonsecularized by the largely Greek Orthodox society. Therefore, 
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we aim to undermine the Greek production of national history and cultural memory 
along the lines of Greek ethnonationalist victimhood. Instead, we would like to bring 
to the fore more nuanced perspectives of the personal resilience, agency, and trauma 
suffered by those on the margins. 

ON SOU RCE S 

As the well-known psychologist and oral historian Henry Greenspan puts it, “survi-
vors do not recount in a vacuum but always to an actual or imagined audience of listen-
ers.” He states that “what survivors say, how they say it, whether they say it at all, will 
depend, in part, on their perceptions of those listeners as well as on the ways the listen-
ers have made their own hopes, fears, and expectations known.”22 While excluded from 
the dominant narratives of the Holocaust and its aftermath—both the Jewish and the 
non-Jewish—the experiences of the Sephardim, the Romaniotes, and the Ashkenazim 
of Greece have been kept alive in the diaries, memoirs, autobiographies, document col-
lections, and numerous recordings of audiovisual archives in Greece and beyond. Given 
the specific events surrounding the liberation of Malchow, we chose to focus on the life 
stories of  Jewish women from Thessaloniki who were liberated there by the Soviets, 
drawing directly on the personal accounts of seven of them, Palomba notwithstand-
ing. Next to their audiovisual interviews, two collections of published accounts, one in 
Greek and one in Hebrew, were most conclusive.23 Two of the survivors, Berry Nach-
mia from Kastoria and Erika Kounio from Thessaloniki, the latter also the editor and 
interviewer of the 1998 Greek volume of personal accounts delivered by ex-deportees 
in 1989, wrote their memoirs.24 

The audiovisual archives we used in our research on sexualized violence included 
the Fortunoff  Video Archive for Holocaust Testimonies (FVAHT), the United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) Audio Collection, and—predom-
inantly—the Visual History Archive (VHA) of the University of Southern Cali-
fornia (USC) Shoah Foundation.25 All those interviews were recorded in the 1990s. 
The VHA, with more than 54,000 unedited recordings, holds about 700 interviews 
in eleven languages with Holocaust survivors born in the territory of today’s Greece 
and with those who settled there before World War II. Of this total, 396 were con-
ducted with Jews born in Thessaloniki, which is more than half of the VHA inter-
views from today’s Greece.26 Given our language limitations and the scope of our re-
search, we focused mainly on interviews with Holocaust survivors who were liberated 
by the Red Army and delivered their audiovisual accounts in Greek, English, French 
and Judeo-Spanish. In addition, we analyzed translations of relevant accounts written 
in Hebrew.27 While early collections of interviews with survivors exist (e.g., Boder’s 
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Voices of the Holocaust from 1946), they are quite limited in number and do not in-
clude questions on and references to sexualized violence. 28 Due to the natural cycle 
of life, none of the Jewish women in Malchow could be interviewed again in 2023.29 

To better understand the context of the time and the questions asked and answered 
therein, we turned to several interviewers who made recordings in the mid-1990s for 
various audiovisual archives and, in particular, for the VHA, namely Solita Saltiel, 
Yitzchak Kerem, and Bea Lewkowicz.30 Their selection was based on several criteria: 
Saltiel, herself a second-generation survivor whose mother had returned to Thessalon-
iki from Auschwitz, was active in recruiting interviewees in Thessaloniki for the USC 
Shoah Foundation and in the local Jewish community, and had herself recorded several 
VHA interviews in Greek. Kerem, a prominent Sephardi scholar of Holocaust stud-
ies in Israel, recorded many VHA interviews of Sephardic survivors in Greek, English, 
Hebrew, and Judeo-Spanish, some of them from Greece, and therefore possesses a per-
spective far beyond the Greek national context. This applies also to Lewkowicz, the 
co-founder and director of the Association of Jewish Refugees(AJR) Refugee Voices 
and Sephardi Voices UK archives and a social anthropologist who recorded survivors, 
including Palomba, in French, English, German, and Hebrew for her PhD project on 
Thessaloniki. Later, she also recorded others for the VHA for a project on the Kinder-
transporte.31 Their unique insights are part of our study. 

BE FOR E DE P ORTAT IONS 

Born in 1923, Palomba Allalouf ’s birth falls in the year when the Peace Treaty of Lau-
sanne was signed between Greece and Turkey, which marked the exchange of Muslim 
and Orthodox populations between the two countries.32 The treaty also established 
the borders of mainland Greece as we know them today. Only the Dodecanese Is-
lands, with a once rich Sephardic community on Rhodes,33 became part of it as late as 
1948. In interwar Greece, there were twenty-four Jewish communities, the most im-
portant by far being Palomba’s native Thessaloniki. Religious affiliation at that time 
greatly determined the way of life from birth to death, both socially and legally.34 The 
fact that Palomba was born Jewish in a community of about 55,000, roughly half of 
the metropolis before the Greek Orthodox settled in after 1923, meant that she lived 
among fellow Jews in a Jewish neighborhood, spoke Judeo-Spanish at home, and re-
ceived her primary education at the Jewish school of the Alliance Israelite Universelle, 
where she learned French, Greek, and Hebrew.35 Like many other Thessaloniki Jews, she 
was from a large family (with six children) and of a relatively poor background. Before 
the war, she worked as a seamstress, a typical occupation for girls back then. In March 
1943, shortly after the deportations in Greece began, the whole family was deported 
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to Auschwitz. All but Palomba, including her pregnant older sister, were murdered in 
the concentration camps.36 

For Greece, the war began at the end of autumn 1940, when Italians crossed its 
northern borders. With the outbreak of the Italian campaign, the Jewish community 
stood behind the Greek fascist leader Metaxas and instructed its men to fight for the 
independence of their homeland. Many were killed or injured.37 After the German 
blitz launched on April 6, 1941, Greece was divided into three occupation zones ruled 
by Bulgaria, Germany, and Italy, with a Greek puppet government installed in Athens. 
Germans first administered only in the most strategic regions, including Thessaloniki, 
while Bulgaria took southeast Macedonia and coastal Thrace, and Italy took the rest. 
Only after the capitulation of  Rome at the beginning of  September 1943 did the for-
mer Italian zone, as well as the Dodecanese, come under the control of the Reich. In the 
middle of 1942, German authorities ordered the confiscation of communal and, soon 
afterward, private Jewish property in the German-occupied zone. Public action against 
Jews culminated in Thessaloniki in June 1942 with the directive on the forced labor of 
the male Jewish population. Following the introduction of racial laws in early Febru-
ary, Jews in the German zone were forced to make inventories of property and give up 
the keys to their real estate starting on March 3, 1943. Then, they were gradually isolated 
in ghettos, banned from leaving them under the threat of death.38 

The war had thus not just fundamentally changed the economic circumstances of 
the Jews but also accelerated the emancipation process of Jewish youth. Although so-
ciocultural boundaries for women were somewhat relaxed already in interwar Greece as 
a result of modernization and the growing affluence of society, only religious marriage 
was still possible, and its traditional nature included compulsory dowry and matchmak-
ing.39 Only at the ghettoization, fearing that their growing children would be unpro-
vided for in remote Poland, parents often hastily accepted a contract of marriage other-
wise objectionable. According to the chronicle of the Holocaust in Thessaloniki written 
by local rabbi Michael Molho right after the war, there was a true “marriage epidemic,” 
with the number rapidly rising from ten to hundred marriages a day in early 1943. 
“There were no longer any differences of class, property, or education. There was no 
question of dowry,” Molho says; the aim was “to be able to protect, strengthen and com-
fort each other.”40 Sarika Nachmia, born in 1926, soon followed Palomba on the route 
Auschwitz—Ravensbrück—Malchow, married in the ghetto. She suggests Pepo As-
sael had been her boyfriend already. Still, their intimate life remains an open question.41 

Once captured in the transit camp, the Hirsch ghetto, this was the ultimate desti-
nation for all Thessaloniki Jews before deportation. Many women who were incarcer-
ated there experienced body shaming through forced nakedness and humiliating body 
controls conducted by the guards for the first time. More than that, collaborators from 
the ranks of the Jewish guards were rumored to have sexually abused women in the 
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Hirsch ghetto. The most notorious among them was the head of Jewish police, Vital 
Hasson, the only perpetrator tried and sentenced to death in postwar Greece in con-
nection with the persecution of  Jews in Thessaloniki.42 As Molho puts it, “a single mis-
tress was not enough for Hasson’s insatiable desire. With a self-asserted authority, he 
possessed all the deplorable women who had the misfortune to attract his lustful and 
avid gaze. He demanded they be brought to him by force against their resistance and 
entreaties.”43 Whether by a happy coincidence or due to later victimization that over-
shadowed the pre-deportation harassments, neither Palomba, Sarika, nor any other of 
the women who passed through Malchow mention Hasson’s sexualized violence back 
in Thessaloniki. Yet his actions were exposed in an indictment by Hasson’s victims in 
the Greek court in 1946.44 

I N T H E C A M PS 

Once entering Auschwitz, Sarika and Pepo Assael were immediately separated by sex. 
Though Pepo was a young man, he never saw his wife again. Sarika’s younger sister died 
in the camp, too. Her mother and father did not pass the initial selection. Shortly after 
her being selected for slave labor, Sarika met a Jewish woman from Thessaloniki, Hella 
Kounio, who was deported with her family on the first transport on March 15, 1943.45 

Seventeen more followed that year, and in 1944, three additional transports arrived 
from Greece to Auschwitz with Jews from the former Italian zone. Having already spent 
two months in the camp, Hella knew all too well what was in store both for Sarika and 
those who did not pass. Hella, with her daughter Erika, fluent in German, which was 
an absolute exception among Jews from Greece, was also separated from her husband 
and son but witnessed the initial reception only from a distance, as they were assigned 
to the Political Department at Auschwitz as interpreters.46 

Decades later, Sarika told Erika in detail how she and the other girls were stripped, 
splashed with ice water, disinfected, shaved, and tattooed. When recounting that, Sa-
rika was already an elderly lady, yet still embarrassed, “standing stark naked while the 
SS-men walked around us, how humiliating, how degrading!”47 Unlike the Hirsch 
ghetto events, this moment, the first sexualized violence for most Jewish women de-
portees from Greece that they experienced firsthand outside of their country, comes to 
the fore in many personal accounts, for example, in the one of  Yvonne Razon. Yvonne, 
born in 1928, grew up in the Baron Hirsch neighborhood in Thessaloniki. She was the 
oldest of four children. Together with her mother and her siblings, she was deported to 
Auschwitz. The deep embarrassment over the nakedness during the registration process 
becomes very clear in the Fortunoff Archive interview. Yvonne, liberated at Malchow, 
whose postwar life was shaped by the experience of aliyah and a more emancipated 
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kibbutz life in Israel than that of Sarika in Greece, goes even further in her narrative 
when discussing what she witnessed during the initial disinfection procedure at Aus-
chwitz. However, even she is unwilling or unable to put it into precise words: “The Ger-
mans sat around ridiculing us as we passed [naked]. . . . We were then made to shower 
with ice-cold water. Whoever wouldn’t stand under the shower heads, was whipped, 
and the water was poured on her. There were horrific things that happened in the show-
ers, but I can’t bring myself to talk about them.”48 

About a week after Sarika Assael, Aliza Tsarfati entered Auschwitz. Born in 1928, a 
fifteen-year-old who was married in the Hirsch ghetto just to go along with a spouse to 
Poland, Aliza had previously experienced terrible starvation in the winter of 1941/42 
and after.49 Coming from a lower middle-class milieu, her family in Thessaloniki was 
not able to keep a newborn alive or save her grandmother from famine. Once in Aus-
chwitz, Aliza was soon confronted with the fact that her parents were selected for the 
gas chambers. The labor that she was to execute was not nursing as Aliza expected when 
taken to the “hospital” but becoming a subject of a pseudo-medical experiment at the 
hands of Mengele, Clauberg, and Dering. According to her testimony, she survived four 
surgeries during the sterilization experiments. Only the hope that her brother would 
still be alive kept her going. At the end of her imprisonment at Auschwitz-Birkenau, 
Aliza already struggled with depression linked to the prospect that her future life, which 
she had never given up, could be deprived of the ability to conceive children.50 

With the Red Army advancing on the Eastern Front toward Kraków, Auschwitz 
was evacuated westward, leaving behind only those prisoners who were unable to move. 
Palomba, Sarika, Yvonne, Aliza, and Hella, with her daughter Erika, as well as many other 
women, were forced to go to Ravensbrück, which from 1939 served as a women’s camp 
primarily for political prisoners.51 Upon arrival, the Jewish women were confronted with 
an inmates’ apathy that they had not known, even from Auschwitz, and unimaginable 
overcrowding. “If someone had died, they would simply sleep on top of  her—in order to 
generate heat from the bodies,” Aliza recounts.52 Those circumstances brought awful san-
itary conditions and contagious diseases, including scabies and epidemic typhus, as well 
as an absolute lack of any food, leading to extremes such as cannibalism. As Aliza recalls, 
the camp conditions made inmates “eat dead horses, and even parts of dead people.”53 

Due to overcrowding and thin supplies, Malchow, where they were transferred, 
came to the brink of collapse at the end of March 1945; by then, it was still a month away 
from liberation. On May 1, the Nazis took the remaining women who were still able to 
walk out of Malchow. Only a fraction of the sick and wounded remained in the camp 
infirmary. The situation around them became opaque, with locals and Wehrmacht de-
serters fleeing into the arms of the Americans. Both Germans and their collaborators 
were frightened of Soviet retaliation. As Erika Kounio repeatedly puts it in her ac-
counts, “The Russian soldiers, as we heard later, had been given [an] order: ‘Treat the 
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Germans as they behaved in Russia. Burn, pillage, and rape!’”54 Even in these last mo-
ments before liberation, Malchow guards still shot without hesitation many women 
prisoners too weak to continue the marches. The day after the last death march began 
for Palomba, Sarika, Yvonne, Aliza, and other camp prisoners, Soviet soldiers entered 
the Malchow camp.55 

U P ON L I BE R AT ION 

Marching without any real direction, malnourished, exhausted, and in constant fear of 
being killed, the only goal of the Jewish women was to stay alive. They knew that the Al-
lied troops and their liberation were close. Parts of the marches dispersed, abandoned 
by the guards, and then some women and male prisoners of war (POW) set off into the 
woods. Others followed the Germans in the convoy until they reached the Americans. 
In this confusing setting, undocumented in official archival records, it is difficult to 
identify the exact trajectories of the Jewish women from Greece. From their accounts, 
however, it seems that although they found themselves in linguistically and religiously 
mixed groups, there were always some of their fellow Jewish women from Thessaloniki 
who had passed through Auschwitz with them. Even though they may have been in the 
same place, only a few hundred meters apart, at the given time, their experiences, reflec-
tions, and memories of their encounters with Soviet soldiers differed greatly. 

Together with other women, Sarika Assael was one of those who had sought shel-
ter in the forest nearby. “We walked around. Then we came to a farm where we stayed 
overnight,” she recounts. “We heard gunshots and dogs. Then, at dawn, silence fell. We 
hid among the cows.”56 The next day, the group met Polish refugees at that farm and 
crossed paths with two Soviet officers. Sarika believes that since one of them was Jew-
ish, he understood their unfortunate position. The women shared their experiences 
with the officers and showed them their inked numbers. According to Sarika, the Jew-
ish officer was very moved, even started crying, and then warned the women emphat-
ically: “You are girls,” he said. “The soldiers will not care that you have been captives. 
You must be careful.”57 

The then eighteen-year-old Sylvia Molho from Thessaloniki shares a similar experi-
ence in her interview. In expressive words, she describes the impression she got of the 
Soviet soldiers when they entered the camp: “despair, beards down to their chins, cov-
ered with mud, a savageness, full of rage.”58 Again, she describes the Jewish officer in 
charge as the saving authority. Acknowledging the fierceness of his own troops, he rec-
ommended the women, according to Sylvia, “not to stay here, today. [. . .] Everyone is 
enthusiastic, everyone will be drinking vodka and will be dancing, and they will want 
to have women, too.”59 



  

 
 

  

 
 

 

 

 
 

    

 

 
 

  

  

336 / M E MORY 

These quotations indicate a clear projection of the “us” and “them” categories among 
Holocaust survivors. The way the “Russians” were expected to behave and how some of 
the survivors described them is nothing less than barbaric. This, at the same time, con-
trasts with nearly adoring denominations, sometimes by the very same narrator. Para-
digmatic in this way is the quote of Erika Kounio, who, in her interview and her book, 
recalls her mother’s (Hella) reaction when she saw the Soviet troops: “Like Genghis 
Khan’s hordes!”60 Following this line, Erika describes the orders given to the “Rus-
sians” as “Burn, pillage and rape!”61 Less than two pages later, she portrays a Soviet of-
ficer with unreserved admiration: “Tall, blond, with blue eyes, he seemed like an an-
cient God on his horse.”62 

Such depictions and civilizational discourse clearly refer to stereotypes about the 
savage “Russians,” as the survivors call the Red Army members without any (non)visi-
ble ethnic distinction, which have a long tradition beyond Greece.63 To consider gen-
der as the leading or even the only category in the perception of sexual behavior is there-
fore clearly inadequate. Such an assumption is corroborated by the emphasis the women 
place on the Jewishness of the leading officers. Their shared Jewish background serves 
as an explanation for protective attitudes, as the fact that they were able to speak in a 
common language. Sarika argues that way when she points out that “the Russians who 
came along didn’t harm us because of the Polish people who were with us and who could 
speak to them.”64 Hence, the ability to speak in a common language is perceived as an 
important factor in easing things and preventing sexual assaults. 

Erika Kounio makes another valid point about the different behavior of the Soviet 
army when she stresses the need to distinguish between “fighting forces” and the “oc-
cupying forces.” The latter “wore different clothes, they behaved in a civilized way, some 
even spoke some German.”65 They were the ones who were “trying to impose some order 
on this chaos, to feed the hungry people, to arrange shelter for them.”66 Precisely that 
point helps to shed light on the different behavior among the Soviet soldiers. More-
over, it suggests why so many of the interviewees specifically described the first three 
days of their liberation, when nobody was around to establish order, as a very chaotic 
and dangerous time.67 

To avoid sexual assaults and rape in these unsettling days, the women solidarized; 
they tried to stay in groups and barricaded the doors of the houses where they sought 
refuge.68 Sarika recalls how they moved a piano in front of the door to prevent any-
one from entering the building.69 “Not even once did we stick out our nose out of the 
hideout,” says Erika about the oppressive situation during the days of the liberation.70 

Women also used strategies to behave as if they had contracted a highly contagious dis-
ease or parasites, such as epidemic typhus or scabies, which they had massive experience 
with from the camps.71 Unfortunately, such precautionary measures were not always 
successful. “A drunken man came and struck the door so hard it opened. He grabbed 
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a woman—a friend of ours who was married—and took her away,” recalls Palomba, 
who was soon to meet the same fate.72 Yvonne Razon describes a similarly desperate 
situation of one woman who took agency to get control over the situation by offering 
her body to the Soviet soldiers: “When an officer came to the house, she told him that 
she was willing to ‘spend the night’ with him, on the condition that he posts guards to 
protect the girls in the house.”73 

While short anecdotes about other women raped by Soviets can be found more fre-
quently in the accounts of  Jewish women liberated in Malchow and elsewhere, personal 
experiences with rape are rarely brought up. The only Jewish woman from Greece who 
spoke openly and resolutely about her individual traumatic experience of sexualized 
violence was Palomba Allalouf.74 She describes how she became the next victim in the 
row of women taken by Soviet soldiers one night. When a man entered the room and 
held her at gunpoint, she first took agency and defended herself against the intruder, 
then she blacked out. Palomba puts her motions in a specific social and sexual context: 
“I was a virgin. I would not go. He began to beat me. [. . .] I would not let him touch 
me. He held both his sword and his revolver up at me. I fainted.”75 Sexualized violence, 
in her case, has not only become a crime but has also affected her cherished chastity, 
both socially and emotionally. 

The “Great Evil,” as Palomba puts the act of rape in shattering words, came over-
night.76 As characteristics for these specific situations, the women emphasize the sur-
rounding darkness of the night, the excessive consumption of alcohol by the perpetra-
tors, as well as their feelings of revenge and recompense.77 The crimes might appear as 
individual actions in these accounts since they put emphasis on a single man who com-
mitted the crime. At the same time, the women picture these doings not only as toler-
ated but perhaps even supported by the superiors of the respective soldiers. Hence, the 
accounts consider such violence not as a painful exception but rather as enabled by a 
set of intertwined structural factors and individual disposition and motives.78 On the 
discursive level, additional information such as “the married ones” or “the virgin,” as in 
the case of Palomba,79 or the remark of Erika Kounio that “even old women were not 
spared”80 perform an amplifying function in the context of sharing the trauma. Re-
gardless of their precise truthfulness, they serve to emphasize and communicate the 
horrifying dimension of the committed acts, which often appear as not only unbear-
able but also unspeakable. 

NOR M S A N D OM I S SIONS 

“I can’t remember anything,” says Palomba about the act of rape itself in the 1993 inter-
view in Judeo-Spanish with Josh Almuli, a Sephardic Jew, a journalist from Belgrade 
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and an active interviewer for the Fortunoff Archive in the Balkans since the late 1980s.81 

The rape as such is omitted in her personal account. It seems, however, that there were 
more events and experiences she did not touch upon, perhaps to protect herself or other 
survivors of her community and not to run the risk of discrediting herself or them. 
Whether as therapeutic reconciliation or traumatic neurosis,82 the time to recount her 
story came for Palomba only after her husband passed away in 1986.83 Although empha-
sizing that she had a happy marriage, Palomba admits that it was a reasonable solution, 
not an act of affinity or even love. She never expounds on how much her husband knew 
about her trauma. When Palomba registered with the community in 1945, her health 
was marked simply as “good.” The declaration of good health in the community regis-
ter is recurrent for all camp survivors, even for the subjects of medical experiments.84 

Later in her life and interviews, Palomba claimed that her state of health in the after-
math, both physical and mental, was logically terrible at the liberation.85 

Fragmented memories and the inability to make sense of the traumatic experiences 
and to describe them properly are characteristic for the Holocaust interviews. The in-
terviewees tend to fit and adjust their past to the new circumstances to make their lives 
more bearable. Since the community lacked its prewar archives that were destroyed or 
stolen during the occupation, including birth records, modifications according to the sit-
uation, as Palomba did for her state of health, were a tactic used by many men and women 
Holocaust survivors in Thessaloniki and elsewhere. The way of talking or silencing the 
rape experience shows what Cathy Caruth meant when she states that violence inflicts 
wounds not “[only] upon the body but upon the mind.”86 Thus, choosing silence can be 
seen as a self-protective strategy for dealing with this traumatic experience, as Nina Pau-
lovicova also shows in her chapter in this volume. “I don’t want to remember any of it,” 
stated Antonia Kivelou, who experienced severe torture under the Greek junta more 
than two decades after World War II.87 “When they (the interviewers) choose silence,” 
Sara Brown argues, “even in the midst of sharing their testimony, they are owning their 
narrative. This is not to privilege silence over voice—both are significant and meaningful 
expressions of agency.”88 For this, researchers are challenged to read between the lines, to 
make what interviewees maybe did not address clearly because they felt limitations “cre-
ated by the shame that was reinforced by the surrounding culture.”89 

This brings us from the interviewees to the interviewers of the Holocaust survivors. 
Yitzchak Kerem, one of the three interviewers who were interviewed for this chapter, 
reflected on how he approached sexualized violence during his interviews: “Believe me, 
I pushed. I even asked women about rape, but they chat very timidly,”90 he states quite 
in resignation. At the same time, Kerem points out that only “today these are issues we 
bring up.”91 What he implies becomes explicit later when explaining that “the average 
traditional woman would not even bring up something like this [anything related to 
sexual intercourse, J.N.]” and warning his interviewer as well as fellow researchers “not 
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putting your values of today on it.”92 In this way, Kerem makes clear that the way of com-
munication he recorded for the VHA was limited by the social norms of the 1990s, the 
cultural background, and the social environment the interviewee lived in, thus also con-
firming the findings of Carli Snyder in this volume. 

The relationship of reciprocal expectations between interviewer and interviewee 
that naturally affects the interview is complex.93 Bea Lewkowicz critically reflects on 
these dynamics with regard to 1993 when she interviewed Palomba: “I really went there 
as a social anthropologist, and I didn’t go as a Holocaust historian. That is really, really 
important.”94 Lewkowicz stresses that her fields of interest were “identity, Greek na-
tionalism, postwar, minorities,” not the individual experiences of violence or the Ho-
locaust. The main premise for her interviews regarding the Holocaust was simply, “I 
wasn’t looking!”95 As a consequence of her own academic positioning, Lewkowicz 
states that it was difficult for her interviewees to bring up individual experiences of vi-
olence during the Holocaust. In her interviews, Lewkowicz instantly shied away when 
she got the impression that she could touch upon a difficult or even traumatic experi-
ence that the Holocaust survivor would not want to talk about. Hence, she concludes 
“the Holocaust testimonies I got are from people who really, really wanted to talk.”96 

This includes the then seventy-year-old woman Palomba. 
Sexual assaults are often told in the mode of hearsay, and Lewkowicz agrees that it 

has become a trope in narratives after the Cold War. However, Lewkowicz insists that 
the case of Palomba was different: “She says it enough times that it is very, very clear, very 
clear, that she was raped.”97 Later in our correspondence, Lewkowicz adds that Palomba 
“gives a full account of what happened to her. She also clearly relates how the rape af-
fected her after the war: ‘I had suffered a lot, also from the Russians, I did not want any-
thing, others wanted to have fun but I couldn’t.’”98 Back in 1994, Lewkowicz did not pay 
further attention to the trope of sexualized violence in Palomba’s narration: “It is said 
and then she continues the story and I am not going [into further details],” she states.99 

However, Palomba’s experience is included in Lewkowicz’s book and “constitutes the 
longest piece of uninterrupted testimony.”100 In her book, Lewkowicz states: 

The Russian [sic] soldiers did not acknowledge the plight of the women concentra-
tion camp survivors. They were put to work and sometimes raped or sexually as-
saulted. Palomba A. comments on this experience in the same fashion as she com-
ments on the camp experience: “Another five kilometers and I would have been 
liberated by Americans. This is life. It’s all a question of luck.” (Af1) After this ordeal 
with Russian [sic] soldiers she remained alone again.101 

Yet, it was not only that experiences of sexualized violence during the Holocaust 
were not of central interest to her as an interviewer. At the time, sexual experiences in 
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general, and even more so the experience of painful and traumatic sexualized violence 
in particular, were topics that could hardly be addressed. Lewkowicz emphasizes that 
this applied generally but even more for Greece, “where you have a very strong notion 
of the public and private realm.”102 Referring to sexualized violence and other intimate 
themes belonged to the individual private sphere in which Lewkowicz was not ready 
to intrude. She points out: “I didn’t see myself in the position to discuss these things. [. 
. .] and to ask intruding questions.”103 

Lewkowicz’s attitude corresponds with that of Solita Saltiel, the third interviewee 
and the only one who is part of the Greek society and the Jewish Community in Thes-
saloniki. Although she personally interviewed Sarika, in her interview with us, Saltiel 
repeatedly emphasizes that “no woman talked to me who had experienced violence.”104 

Everything she knows about such topics as sexual abuse and rape Saltiel frames as “hear-
say”105 and “rumors.”106 In her explanation for the restraint, Saltiel refers to the advanced 
age of her interviewees as well as to their gender: “Sure, there was shyness. The women 
had arrived at a certain age, and they were not used to speak openly about topics related 
to sex. I think that it is something expectable.”107 Showing much sympathy for the inti-
mate life of women Holocaust survivors in the way Saltiel talks about her interviewees 
leaves us with a strong impression that, in many instances, she avoids naming any ex-
plicit actions of sexualized violence. Using only vague terms like “similar incidents,”108 

unable to “discuss these things,”109 hints toward how difficult it still might be to speak 
about rape and sexualized violence both for the first and second generation of Holo-
caust survivors, and especially in certain social environments such as Greece and the 
Thessaloniki community to which Saltiel adheres. 

CONCLUSION 

Palomba passed away in Thessaloniki, Greece, in 1999, just a year after giving the Visual 
History Archive the last in a long series of her interviews. Today, none of the women we 
analyzed in this chapter are alive, which leaves us only with reading between the lines 
of their narratives. Still, based on their personal accounts, we tried here to shed light on 
perspectives from the margins regarding experiences of sexualized violence in the con-
text of the Holocaust in Greece in three ways: first, focusing explicitly on female per-
spectives; second, concentrating only on women from Jewish origins; and third, follow-
ing these actors and their forced way through Europe, hence taking events into account 
that did not take place in Greece. Their stories, by their otherness, do not fit into the 
prevailing line of Greek national history and ethno-nationalist victimhood. This is 
why Greek historiography struggles to integrate the experiences of  Jewish women that 
go beyond the usual national framework. For the largely traditional Greek Orthodox 
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society, women like Palomba can hardly serve as figures of identification. However, 
she and many other Jewish women and their life stories are essential to the reflection 
on World War II and the Holocaust in Greece and, as such, should be heard and taken 
into account not only as victims but as survivors.110 

What strikes first and foremost is the fact that Jewish women from Greece, whose 
intimate life was always kept private, suffered various kinds of sexualized harassment 
and abuse, even rape in multiple contexts in just little more than two years of the war. In 
this regard, one must speak of a chain of painful experiences. The Baron Hirsch ghetto 
can be seen as the first station in this painful journey, followed by Auschwitz and other 
camps up to Malchow where they experienced the liberation by the Soviet army. The 
diversity of contexts is reflected in the groups of perpetrators. Their range goes from 
Jewish guards and Jewish police in the transit camp in Thessaloniki to the German mil-
itary in Auschwitz to Soviet soldiers in the liberation of the Malchow camp. In the per-
sonal accounts, the experiences of sexualized violence come to the fore, mostly in con-
nection with the German captivity. Given the time the women spent in German camps 
and their terrifying experiences there, as well as the instructions for and framing of the 
biographical interviews focusing more on the Holocaust and less on its aftermath in 
which they shared their way of suffering, that might not be surprising. 

The more irritating seems the experience of sexual assaults and even rape in the 
course of the liberation of the Malchow camp once verbalized. What might have put 
an end to the horror of the captivity and been a relief turned out to be, for some of the 
women, just an additional terrifying experience. The accounts of this are inconsistent 
and fragmentary, which is characteristic of traumatic experiences. In addition, due to 
sociocultural constraints, such intimate and sensitive topics could hardly be openly ad-
dressed in Greek society after the Second World War. The limitations are evident not 
only in the omissions within the accounts of the women themselves. Our exchange with 
the three interviewers who conducted their interviews with Holocaust survivors in 
the 1990s corroborates this assumption. All three interviewers emphasize age and gen-
der as profound reasons for the women’s reluctance to speak about their experiences, 
hence suggesting feelings of shame as a guiding motif for the omissions. At the same 
time, this point also operates conversely. Lewkowicz in particular emphasizes the re-
ciprocal expectations of the interviewer and interviewee when repeatedly expressing 
that she “wasn’t looking.” Hence, first and foremost, these omissions shed light on the 
societal level and the strong nexus of deep-rooted effects of ascribed emotions such as 
shame to the experience of sexual assault. 

Examining the respective interviews and how they framed the traumatic experi-
ences of sexual assaults, it is remarkable that several interviewees place the acts of rape 
in the context of an overarching Soviet strategy to shatter the morale of the enemy. 
Such interpretation reflects the evolvement on an international scale in the 1990s 
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when the discursive pattern shifted, and rape became considered a collective and po-
litically motivated act of violence, as expressed in the resolutions of the United Na-
tions about the conflicts in Rwanda and Yugoslavia. In this sense, the interviews cor-
respond very much with the then-changing Zeitgeist; maybe they can be interpreted 
as even affected by it. 

When it comes to identifying specifics concerning the fact that these were Soviet 
perpetrators, one needs to proceed with caution. Certainly, Andrea Pető is right when 
emphasizing that “it is wrong to consider the Soviet rapist soldier as that because he is 
Soviet [. . .] [b]ut it would be equally wrong if we observed the perpetrator simply as 
a man.”111 Based on this premise, we can outline three more central aspects within the 
narrations: the relevance of time, tropes to illustrate the cruelty, and references to the 
picture of uncivilized and barbaric Eastern savages. Time did matter. The rapes took 
place during the night. The darkness is described as an enabling aspect for the excesses in 
the reports. Following the observation of  Kounio and others, time was relevant on an-
other scale, too. A recurring motif appears to be the distinction between the first troops, 
which stayed for about three days and were followed by occupational troops, which 
were in charge of rebuilding the area and implementing to a certain degree law and or-
der again. The committed sexualized violence is unequivocally ascribed to the former. 

To make clear the brutality of these crimes, the women refer specifically to reli-
giously charged motifs such as virginity or the married woman, which are common to-
poi for the patriarchal order in the Western hemisphere. That leads to the third aspect, 
which aims at the distinction between the civilized “us” and the barbaric “other.” The 
first troops, especially, are often connected to stereotypes of the uncivilized and bar-
baric Eastern savage, reflected in physiognomic descriptions of full beards or the as-
cription of intense feelings of rage and revenge. It is that kind of othering that serves to 
underscore the women’s own agency and explain the cruel experience soon to follow. 
At the same time, the attributed Jewishness prompts the women to characterize cer-
tain authorities as protective. The specific implications of this characterization, how-
ever, except perhaps underscoring their resilience and ability to talk and understand 
each other in these situations, remain unclear. 
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T E S T I MON Y TO SE X UA L 
V IOL E NCE A F T E R  

L I BE R AT ION I N T H E 
HOLOCAUS T M E MOI R S OF 

SA R A /H A N NA H R IGL E R 
A N D PR I MO L E V I 

VIOLETA DAVOLIŪTĖ 

I N T RODUC T ION  

NARRATIVES OF WARS HAVE TRADITIONALLY GLOSSED OVER THE PREV-
alence of sexual violence. Even social and cultural histories of war tend to 
overlook the social and personal dimensions of experience where gender 

plays a key role. And although studies of sexual violence during World War II have pro-
liferated in recent years, victims of and eyewitnesses to rape are still reluctant to revisit 
and possibly amplify the trauma by recalling events that many consider it best to for-
get. For example, when Fanya Heller included in her Holocaust memoirs an account of 
how German soldiers broke into Jewish homes to rape teenage girls, forcing their par-
ents to watch, she received letters and calls of disgust from other survivors and disap-
proval from scholars a half century after the events.1 

The silence that may surround sexual violence is not the result of amnesia. As ex-
plained by the Hungarian gender scholar Andrea Pető, rape is something that “ev-
erybody” knows about within the community, but it is not communicated beyond 
the boundaries of that community. Instead, a secret is born and grows, protected by a 
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conspiracy of silence that serves the perceived interest of all parties, including the vic-
tim, the perpetrator, the witness/bystander, and the authorities responsible for prevent-
ing and reporting crime. This “social silence” becomes a historical fact, which requires 
focused study to reveal “who generated this silence on the different levels of narrative 
in different historical periods, and why.”2 

In recent decades, activists and scholars have done much to deconstruct the si-
lence surrounding gender and sexual violence during war. But as the efforts of these 
activists and scholars show, the unsilencing of testimony to sexual violence, and gen-
dered experience more generally, is a contested and political process that brings one 
vector of memory into tension with established narratives and memory regimes. In 
an exchange of opinions leading to the first major conference on women and the Ho-
locaust in 1983, writer Cynthia Ozick said it was “morally wrong” to focus on the dis-
tinct experience of women because “the Holocaust happened to victims who were not 
seen as men, women or children, but as Jews.” For his part, the literary scholar Lau-
rence Langer described the Holocaust as a “violated world beyond gender” and wor-
ried that feminist approaches would bring the suffering of different categories of peo-
ple into a “cruel competition.”3 

The unsilencing of testimony to sexual violence after liberation from the camps, af-
ter the defeat of Nazi Germany, is entangled with a different set of narratives. For sur-
vivors, liberation marked the beginning of a new and difficult journey with limited ra-
tions, few resources, and often no home or family to which to return.4 However, the 
period after liberation is typically seen to belong outside the scope of the Holocaust 
narrative and is framed instead by the foundational narratives of the states to which 
these displaced persons eventually arrived, including the new Jewish state, Israel. This 
teleology has tended to efface the memory of this period, including the prevalence of 
sexual violence. As noted by the historian Atina Grossmann, the “fear of rape by Red 
Army liberators comes up frequently” but only “if one rereads Holocaust memoirs with 
this issue in mind.”5 

More recently, historians have begun to study the transition from the collapse of the 
German occupation to the restoration of a new order, on either side of the Iron Curtain, 
as a period unto itself, lasting approximately from 1944 to 1947.6 The US historian Nor-
man Naimark calls it the European Interregnum, marked by fierce civil wars between 
right and left, irredentist partisans against state security, warring ethnic groups, and ri-
val clans, villages, and families seeking revenge for injustices suffered. He highlights the 
epidemic of violence against Jews and women as a particular feature of this wild period.7 

Naimark notes that it was not only German, Austrian, and Hungarian, but also Pol-
ish, Romanian, and Yugoslav women who were victims of the “widespread incidence 
of rape, gang rape, and rape murder by Soviet soldiers.”8 Moreover, women were sub-
jects of  brutal exploitation through various forms of sexual barter: “There was simply 
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no other way for them to eat or feed their children than to sell their bodies for sex in 
exchange  for cans of  food, cigarettes as a form of currency, and black-market goods.”9 

Soldiers from all Allied armies committed abuses. It is estimated that US soldiers 
raped 14,000 women in France, Germany, and the United Kingdom, but this pales 
next to the estimates of up to two million sexual assaults committed by Soviet troops 
in Germany alone. Some women, like Róza Bodó, testified to both: Her diary recounts 
how she was raped several times by Soviet troops during her escape from Transylvania 
to the West, and describes how the US armed forces exploited women by trading food 
for sex at a displaced persons camp.10 

Indeed, while women in the Western zones of postliberation military occupation 
were also subject to sexual violence and exploitation, Naimark emphasizes how “the 
level of violence was much lower [in the Western zones] than in the Soviet case.”11 Ac-
cording to the military historian Mark Edele, the wave of violence committed by Soviet 
troops was an inseparable part of the Stalinist culture of violence. Soviet troops raped 
women in every town they liberated, including towns deep inside the USSR, treat-
ing women as trophies of war regardless of nationality, as illustrated in this volume.12 

The prevalence of such violence is reflected in the term “liberator sexual assault” em-
ployed by sociologist Daina Eglitis. She characterizes such violence in the areas liber-
ated by the Soviets as a gendered “memory void,” which serves to “reinforce historical 
stories that a country or collectivity tells about itself . . . by excluding voices and expe-
riences that fail to comport with hegemonic narratives.”13 This chapter seeks to illus-
trate the memory void hypothesis by comparing how the memoirs of two Holocaust 
survivors represent the encounter with violence, sexual exploitation, and rape during 
the immediate aftermath of liberation. 

The first is by the Lithuanian Jewish survivor Sara/Hannah Rigler (née Matuson, 
b. 1928) who turned sixteen as an inmate of the Stutthof concentration camp near 
Danzig.14 Upon liberation, she sought to return to her hometown of Šiauliai (Shavel 
in Yiddish), in Lithuania, though her voyage eastward ended prematurely in the Pol-
ish city of Białystok.15 The second is by a famous writer and Holocaust witness, Primo 
Levi (1919–1987), who turned twenty-six after he was liberated from Auschwitz, and 
whose voyage home to Turin in Italy would take a peripatetic, eight-month detour east-
ward through Poland, Belarus, and Ukraine, before turning south toward Romania and 
then back to the west.16 

Rigler and Levi were liberated from concentration camps located in Pomerania 
and Silesia, respectively, regions where the sexual violence committed by Red Army 
soldiers against the local population was extremely widespread. “Because of the num-
bers of rapes, the situation in Silesia, much like in Pomerania, can be described only as 
a natural disaster.”17 In these regions, Soviet soldiers raped women wantonly in their 
homes, in roadside ditches, in fields and woods, robbing, beating, and often killing 
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them. Following the winter offensive of January 1945, rape by Soviet troops against the 
local population, regardless of ethnicity, assumed epidemic proportions. 

The comparison of these two memoirs, published four decades apart, may seem ill 
advised. After all, the first is an obscure text by an unknown author with no other pub-
lications. The second is an international best-seller, just one of several highly acclaimed 
works by an author hailed as “the visionary of the Holocaust, its presiding spirit and 
the most perceptive of all writers on this subject.”18 And yet the highly divergent recep-
tion of these works, the first written by a Jewish woman from Lithuania, the second 
by a Jewish man from Italy, is the manifestation of  how the production of historical 
knowledge through a particular genre—the Holocaust survivor memoir—may have 
contributed to the perpetuation of a gendered memory void on the question of liber-
ator sexual assault in the East. 

The memoirs of Holocaust survivors are widely recognized as an influential genre 
that has shaped the memory of the Second World War and its aftermath.19 Reading the 
little-known memoirs of Sara/Hannah Rigler against this celebrated account of Primo 
Levi provides significant insight into how the aftermath of  liberation was a profoundly 
gendered experience in which the violence of the Red Army as an occupying force played 
a key role. Levi’s gendered and geopolitical perspective on the immediate aftermath of 
liberation, as a man who explicitly identifies with the civilized West against a barbaric 
but benevolent East, exemplifies the postwar narratives that dissimulated the prevalence 
of sexual violence and the violence of the Red Army in particular. The subsequent emer-
gence since the 1990s of women’s testimonies to the experience of sexual violence during 
this same period has only begun to revise the narrative of Soviet liberation. 

SA R A /H A N NA H R IG L E R’ S T E S T I MON Y 

Sara/Hannah Rigler was born to a well-to-do Lithuanian Jewish family in 1928 as Sara 
Matuson in Šiauliai (Shavel), Lithuania. Her father, Samuel-Leib Matuson, was a suc-
cessful businessman and her mother, Gita (Kutasov) Matuson, was educated in St. Pe-
tersburg. They intended to emigrate to Palestine after marrying—Rigler’s sister Han-
nah, older by three years, was born at a house they purchased in Tel Aviv in 1925—but 
the family ultimately remained in Šiauliai at the behest of their parents. 

Educated at a private Hebrew gymnasium, Rigler grew up speaking fluent Yiddish, 
Hebrew, Russian, German, and Lithuanian in the industrial town of Šiauliai, popu-
lation 30,000. About one third of the population was Jewish: “We lived in a Jewish 
world,” she asserts.20 Her childhood friends were Jewish, and the only ethnic Lithu-
anians she recalls were the superintendent of the apartment and the household staff. 
The rest were neighbors. She asserts not having experienced antisemitism personally, 
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mentioning only the strong antisemitism of the Cossacks that her father encountered 
in Russia before the October Revolution.21 She describes her childhood as happy and 
comfortable: “We lived in a very nice apartment house; we had a beautiful garden out-
side. . . . We went ice skating and figure skating, I had piano lessons, other things. We 
had many festivals where the entire town participated. It was a very nice life.”22 

When the Soviets occupied Lithuania in June 1940, Rigler’s father’s enterprises were 
nationalized, part of the regime’s battle with the “bourgeoisie,” and the family was ready 
for deportation.23 Rigler’s father was imprisoned for six months, brutally beaten, and 
interrogated by the NKVD, the Soviet secret police. She recalls that just after her fa-
ther’s release, just before the Nazi invasion, he rejected an offer to evacuate with his 
family to the Soviet interior. “My father said, using this specific expression in Yiddish, 
‘one does not jump from fire right into the water to drown.’ We will not go anywhere 
and will wait for the Germans. At least they are a more civilized lot, not as barbarous 
as the Russians.”24 

This turned out to be a grave mistake. When the Germans invaded in June 1941, Ri-
gler’s father was arrested right away along  with most of the other Jewish men in the 
town and killed. At thirteen years of age, Rigler was confined to the Šiauliai ghetto 
along with her mother and sister. Surviving and witnessing the horrors of several se-
lections, brutal humiliation, and dehumanization, they were deported to the Stutthof 
concentration camp in 1944, shortly before Soviet forces liberated the area.25 After un-
bearable suffering and humiliation Rigler managed to escape from the column of fe-
male Stutthof inmates forced to march from the camp, receiving shelter and protec-
tion from a group of British prisoners of war. 

After liberation, Rigler hoped to rejoin her mother and sister in their hometown of 
Šiauliai. Her journey home would conclude prematurely in Białystok, a town in what 
is now eastern Poland, where she learned that her mother and sister died just before 
liberation. In Białystok, she was taken in by a Jewish relief agency, which smuggled her 
into the Western zone of partitioned Germany, helping her eventually to emigrate to 
the United States. To obtain a US visa, Rigler was compelled to enter a sham marriage 
with a rabbinical scholar. Upon arrival her legal husband was unwilling to grant her a di-
vorce. With great difficulty, she ultimately secured the divorce, completed high school, 
got a nursing degree, and went on to pursue a successful career as a politician and po-
litical activist in Brooklyn. 

Rigler’s testimony emerged in stages over many years. In 1949, at the age of 
twenty-one, she published an essay about her survival in the literary journal of her 
high school, entitled “A Child Again.” This two-page text related the destruction of 
her childhood by war, her miraculous escape from German captivity, and her subse-
quent efforts to rebuild a normal life, developing the theme of how she had matured 
beyond her years during the war and now, in America, faced the challenge of growing 
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into a woman, already much older than her classmates and yet “a child again in com-
parison to myself.”26 

The next stage in the public emergence of Rigler’s account took place in the con-
text of her search for the British POWs who helped her to survive. She recalled the 
name of one of them, Alan Edwards, and sent countless letters to various UK organi-
zations, receiving a positive response from the British War Office in 1963. She entered 
into correspondence with Edwards and eventually visited the UK, giving interviews 
to the media, hoping to find more of the POWs who helped her to survive. The me-
dia coverage and a televised reunion staged in 1988 generated a narrative focused on 
the heroic role of the POWs, leading to their collective recognition by Yad Vashem as 
Righteous among the Nations. 

Concerning the sexual violence that marked her postliberation journey to Białys-
tok, Rigler said little in a public way until the late 1980s. From this point onward, she 
took an active part in the movement to collect and disseminate the testimonies of  Ho-
locaust survivors, starting with an interview she provided to Yaffa Eliach’s Center for 
Holocaust Studies, Documentation and Research in Brooklyn. Published in Mothers, 
Sisters, Resisters: Oral Histories of  Women Who Survived the Holocaust, Rigler’s was 
one of a handful of accounts of sexual violence against Jewish women after liberation 
to emerge through survivor interviews.27 Rigler would provide additional audiovisual 
interviews in 1992 and 2010.28 

Rigler’s decision to provide a full account of her experience emerged from what 
she describes as a period of intense social and political engagement. Although she was 
forced to resign as a New York assemblywoman to enable her husband’s appointment 
to the state Supreme Court, she was an active participant in Jewish causes like the 
Soviet Jewry movement and the development of Holocaust commemoration, serv-
ing as a board member of the Brooklyn Center as well as the Museum of Jewish Her-
itage—A Living Memorial to the Holocaust, which was chartered in 1984 and built 
from 1994 to 1997. 

In 2006, Rigler published her testimony as a book, entitled 10 British Prisoners-of-War 
Saved My Life. Notably, Rigler includes her correspondence with Alan Edwards and 
another British POW, Willy Fisher, who was interned by the Soviets upon liberation, 
along with a reconstruction of the diary written by the latter. Fisher’s diary includes 
many pages describing the widespread sexual violence committed by Soviet soldiers 
against women all along the road he took from Danzig to Odessa. 

Rigler affirms that she included his diary into her written memoirs to prove that 
her recollections of mass sexual violence upon liberation were not imagined. “I saw—I 
mean, they used to line up women in a barn and just rape them until they were dead. It 
was animals, absolutely animals. And Willy writes about it, and it’s so difficult for him 
because he was a communist, and he’s adoring the Russians and he sees all this.”29 Rigler 
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also reads passages from Fisher’s diary during oral interviews, explaining why she con-
siders it is important to include such corroboration: “I mean, it was really like no man’s 
land. And I thought that just I saw it, but a few things that I want to read out loud, for 
the record, because I think it is so important. It’s not from me; it’s from Willy’s diary.”30 

Such expressions of anxiety, that testimony to atrocity will be rejected as incredu-
lous, was common in Holocaust memoirs published in the 1950s and 1960s. Langer 
coined the phrase “anguished memory” to describe the fear of survivors that their story 
could not properly be told, and any attempt to do so would only drive their listeners 
away.31 In the 1990s, the basic facts of the Holocaust were so well known that there was 
no question of anybody doubting the horrors of the camps. But in her interviews, Ri-
gler expresses the view that her account of the period after liberation was in tension 
with the received narratives of the period. By including extended selections from Fish-
er’s diary, she turned her memoirs into a hybrid text, introducing an element of shared 
authorship and authority. 

There is a consistency in how Rigler presents her experience in each of her inter-
views and in the book, suggesting that she has written and rewritten, spoken and re-
peated her story countless times, often using the exact same turns of phrase, varying 
only in the amount of detail provided. The structure of these oral and written accounts 
is identical, dividing her life story into four parts: family life in Šiauliai before the So-
viet and Nazi invasions, her imprisonment in the Šiauliai ghetto and the Stutthof con-
centration camp, her attempted return to Lithuania, and then her voyage to the United 
States and life as an American. 

Until she narrates her experience of return, Rigler relates incidents of sexual vio-
lence only in passing, as information gleaned secondhand, as with the rape of her sister 
by a drunken German guard in the ghetto, a period that she otherwise claims to have 
blocked from memory out of a sense of self-preservation. In the subsequent account of 
the aftermath of  Soviet liberation, sexual violence comes to the foreground as a perva-
sive aspect of  Rigler’s trials and tribulations. From the moment when the Soviet army 
took control of the town near Danzig where she was in hiding, until her arrival af-
ter two months of hellish travel in Białystok, where she was taken in by a Jewish relief 
agency, Rigler’s testimony is preoccupied with describing the acts of sexual violence she 
witnesses all around her and her own struggles to escape multiple assaults and outwit 
the abusers. As discussed below, her text recounts how women of all nationalities were 
treated indiscriminately by Soviet soldiers as trophies of war. 

Rigler’s first encounter with Soviet troops occurred in the town of  Gross  Golem-
kau (Gołebiewo Wielkie), close to Danzig (Gdańsk). She found work in the household 
of a Nazi supporter, who discovered that she was a Jewish escapee but gave her protec-
tion in exchange for a letter testifying to his good deed, written in Yiddish. After hid-
ing in the cellar with some Polish workers while the Germans and Soviets clashed for 
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control of the town, she was brought face to face, completely unexpectedly, with Soviet 
antisemitism. As a Jew and fluent speaker of Russian, she fully expected to be welcomed 
as one of “us.” Entering the headquarters established in the town by the Red Army, she 
approached the commander, presenting herself as a Jewish girl who escaped from a con-
centration camp, looking for fellow Jews among the Soviet forces in town. The com-
mander responded with the antisemitic cliché, “The Jews are all behind the front. They 
don’t fight!” He then took her to a storage room and tried to rape her. He relented, 
perhaps out of remorse, she writes, in view of her age, and issued her with papers that 
declared her to be his wife, requesting safe passage to his home in the Soviet interior.32

 Shocked in equal measure by the antisemitism, sexual aggression, and naivete of 
the officer, she proceeded to the next town on the road toward the rear, where she was 
promptly arrested and accused of being a German spy. After several days of interroga-
tion, she was released and given a place to sleep in a venue where she once again was ha-
rassed, escaped, and was forced to spend the night in the outhouse for safety. The next 
day, she was warned that the men at the train station acted like “animals,” and once again 
she had to escape the next Soviet official who insisted he wanted to “marry her.” “I had 
endured the war against the Jews by the Germans, the Lithuanians, the Poles and now 
the Russians—so much for liberation,” she recalls (67). 

Along this journey, Rigler repeatedly witnesses horrendous brutality against civil-
ian women—a motif that she makes a central focus of the story of her liberation and 
journey “home.” “It was a free-for-all,” she recalls. “Men lined up in front of a barn, 
where they raped a girl until she died. . . . And this occurred over and over again.”33 

In another “bombed out and deserted town full of yowling cats,” she recounts how 
two seventy-year-old women, sisters, were raped repeatedly by Soviet troops pass-
ing through. 

In her memoirs, Rigler corroborates these observations with citations from Willy 
Fisher’s diary: “We spoke with Polish people. All women had been raped. All watches 
and rings found stolen. All radios destroyed. Hens, horses, pigs had been taken.”34 “At 
one point a body of a girl (I believe German) laying on her back with her trousers 
pulled down just exposing the V junction of her legs and a part of the belly. We covered 
the exposed portion with a pillow and went on.”35 “Women from 15 to 65 being raped 
nightly, all valuables removed, all pigs and cows and horses. . . . One woman, 3 months 
with child, raped 38 times in the first day. At night more Russians arrived and as the 
mother protested, she was shot through the head, unfortunately not killing her. A fa-
ther had shot his 15-year-old daughter who had been tied to a wagon wheel and raped 
innumerable times.”36 

Rigler emphasizes how her survival was possible not only because of good luck but 
also through the comradeship she established with several other women who ended 
up in the same horrendous situation. “We decided to stick together,” she says of  herself 
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and Sonia, a Lithuanian Jew from Kaunas, and Anna, a Catholic Pole. All along the way, 
the three women were repeatedly harassed and assaulted by Soviet soldiers for sex. At 
one point, Sonia offered to sacrifice her own body to save her teenage friend: “Look, 
Sara, whatever happens, I was married before the war.” The Polish woman, Anna, made 
the same sacrifice, bartering sex for food and sharing it with her friends in misfortune. 

The officer began to search me for guns and then sat me on his lap and told me if I 
was not good, I would be sent to Siberia. I replied in Russian that Siberia is also Rus-
sian soil. This was an old saying that my mother had taught me. I was so plucky that 
I pushed him and ran out. The Polish girl, Anna, went in and Sonia and I waited for 
her for a long time. She came out with some bread and a note that said we could go 
anywhere we wanted to. We owed her our lives for on that day she had saved us, but 
she endured a brutal rape, they raped her right on the table of that officer.37 

In another town, the three women found a place to sleep, but could not get any 
food, forcing them to resort once again to sexual barter. “So, the Polish girl once again 
was assaulted by a Russian soldier, and we got some food. We went back to the station 
and got on the trains again.”38 After yet another assault and abuse, Rigler describes the 
compassion and mutual support that helped them to survive, silently holding hands as 
they traveled together, illegally, on the train. 

However, Rigler’s account also conveys that there were limits to solidarity and that 
a certain hierarchy remained in the eyes of the Soviet army, with German women being 
at the very bottom. Rigler’s account also reveals the inability, due to fear, of the abused 
women to display solidarity with German women who fell victim to violence. In one 
station, Rigler and her companions are approached by soldiers but spared, because some 
empathetic local men manage to protect them from the soldiers, claiming they were 
their wives. The soldiers then seized a young German mother, leaving her baby crying 
on the bench. “They raped her all night and threw her body, hardly alive, out of the sta-
tion in the morning. The baby was crying all night. We listened to the crying, but no-
body dared to pick it up because we were petrified.”39 

PR I MO L E V I ’ S  R E AWA K E N I NG (L A T R EGUA ) 

The contrast between these harrowing accounts of sexual violence committed by So-
viet troops in the immediate aftermath of liberation and Primo Levi’s account of his 
experience of return could hardly be starker. “No book will ever make you love the Red 
Army as much as this one,” according to a 2015 review of La Tregua. “It wasn’t merely 
that the Russians had extracted Levi from the black hole of Auschwitz—their heedless 
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warmth and jovial indifference to bureaucratic niceties made them anti-Germans of a 
kind (even as, unbeknownst to Levi, they engaged in an orgy of serial rape on their way 
to Berlin).”40 In explaining Levi’s unusually positive portrayal of the Red Army, the re-
viewer asserts that he could not have been aware of the mass rapes committed by the 
Soviet troops, assuming that such rapes took place only in Germany. 

In fact, the reviewer is mistaken to believe that the orgy of rape “on the way to Berlin” 
did not include the area from which Levi was liberated and through which he traveled, 
and it seems unlikely that Levi was ignorant of these events. The first of several represen-
tations of sexual relations between Soviet soldiers and local women occurs in chapter 6 
of The Reawakening, which relates Levi’s experience in the camp of Bogucice, about 35 
km north of Auschwitz, located in a suburb of Katowice in Upper Silesia in the spring 
of 1945 and specifically the days leading to the celebration of victory on May 8. How-
ever, the way these events are related is highly mediated to the point of being muted, if 
not entirely silenced. The question is not one of omission, but of style and presentation. 

Described elsewhere as “prudish” about sex and demonstrating a “traditional and 
normative” attitude toward gender roles,41 Levi’s narration of sexuality and sexual vi-
olence in The Awakening is also obscured by a romanticized masculinity and an exot-
icized, orientalist gaze toward Russia and Eastern Europe. Levi makes no reference to 
violence, disorder, or looting, never mind sexual violence. Instead, he describes the ex-
ultation of the soldiers over several days of drunken revelry in epic, primitivist terms: 
“The entire Red Army let themselves go in a paroxysm of delirious excitement. The So-
viet Union is a gigantic country, and holds in its heart gigantic tumults, among them 
a Homeric capacity for joy and abandon, a primitive vitality, a pure pagan talent for 
demonstrations, rites, choral revelry.”42 

Later in the chapter, sexual relations between Soviet soldiers and local women are 
framed by the story of the evidently romantic relationship between Levi’s Italian friend 
Caesare and a Polish woman he calls his panienca [Polish: panienka], which Levi ex-
plains is an exact equivalent of segnorina, a term that became popular in Italy to de-
scribe “Allied soldiers’ girlfriends, near prostitutes.”43 Driven by his “longing for home 
and affection” and enabled by the fact that “men were scarce in Poland,” Caesare en-
joyed a week-long liaison. The affair lasts until Victory Day when, on the way to meet 
his Polish girlfriend, Caesare sees the coat of a Soviet soldier hanging outside the room 
of this young woman. 

The account does not give any insight into the relations between the Soviet soldier 
and the Polish woman, but rather entertains the reader with a comedic account of how 
Caesare stole the soldier’s bottle of vodka as a “sentimental reminder” of his lost love, 
evading capture by the inebriated soldier throughout the night. The story of Caesare’s 
loss of his panienca reflects a patriarchal affirmation of the natural hierarchy among men 
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vis-à-vis their access to women, glossing over the historically documented violence to-
ward local women on the part of armed and inebriated Soviet soldiers. 

The historical reality of violence in the aftermath of liberation is further dissimu-
lated in the story of  Levi’s own encounter with a Soviet soldier who, frustrated with his 
inability to speak Russian, pulls out a bayonet. This violent gesture was a joke, it turns 
out, but Levi was alarmed and afraid nonetheless.44 In the next episode, a Soviet sol-
dier told a story of how he ambushed a group of sleeping Germans, reenacting a fren-
zied scene of stabbing them all to death. “He looks at the ground, as if amazed not to see 
the corpses and blood there; he looks around bewildered, emptied; he becomes aware 
of us, and gives us a childish timid smile.”45 

Such whimsical representations of forced sexual relations continued as the group 
of Italian DPs pass into western Ukraine and were stationed at a semi-destroyed bar-
racks. There Levi met a man by the name of Mordu Nahum, a Greek whom he knew 
at Auschwitz. Naum was now “almost unrecognizable in his opulent fatness and the 
quasi-Soviet uniform he was wearing,” a sure sign of upward social mobility. Nahum 
offered Levi food, clothing, anything he wanted, even “a woman.” Levi, not sure what 
he meant, then notices “twenty huge sleeping girls” in the tall grass.46 

Levi’s representation of these women is quite literally bestial, as if they were a herd of 
cattle grazing in the grass: “They were blonde and rosy creatures, with powerful backs, 
massive frames and placid bovine faces, dressed in various primitive and incongruous 
styles.” Having indulged the reader with this whimsical imagery, the narrator then cites 
Nahum, humorously described as “my Greek master,” who comments on the lack of al-
lure of these Bessarabian women to him, however much they may appeal to the noble 
savage of the East: “The Russians like them like this, white and substantial.”47 Levi de-
clines an offer to take his pleasure and parts cordially with the Greek. 

While Levi often uses animalistic imagery to convey empathy for human suffering,48 

in this case the bovine imagery used to describe these women seems rather destined to 
achieve a comedic and orientalizing effect. Levi’s portrayal of the Ukrainian women 
taken to Germany as slave laborers, shipped back to the USSR in cattle cars, is more am-
biguous in this regard: “If their young bodies were still solid and healthy, their closed 
and bitter faces, their evasive eyes displayed a disturbing, animal-like humiliation, and 
resignation. . . . Their inertia, their fugitive shyness, their painful lack of pudency, was 
that of humiliated and tame beasts.”49 

Another exoticized portrayal of women subjected to forced sexual relations oc-
curred in the woods near the Red Camp near Starye Dorohi, a camp in Belarus where 
the Italians stay for a few months. In this case these are two German females who were 
unable to retreat and hid in the woods because they were “afraid of the Russians.” With 
no way to escape or other means of survival, these women were forced to prostitute 
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themselves, first to a small community of Allied soldiers, and then the larger commu-
nity of Italians. 

The presence of these women “in the woods” is presented as “exotic,” “fairy-tale like,” 
and the women themselves are described as “half savage.” Moreover, the Italian men 
who enjoyed these female bodies in exchange for food are described as having felt “en-
nobled” for having helped them in their desperation: 

In our colony, women were few, not more than two hundred, and almost all had soon 
reached a stable arrangement: they were no longer available. So, to go to “the girls in 
the wood” had become a habit for an indefinite number of Italians, and the only al-
ternative to celibacy. An alternative which was rich with a complex fascination; be-
cause the matter was secret and vaguely dangerous (much more for the women than 
for them); because the girls were foreigners and had grown half savage; because they 
were in need, and so gave one the ennobling feeling of “protecting” them; and be-
cause of the exotic, fairy-tale scenery of the meetings.50 

The “innocent” violence of Soviet soldiers is further developed in the last scene of 
the chapter, relating the frenzy of a group of soldiers who crowded into a town cinema 
to watch an American film, drawn by the poster that included a “magnificent” and 
“scantily clad” Polynesian girl. At the climax of the film, the soldiers tore down the in-
side of the theatre to construct makeshift ladders that would enable them to climb up to 
reach the dormitories of single Italian women living on the second floor of the building. 

This scene of an attempted mass rape is described as the innocent, primordial vio-
lence of noble savages, blending in with the extravagant narrative of the film. As with 
other scenes of sexual relations, Levi here frames the question in the patriarchal cate-
gory of male honor. This enables him to relate this scene in a comical manner, given its 
happy outcome, giving this story a light-hearted, happy end in the male valor of the Ital-
ian DPs, who successfully prevent the Soviets from raping their women. 

CONCLUSION 

As historians continue to revise and rewrite the historiography of the transition from 
the German to the Soviet occupation, the eyewitness testimonies of contemporaries 
shed an essential light on a poorly understood reality. In this process, the role of gen-
der and sexual violence against women in the immediate aftermath of liberation from 
the camps figures prominently. 

For decades, the rape of some two million German women by Soviet soldiers during 
and after liberation could be known only from a handful of memoirs and testimonies, 
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like Eine Frau in Berlin, published anonymously in 1959. And although Berliners would 
surreptitiously refer to the statue of the Soviet soldier in Treptauer park as the “mon-
ument to the unknown rapist,” it was not until Soviet troops departed from Germany 
that the mass sexual violence perpetrated by these troops could be openly addressed, as 
in the controversial 1992 film by Helke Sander and Barbara Johr entitled BeFreier und 
Befreite (Liberators Take Liberties), a documentary based on interviews with women 
survivors in Germany and male perpetrators in Russia.51 

But if historiography has started along the complex and thorny path of incorpo-
rating the experience of sexual violence against Jewish women under German occu-
pation, and of German women under Soviet occupation, the violation of Jewish and 
other non-German women during the first years of the Soviet occupation remains a 
story that has been told in memoirs like those of Rigler but has yet to be heard. The ar-
chipelago of memory governing the “wolf years” was formed not only along the lines 
of ethnicity and politics, but also gender. 

Primo Levi’s celebrated account of the concentration camp, Se questo è un uomo, was 
written upon his return home after the war. The period after liberation, described in La 
tregua, was written fifteen years later.52 Whereas the composition of the first volume 
originated in the “immediate and violent impulse” to bear witness to atrocity, Levi says 
the second volume was intended to amuse his readers. Thus, in the account of his peri-
patetic journey through Eastern Europe, Levi emphasises the “strange, exotic, cheerful 
episodes,” an approach in keeping with the ethos of the Thaw.53 

Rereading Levi’s travelogue today, after the revelations of sexual violence in the 
memoirs of  Rigler and other women who fell victim to the predations of the Red Army, 
provides an example of how codes of male honor have framed narratives of sexual vio-
lence, including in the memoirs of Holocaust survivors, which constitute a significant 
genre through which the memory of the Second World War has been shaped over past 
generations. Throughout La tregua, instances of forced sexual relations are effectively 
silenced, or at least muted, through a narrative lens accentuating the masculine honor 
of the Italian male or the noble savagery of the Russian/Soviet man. 

By way of contrast, Rigler’s account reveals the prevalence of liberator sexual assault 
and how it affected women of all nationalities, in all areas liberated by the Red Army, 
not only in Germany, but including Poland and even parts of Soviet Russia itself. Her 
testimony also illustrates solidarity and mutual support among women under this du-
ress, as well as the limits of such support, for example toward the young  German mother 
assaulted in the train station. 

By including extended citations of Willy Fisher’s diary, Rigler not only illustrates 
that some men displayed concern about liberator sexual assault but also the anxiety 
that her story may seem incredulous and not trustworthy without the corroboration 
of his account, owing to its divergence from established narratives about liberation. 
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In this manner, Rigler’s memoirs reveal a gendered aspect of the experience of sur-
vival during the aftermath of liberation that is obscured in Levi’s narrative of return. 
In each account, the overcoming of challenges and restoration of the survivor’s agency 
takes place against a background of pervasive sexual violence. While Rigler narrates her 
experience in the epic mode, Levi narrates his in the comedic. If Levi’s text may have 
contributed to the formation of a memory void on the question of liberator sexual as-
sault in the East, the broader dissemination of Rigler’s memoir and audiovisual inter-
views may contribute to its unsilencing. 
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CONCLUSION 
ANNA CICHOPEK-GAJRAJ AND JOANNA BEATA MICHLIC 

I N HER PREFACE TO JUDITH TYDOR BAUMEL-SCHWARTZ AND DALIA OFER’S 
Her Story, My Story? Writing About Women and the Holocaust, Marion Kaplan 
passionately argues that giving voice to women’s history and to women histori-

ans, and thus highlighting women’s perspectives, remains a crucial and ongoing task, 
especially in the field of Holocaust studies.1 Innovative developments in gender studies 
as well as the continuing prominence of sexualized violence in post-1945 instances of 
war-zone conflicts have further framed, expanded, and legitimized today’s research on 
women, children, families, LGBTQ+, disabled people, and other marginalized groups. 
Building on the decades of pioneering historiography scattered in various journals and 
edited works, we present readers with the first edited volume dedicated to the history 
and memory of sexualized violence against (mainly) female Jewish fugitives/survivors 
during the liberation of German-occupied Eastern Europe in 1943–1946. Although we 
focus on the impact of the crimes committed by the rank and file of the Red Army, in-
cluding its personnel in filtration camps (SMERSH), we also devote significant por-
tions of the volume to the sexualized violence committed by non-Soviet rescuers and 
partisans. We explore survivors’ memory(ies) and recollections of the sexualized vio-
lence that they experienced, feared, witnessed, avoided, and, ultimately, survived and 
remembered. 

Our book is the fruit of a collaborative process between senior and younger col-
leagues who were all mindful—most explicitly so—about their decisions concerning 
the methodology used to tackle this difficult and sensitive topic. One of the basic ques-
tions we all had to face was how to name violence under study. Given the rich variety of 
definitions in existing scholarship, discussed throughout this volume, we allowed our 
contributors the freedom to choose the conceptual frameworks that best suited their 
arguments. We do appreciate, however, Brigitte Halbmayr’s conceptualization of “sex-
ualized violence,” which well encapsulates the phenomenon examined in this volume. 
In her chapter on “Sexualized Violence Against Women During Nazi ‘Racial’ Perse-
cution,” Halbmayr writes: “The issue is not about the sexuality of the perpetrators, but 
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rather that violence is committed via sexuality. The term sexualized violence makes it 
clear that male violence against females is not about sexuality but is a show of power on 
the part of the perpetrator and includes many forms of violence with sexual connota-
tions, including humiliation, intimidation, and destruction.”2 We should add that the 
same applies to sexualized violence against males or LGBTQ+ individuals, and the vi-
olence committed by women-perpetrators.3 This caveat notwithstanding, our volume 
leaves no doubt about the validity of Halbmayr’s thesis. The violence examined here 
was, at its core, not about sexuality but about power, revenge, entitlement, masculin-
ity, intimidation, and sheer brutality in the wake of the war. 

Although the Soviet “liberation” is a fraught term considering its tragic multilay-
ered consequences for Eastern Europe, it nonetheless did bring an end to the Nazi oc-
cupation and its genocidal practice for thousands of Holocaust survivors. As men-
tioned in the Introduction, we understood liberation not as a moment in time, but 
as a prolonged process that stretched from 1943 to 1946. Spatially, to use Monika J. 
Flaschka’s words in her chapter, liberation was “not just the entry of Soviet soldiers 
into concentration or extermination camps, but any space where the threat of the ar-
rival or actual arrival of Soviet soldiers resulted in a shift out from under German con-
trol.” Victims of the Nazi regime waited for “that shift”; longed for it. Our volume, 
however, shows that the sexualized violence, whether in the form of sexual assaults 
or rapes committed by the Soviet Army and others, shattered or “ruined”—to use 
Flaschka’s term—liberation for the survivors who feared, witnessed, or experienced 
it.4 As Carli Snyder poses in her chapter, “for hundreds of survivors, the very mean-
ing of liberation was closely associated with rape, which undermined the idea that lib-
eration was a ‘happy ending.’” Flaschka further argues that rape had enormous social 
power to change survivors’ perceptions not only of the liberation but of the entire pe-
riod under Nazi occupation (“worse than the Germans”). Hence, the liberators’ sexu-
alized violence profoundly shaped how survivors—especially women—remembered 
and narrated not only the liberation, but also earlier experiences, in contrast to many 
male accounts, which rarely acknowledged such violence or even condoned it as Ste-
fan Cristian Ionescu concludes in his chapter. 

The liberation was indeed shattered across the devastated landscape of Eastern Eu-
rope where Jews remained particularly vulnerable. This included wartime and postwar 
Belarus, Czechia, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, the Soviet Union, 
and, to some extent, Greece—the national contexts highlighted in this volume. While 
much has been written about the physical and institutional destruction of the region, 
this book underscores how this postwar devastation enabled the continued violence, 
including sexualized violence, against Holocaust survivors. While there were certainly 
local and national variations, it is no exaggeration to describe the immediate aftermath 
of the war in these countries as a time of lawlessness, chaos, and displacement; political 
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terror and rampant banditry; poverty, hunger, and disease; and pervasive political, so-
cial, and ethnic violence. Years of terror, brutalization, and life under regimes that en-
acted murder in the name of law devalued human life, marking everyone’s bodies as ex-
pendable—most of all, those of the regimes’ targeted victims. The disintegration and 
slow reconstruction of state structures, including law and order, created a power vac-
uum where all forms of crime thrived, and criminals—including the liberator-soldiers 
and partisans—were shielded from accountability. 

The widespread availability of weapons, alcohol, and the long, dark winter months 
became critical enablers of sexualized violence—not only in newly liberated German 
camps and Soviet filtration camps, as described in vivid detail in Daina Eglitis’s chap-
ter, but throughout the region. Weapons were easily accessible to Soviet and other 
soldiers, partisans, and ordinary civilians. Similarly, alcohol was consumed in excess 
across the region, further facilitating the violence. In his work on the Soviet Army in 
Yugoslavia, historian Vojin Majstorović convincingly shows that “it is very difficult to 
say whether the heavy drinking fueled or caused the atrocities, but there is no doubt 
that [the] vast majority of rapes and murders were perpetrated by heavily inebriated 
soldiers.”5 Finally, as Kateřina Králová and Janis Nalbadidacis so clearly articulate in 
their chapter, “time did matter and as the rapes clearly happened, the night, its dark-
ness, and its tendency to pave the way for excesses is pictured in the accounts.” 

This book focuses on liberation sexualized crimes against Holocaust survivors com-
mitted mainly by the Red Army. Polish historian Marcin Zaremba points out that the 
Soviet soldiers quickly turned into objects of “aversion, horror, and, sometimes, ha-
tred” after the initial period of gratitude in postwar Poland. Similarly in Slovakia, as  
Nina Paulovicova notes in her chapter, the Soviet Army’s presence changed its nature: 
“Looting and trophy hunting gradually transitioned into a modus vivendi to avoid the 
resistance of locals.” They conducted political repression as well as simple banditry.  
Zaremba describes them as poorly equipped: “Hungry, cold, often in a state of deep  
trauma — they saved themselves by attacks on the local population, stealing mainly  
food, underwear and warm clothing, bedding and vodka [as well as watches and bicy-
cles].” 6 More importantly, as documented in our book, the Soviets began to pose a le-
thal sexualized threat to Jewish women and girls (and likely boys and men, although  
undocumented in this volume) who had just survived the horrors of the Holocaust. 

Who exactly were the Soviet soldiers who committed gender-based sexualized vio-
lence in liberated territories?7 Scholarship seems unclear on this subject. Králová and 
Nalbadidacis in their chapter find that “a recurring motif appears to be the distinction 
between the first [combat] troops, which stayed for about three days and which were 
followed by occupational [rear guard] troops, which were in charge of rebuilding the 
area and implementing to a certain degree law and order again. The committed sex-
ualized violence is unequivocally ascribed to the former.” This is contradicted by the 
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account of Lev Kopelev, a wartime Soviet propaganda officer and interpreter of Russian 
Jewish origins, who openly criticized Soviet atrocities against a civilian German popula-
tion in early 1945. Soon after, Kopelev was arrested and sent to a ten-year imprisonment 
in the Gulag. In his recollections, published in Der Spiegel in 1981, Kopelev indicates 
that most of the rapes were primarily committed by members of rear-guard units and 
not by combat troops of the Red Army.8 Based on Kopelev’s account, Johannes-Dieter 
Steinert, in his meticulously researched new study about violence against child labor-
ers, argues: 

Although it cannot be ruled out that rapes by members of the combat troops took 
place (and the former child forced labourers remained silent about it), this result cor-
responds to a finding by Lev Kopelev that rapes were primarily committed by mem-
bers of rear-guard units and not combat troops. When sexual or sexualised violence 
was mentioned in the personal accounts, this referred to the period after the libera-
tion, when the combat troops had already moved on.9 

Majstorović also suggests that many of the Red Army perpetrators of rapes were 
stray soldiers or deserters.10 

The Red Army’s commanding officers were also complicit. Often seen by Holocaust 
survivors as their “civilized” protectors from the rank-and-file rapists, they allowed or 
even encouraged rapes of  German and Axis women. The writings of Kopelev throw 
light on their reasoning. In his postwar memoir written in exile, he reveals that in early 
1945 he was denounced by his colleague-officers for his condemnation of mass sexual 
assaults and rapes against German women. In the following embellished, if not fiction-
alized, dialogue, Kopelev conveys that even a Soviet general did not see anything wrong 
with sexualized violence against Germans: 

General Okorokov received me coolly: 
“Too kind,—he turned to me again,—that’s what’s the matter with you. Still, 

you’re a Jew. How can you love the Germans? Don’t you know what they’ve been 
doing to the Jews?” “What is ‘love’? I hate the Fascists not as a Jew—I haven’t had 
much occasion to be reminded of that—but as a Soviet Man, a Kievite, a Musco-
vite, and, above all, as a Communist. And that means my hate cannot find expression 
in rape or pillage.” “There goes our Hamlet again. Who’s raping them? They’re beg-
ging for it, and you pity them!” “Not them so much as us—our morality, our disci-
pline, our glory!” “All right, enough of that. The Party and the high command will 
somehow take care of morality and discipline without Major Kopelev’s help. Now 
you listen to me. We won’t make an issue of this. If we did, they’d throw you out of 
the Party. This Hamlet complex of yours comes from lack of partyness. You have a 
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head on your shoulders, but your Party backbone is weak. To pity the enemy is to 
betray your own.”11 

As various contributions in our book indicate, some Soviet and Soviet-Jewish offi-
cers like Kopelev stopped—or attempted to stop—individual and groups of soldiers 
from perpetrating sexualized violence on Jews. Certainly, some survivors, cited in this 
volume, believed that was the case. However, the officers could not always guarantee 
the safety for which they were asked by young and adult Jewish females. Male Jewish 
survivors, often fathers, also begged the Soviet Jewish officers to spare their wives and 
daughters from rape. In such cases, the Jewish officers in the Red Army, who were aware 
that they could not prevent all sexual assaults, advised them to just hide behind closed 
doors or flee the area. 

These experiences led Holocaust survivors to perceive the Red Army commanding 
officers differently than their rank-and-file soldiers. While they perceived Soviet offi-
cers, especially the Jewish ones, as their real or imagined protectors, they feared the So-
viet rank-and-file from the early moments of the liberation. Almost every contribution 
of our volume illustrates that survivors often described the Soviet rank-and-file as “east-
ern,” Asian, or “Mongolian”; and as uncivilized, cruel, savage, and barbaric, as opposed to 
the Wehrmacht soldiers, typically described as orderly and disciplined. While some sur-
vivors may have expected violence by the Soviets, most did not. For example, in Romania, 
as Ionescu points out in his chapter, “initially, many Jewish survivors did not expect to be 
victims of the sexual violence perpetrated by their liberators and were shocked by their 
behavior and started to have doubts about their future under a Soviet-style communist 
regime.” After all, as one survivor put it, “Russian [!] soldiers represented liberation for 
us.” It was the same for Hungary, as Andrea Pető reminds us in her chapter, where Holo-
caust survivors viewed “Soviet soldiers as liberators and bearers of hope, despite the ag-
gressive propaganda disseminated by the Horthy regime, borrowed from Nazi Germany.” 
As Pető succinctly concludes, “The portrayal of the Soviets is that they [were] benevo-
lent but barbaric. This discourse created a space for others to look down on the victors.” 

The Soviet liberation rape of Jews did not make sense to many survivors, and at 
first glance, it did not necessarily make sense to us, researchers. As Flaschka argues in 
her chapter: 

Jewish survivors were not a national enemy, or even of one nation; there was no mes-
sage to be communicated to the men, as ostensibly Jews were not the enemy; rape of 
Jews served no postwar occupational purpose; Jews did not participate in the war in 
the East, so they were not targets of revenge—in fact, Jews fought in the Red Army; 
and Jewish survivors had nothing, and thus were not targets of envy and resentment 
for the harsh conditions faced by Soviets during the war. 
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However, in her 2024 article “Silences of Memory: Liberator Sexual Assault in the 
East at the End of World War II,” Daina S. Eglitis, one of our contributors, convinc-
ingly shows that in fact Soviet soldiers viewed Jewish survivors as complicit with the 
Nazis by the virtue of their survival, “fueling a thirst for revenge”: 

Evidence suggests that many Soviet troops were suspicious of the survivors they lib-
erated. A powerful assumption was that death was the expected outcome for those 
who fell into the hands of the German occupier: thus, survivors were suspect because 
of their survival. An account of Jewish prisoners at the Stutthof camp outside of 
Danzig (Gdansk), notes that, “Soviet soldiers’” attitude towards Jewish female pris-
oners was mistrustful, if not openly hostile, with violent incidents occurring quite 
often. [. . .] For some women, the suspicion of complicity took the form of sexual vi-
olence or its threat.12 

Antisemitism also played a role in some instances of sexualized violence against fe-
male Jewish survivors, as a couple of our contributors illustrate. In her chapter Violeta 
Davoliūtė discusses a case of a Holocaust survivor, Hannah Rigler, who recalled a So-
viet commander using antisemitic clichés of Jewish cowardice before attempting to rape 
her. So did Monika Vrzgulová in one of her examples of Slovak survivors who concealed 
their Jewishness in front of the Soviets spouting the same clichés. At the same time, 
Flaschka argues in her chapter that victims’ Jewishness was not a factor in the libera-
tion rapes in the context of past Soviet/Russian antisemitism: “The Red Army was not 
targeting Jewish women because they were Jews, not like they targeted German women 
because they were German, or Hungarians because they were Hungarians. Rather, I 
would argue that being Jewish, being victims of the Nazi regime, was just not enough 
to protect survivors.” Further research is also needed to explore how the memories or 
“scripts” of the mass rapes of Jewish women during the pogroms of the Civil War in 
present-day Ukraine and Belarus after World War I (1917–1921) affected the sexualized 
violence committed by Soviet soldiers after World War II.13 At the very least, prewar 
and wartime antisemitism marked Jews as the most vulnerable victims, whose lives and 
bodies were unprotected and deemed available for exploitation. 

There are also other compelling explanations of why Soviet soldiers committed “lib-
eration rape” against Jewish survivors. Flaschka cites expressions of military masculin-
ity and a basic sense of entitlement, among others. Most importantly, she conceptualizes 
rape as a language or an effective “means of communication” and thus uses the survivors’ 
testimonies to tease out the meanings of rape communicated to the survivors and ev-
eryone else around them. She shows how Soviet liberation rape of Jewish women, often 
public and committed in groups, became the means to demonstrate and affirm soldiers’ 
masculinity, their belonging to the larger “national, gendered, and military community,” 
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and their entitlement to the war rewards. As one of Vrzgulová’s interviewees articulates: 
“They considered it their right to do whatever they wanted. They were the liberators, 
they were fighting for us, so they could do whatever they wanted.” Majstorović also finds 
widespread belief among the Soviet Army in their right to do anything they pleased: “So-
viet soldiers and officers were generally convinced that as warriors they needed and had 
a right to sex.”14 They regarded Jews as particularly indebted for their liberation. 

Although the focus of this volume has been the violence committed by the Red 
Army, the perpetrators in these postwar (and wartime) circumstances were varied and 
included local non-Jewish rescuers, Jewish and non-Jewish partisans, and fellow in-
mates, among others. Not discussed in this volume were also the agents of postwar po-
groms in Eastern Europe (pogromchiks). For example, sexualized violence during the 
pogrom in Kraków in August 1945 is suggested (although not corroborated by other 
sources) in this witness account where a half-naked young Jewish woman, who just sur-
vived the genocide, disappeared for fifteen minutes amid violence: 

[Franciszek Bandys, janitor in a Jewish shelter] pulled out from a crowd, or perhaps 
walked out from the synagogue building, a girl who was almost naked, in torn skirt 
and blouse, struggling. He kicked her and nudged her, and behind them the crowd 
of people swooped down on her. The janitor walked the girl; I do not know where. 
After about fifteen minutes, I saw the girl in a car that arrived and parked in front of 
the synagogue. The girl was beaten with sticks and hands, and then the car left again 
with the girl.15 

Since our volume centers on Holocaust survivors and their experiences, we do not 
aspire to present a comprehensive picture of all the perpetrators—both Soviet and 
non-Soviet—of this gruesome violence, and in this respect, we leave our readers with 
more questions than answers. What was their social and ethnic background? How large 
was their cohort? Was sexualized violence a typical and regular experience among young 
and adult Jewish fugitives in hiding during the war and in its aftermath in Eastern Eu-
rope? Could that violence be seen as part of other mental and psychological abuses di-
rected at child and adult Holocaust survivors? 

What is undoubtedly clear is that the crime of sexualized violence by Soviet sol-
diers and other perpetrators blurred the lines between protection and endangerment, 
between rescue and peril, and between security and danger. For many survivors, the 
abuse and violence inflicted by those whom they expected to aid, shelter, and liberate 
them, or at least cause them no harm, only intensified their wartime trauma. It aggra-
vated the already excruciating process of recovery and healing in the immediate after-
math of the war; the aftermath that they expected to be the end, not the continuation 
of their suffering. 
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And yet, in chapter after chapter, the authors show how Holocaust survivors did 
not become mere victims of circumstance but rather developed multiple strategies 
to avoid, endure, and survive the violence. They escaped, sought shelter, secured pro-
tection, “adoption,” or “marriage,” negotiated payments, bartered sex, relied on their 
knowledge or language skills, “stuck together” with other women, lied about their age 
and health, faked mental illness, altered their physical appearance, and defended them-
selves with their bodies, or any object/weapon they could find. They thus enacted an 
agency that William H. Sewell Jr. defines as a culturally and historically determined 
human capacity “of exerting some degree of control over the social relations in which 
one is enmeshed, which in turn implies the ability to transform those social relations 
to some degree.”16 Agency is a capacity, Sewell continues, “for desiring, for forming 
intentions, and for acting creatively.” It is always “structurally embedded,” limited, or 
shaped by what Sewell calls practical resources and mental schemes or “society’s fun-
damental tools of thought, but also the various conventions, recipes, scenarios, prin-
ciples of action.”17 These structural limitations became significantly more consequen-
tial in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War, when the structures of law 
and order collapsed and those who were supposed to be agents of rescue instead be-
came perpetrators of violence. 

Miranda Brethour, in her chapter, calls those critical limits of Jewish agency an “ex-
treme vulnerability” and dependency on those who could provide “a site of protection,” 
but often dangerously blurred the boundaries between their roles as aid-givers and per-
petrators. Although her piece focuses primarily on the wartime period, her concepts are 
equally applicable to the war’s immediate aftermath. During the Holocaust, the vulner-
ability of Jewish women was particularly stark, shaped by the constant threat of death 
and the absence of resources beyond their own bodies. This extreme vulnerability often 
blurred the line between sexual abuse and sexual barter, as Brethour illustrates with the 
cases of Erna and Tema. Additionally, the pervasive fear of denunciation and further 
violence exacerbated women’s wartime exposure to sexualized violence. As the experi-
ences of two female survivors, Lillian and Charlotte, demonstrate, this fear often un-
dermined their agency and hindered efforts to resist, avoid, and survive such violence. 

Brethour’s chapter invites a further critical discussion about the concept of sexual 
barter introduced by Anna Hájková’s pathbreaking work on prostitution during the 
war. In her chapter Hájková theorizes the concept of sexual barter as the “exchange of 
sex or affection for resources or protection” employed by camp prisoners and others 
to further their chances of survival. She convincingly argues that sexual barter must 
not be equated with rape as bartering partners exercised some “measure of choice,” al-
though “sexual barter during the Holocaust could be, and indeed often was, violent, 
and thus a form of sexual violence.”18 In her research, Hájková focuses on adults and 
has recently recognized that sexual barter cannot be easily applied to teenagers and 
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children. She invites scholars to explore “whether children’s participation in sexual 
barter could entail meaningful agency,” while avoiding the question of child abuse 
as “far more complex.” In their new important research on children’s experiences in 
Nazi concentration camps, William Ross Jones and Jonathan Lanz heed her call, find-
ing that Hájková’s concept of  “measure of choice” indeed cannot be applied to the 
young victims of sexualized violence.19 Jones and Lanz convincingly argue that, in the 
case of child victims of such violence, we should speak of sexual slavery rather than 
sexual barter. Thus, age indeed must be considered as a critical category in the discus-
sion of agency and sexualized violence against Jewish children and teenagers, other-
wise we risk portraying the youngest victims as conscious participants of the violence 
forced upon them. 

Joanna B. Michlic’s research on Jewish child-survivors in hiding with non-Jewish 
Polish rescuer-abusers supports the validity of Jones’s and Lanz’s position. She shows 
that these minors did not have a choice but were subjected to mental, psychological, 
physical, and sexual slavery.20 However, our contributor Yuliya von Saal, in her piece 
on partisans in occupied Belarus, points out that wartime caused “the rapid maturation 
process and role reversal [that] affected all children and adolescents, but especially the 
Jewish children.” She offers multiple examples of Jewish minors, mostly female teenag-
ers, who enacted some level of agency in defending themselves from sexualized violence 
by finding “adoptive” parents or other influential protectors. Children could also act as 
protectors of their mothers, as Vrzgulová shows through Stela’s striking recollections. 
Certainly, this is only the beginning of a serious scholarly debate about children’s and 
teenagers’ agency—or lack thereof—during and immediately after the war. Building 
on  Jones, Lanz, Michlic, and von Saal, and previously referenced Steinert’s scholarship, 
we suggest that, in the case of sexualized violence against Jewish children and teenage 
survivors, we need to ask new questions: Was it at all possible for the child and teenage 
survivors to name and understand the violence they were subjected to? How did the 
perceptions vary between younger children (under ten years old) and older ones? How 
or in what terms did they perceive or understand what was happening to them? What 
did the experience of sexualized violence mean in respect to their dependency on oth-
ers, especially on the rescuer-perpetrators? 

Although some of these questions could also be applied to adults, there is no doubt 
that adult survivors could enact some level of agency, or a measure of choice, in multi-
ple ways documented in the volume. They evaded, resisted, and survived the violence 
they feared, experienced, and witnessed. Brethour, for example, describes multiple in-
stances of self-defense and decision-making in the face of the threat of sexualized vio-
lence. These included leveraging knowledge of the context in which their abusers op-
erated, threatening exposure to spouses, physical defense, screaming, and flight. In his 
piece, Ionescu also illustrates various avoidance strategies, such as lying about one’s age, 
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dressing in rags, covering hair, calling for help, avoiding being out after dark, joining 
larger groups of male inmates, and claiming to suffer from contagious diseases. Eglitis 
also details how Jewish women in Soviet filtration camps sought “male benefactors” for 
protection or cross-dressed as boys. Taken together, our volume highlights the incredi-
ble resourcefulness, creativity, and resilience of Holocaust survivors in the extreme cir-
cumstances of war and its brutal immediate aftermath. 

Agency and resilience remained necessary as the postwar years passed, and the mem-
ory of the sexualized violence did not become any less painful for survivors; neither was 
it easier to tell. As Brethour in her chapter notes: 

Agency and choice are crucial frames not only to understanding the contents of the 
experiences that survivors recall, but also their very decision to place their narratives 
on tape and the ways that they testify. [. . .] Oral histories capture layers of agency: 
the choice of survivors to narrate the tabooed histories that they tell, the way that 
their recollections emphasize decision-making, and their embodied ways of telling. 

It is only owing to Holocaust survivors’ courage to share and revisit painful mem-
ories of sexualized violence that this book could have been written. Without their 
accounts, recorded in a mass of interviews, oral testimonies, memoirs, and diaries, it 
would not have been possible to interrogate that difficult history. The ways in which 
our contributors used these sources no doubt complicates our understanding of the his-
tory and memory of the Soviet liberation of Eastern Europe as well as the rescue of vul-
nerable young and adult Jewish fugitives during the Holocaust. Only through the mass 
of ego-documents—some only recently accessible and/or noticed—so richly and ex-
tensively explored by the volume’s contributors does the indelible impact of the sexu-
alized violence reverberate. These sources give new details for the reconstruction of the 
personal trauma of that violence while allowing us to infer broader patterns of its col-
lective experience. Most importantly, they give voices to its victims. When juxtaposed 
with other sources, they fill important gaps, complicate historical puzzles, and illumi-
nate difficult and taboo pasts. 

As the introduction and multiple contributions show, sexualized violence in the 
Soviet liberation phase (1943–1946)—and in other instances of wars and their after-
maths—has been a subject of taboos and inhibitions among both the survivors and 
scholars. Even if there were clear references to sexualized violence in personal accounts 
of Holocaust survivors, they were often not heard or noticed by listeners for a variety 
of psychological, cultural, social, and political reasons. Our volume uncovers and in-
terrogates the dynamics of the process of inhibiting and silencing the sexualized vio-
lence in the history of the Soviet liberation and, to a lesser extent, the history of rescue 
and partisan resistance during the Holocaust in Eastern Europe. It also illuminates that 
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sexualized violence is a personal experience most difficult to approach. In the words of 
Eva Kovács, sexualized violence is 

a wound on a person’s sexuality guarded by the strongest shame—it is often the case 
that event witnesses find it difficult to recall what they saw and even victims speak 
about it as if they were only witnesses to it. Those who manage to survive sexualized 
violence without visible consequences often strive to undo it even for themselves 
and conceal their wounds from the eyes of the others. . . . The violence inflicted on 
the body creates such an unbearable bodily sensation that one cannot and wishes no 
more to identify with one’s own sensation.21 

Strong taboos around sexual victimizations have accompanied the survivors straight 
after experiencing sexualized violence. In agreement with Kovács, Marion Kaplan ar-
gues that in the immediate aftermath of the Holocaust, many survivors—both men 
and women—saw women’s sexual victimization as a powerful stigma to be concealed: 

The film Long Is the Road, shot on location in a Jewish displaced-persons camp in 
Germany in 1947, offers a powerful example of this. The young woman wants to con-
fide to her male partner about something that happened to her during the war. But 
the man gently hushes her and tells her that it’s better to forget. Viewers understand 
that he hopes she will stop dwelling on her trauma, assumed to be rape or sexual bar-
ter, but also that he does not want to know.22 

Our volume, however, profoundly complicates the notions of stigma and shame, 
silencing and forgetting, brought up here by Kovács and Kaplan. Hájková reminds us 
that shame and stigma change over time and as such need to become a topic of their 
own historical inquiry. Pető and Paulovicova ponder the imposed disciplining function 
of shame within patriarchal and illiberal social structures. More importantly, Paulovi-
cova encourages us to look beyond shame and stigma to better understand survivors’ 
responses and recollections—or lack thereof—to sexualized violence. She argues that 
shame does not necessarily explain survivors’ silences in their postwar recollections. 
Rather, silence functions as a coping mechanism of healing: 

We must approach survivors’ silence as an indelible component of a right to mem-
ory, which includes a right to silence that is unassailable, unable to be questioned or 
misconstrued under the pressure of patriarchal norms. . . . Acknowledging a right to 
memory means respecting the ways survivors share their stories—what they recall 
and what they refuse to recall. In sum, it represents an acknowledgment of the own-
ership of one’s own story in this world. 
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Králová and Nalbadidacis as well as Vrzgulová offer similar insights on the sur-
vivors’ choice of silence, but they also contextualize that choice in broader post-
war culture. 

Beyond all these factors behind the silencing of sexualized violence was the general 
expectation that Holocaust survivors must begin life anew—from the Year Zero. This 
was the view prevalent in most of Europe in 1945. Accordingly, all Jewish survivors were 
expected to overcome the painful, dark experiences of the Holocaust and the immedi-
ate aftermath in spite of the physical, mental, and psychological wounds that they ex-
hibited.23 The psychological needs to create and recreate new families and build new 
social and professional lives, and the daily demands of everyday life in new countries, 
new cultures, and new languages also inevitably played a role in survivors’ turning away 
from these most painful aspects of the Soviet liberation. 

In the Cold War regimes, both socialist and postsocialist/illiberal, where histori-
cal memory of victimhood from Nazi and Soviet regimes, respectively, became central 
to nation-building projects, there was hardly any political space for the history of the 
Soviet Army’s sexualized violence. Jewish survivors of that violence were silenced or 
ignored. For example, in socialist Hungary, as Pető puts it, “the dominant antifascist 
narrative integrated the remembrance of traumatic experiences with the Soviets and 
the Holocaust, not as separate discussions but as part of the broader antifascist con-
text. Unfortunately, Jewish women’s stories found little room for expression within 
this framework.” Similarly, argue Králová and Nalbadidacis, in the nonsocialist frame-
work of Greek politics of memory, the Holocaust survivors’ stories of sexualized vio-
lence, “by their otherness, do not fit into the prevailing line of Greek national history 
and ethno-nationalist victimhood. This is why Greek historiography struggles to inte-
grate the experiences of Jewish women that go beyond the usual national framework. 
For the largely traditional Greek Orthodox society, [victims of rape] can hardly serve 
as figures of identification.” 

It was only the cultural, social, and political changes of the 1990s, described in the 
Introduction, that slowly allowed for uncovering the experiences of sexualized violence 
by both its survivors and scholars, as a shifting culture permitted an open public discus-
sion on its current and historical cases such as the one presented in our book. It is now a 
publicly endorsed recognition that shame and stigma should be removed from the sur-
vivors of sexualized violence and put squarely onto the perpetrators—in the case of our 
analysis, the many members of the Red Army, SMERSH personnel, and non-Jewish 
rescuer-perpetrators in Eastern Europe who were never formally punished for their 
crimes.24 Overall, this shifting culture, of which this volume is the most recent repre-
sentation, allows a definitive statement to emerge: Sexualized violence against Jewish 
adults and children during and immediately after the war was more common than es-
timated in any earlier scholarship.25 
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In 2004, Elizabeth Heineman warned that failure to investigate sexual violence by 
scholars, for a variety of psychological and cultural reasons, represents bad scholarship 
in an academic sense and: “In a moral sense, it disregards the imperative both to com-
memorate past victims and to prevent future atrocities.”26 Despite gendered “memory 
voids,” illustrated by Violeta Davoliūtė in this volume, sexualized violence has been 
largely “unsilenced” and has entered the mainstream field of Holocaust studies and 
other genocides. However, there are still new questions that need to be asked, espe-
cially around sexualized violence against Jewish children and Roma and Sinti youth 
and adults. Our volume did not discuss these communities and individuals, but we are 
aware that this topic needs to be systematically researched with or without the appli-
cation of comparative lenses. More cases of the violence against the young and adults, 
men and women, LGBTQ+, and disabled survivors are awaiting documentation, and 
some concepts and theories about sexualized violence need to be reexamined and re-
conceptualized in the light of new evidence. We also need to further and responsibly 
analyze gendered similarities and differences in sexualized violence across time and na-
tional boundaries, without political instrumentalization or inadequate analogies. We 
hope that our book will contribute to further development of this important scholar-
ship and to the general field of violence in all past and present genocides. 
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