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I want to thank Dallas Michelbacher and Esther Meier for 
their excel lent pre sen ta tions.1 Michelbacher offers an over
view of the scale, scope, orga ni za tion, and struc ture of Ger
man pris oner of war camps and assorted deten tion sites that 
reveals the key role played by Wehrmacht forces in acts of 
vio lence, atroc ity, and mass mur der against Soviet pris on ers 
of war (POWs), but also against other civil ian and mil i tary 
vic tims. Meier’s pro ject seeks to “recon struct biog ra phies of 
Soviet pris on ers – both men and women” and to “clar ify their 
fate.” This effort not only restores the iden tity of those killed 
but sit u ates them as his tor i cal actors in their own right. Fur
thermore, Meier helps us to under stand the dou bleedged 
fate of those Soviet POWs who sur vived Nazi incar cer a tion 
yet also faced a reck on ing with Stalin’s para noia and the 
expe ri ence of fil tra tion led by the NKVD (Soviet secret po
lice) after their lib er a tion. Significantly, her research dis
pels the “wide spread assump tion that the major ity of for mer 
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the pro ject “Soviet and 
Ger man Prisoners of 
War and Internees.”
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POWs was sent to the Gulag”; as she notes, the major ity of 
for mer POWs were sent back into com bat.

Over three decades ago, the his to ri ans Michael Burleigh and 
Wolfgang Wippermann published a work that labeled the Third 
Reich as The Racial State.2 In this regard, both Michelbacher and 
Meier under line the Wehrmacht’s embrace of a racial hier ar chy 
in the sorting of POWs, a pro cess that had pro found impli ca tions 
for the chances of indi vid ual sur vival as expressed in deaths of 
3.3 mil lion Soviet POWs, or roughly 60 per cent of those cap tured, 
ver sus 45,000 Ital ian POWs, or slightly over 7 per cent of those 
taken pris oner, as noted in Michelbacher’s paper. Michelbacher 
also remarks on the lethal dis tinc tion made between com bat ants 
from met ro pol i tan France and sol diers from the French colo nial 
empire in West Africa, a pre ce dent, it might be added, that was 
set in the Ger man inva sion of France, which resulted in the mas
sa cres of as many as 3,000 black French troops in the sum mer 
of 1940, as revealed in Raffael Scheck’s Hitler’s Afri can Victims.3 
As the expe ri ence of Brit ish pris on ers taken at Dun kirk shows, 
how ever, sum mary exe cu tion was not sim ply reserved for the 
racial ene mies of the Reich but included those who col lapsed on 
marches to the rear and were “shot out of hand,” as were starv ing 
mem bers of the Brit ish Expeditionary Force who broke ranks to 
scav enge French farm ers’ fields after their cap ture.4 The prac tice 
of sum mary exe cu tion of pris on ers unable to keep up with trans
portation col umns occurred as early as the Pol ish cam paign in 
1939, and one of the hid den sta tis tics of Soviet pris oner mor tal
ity in 1941 involves the sum mary exe cu tion of thou sands if not 
tens of thou sands of Soviet pris on ers by Wehrmacht forces in the 
open ing months of the inva sion.

The rou tine use of sum mary kill ings – whether as a reac tion to 
stub born Soviet resis tance, acts of per fidy dur ing fake sur ren
der attempts, or stories of the muti la tion and des e cra tion of 
Wehrmacht sol diers by Red Army troops – dem on strates how 
pre con cep tions of the “Jew ishBol she vik” enemy facil i tated 
mass kill ing from the first days of the inva sion.5 As the Ger man 
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Eng., 2006).
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Prisoners of the Reich: 
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1988), 12.

5 Mark Edele, “Take 
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Red Army and Ger man 
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Journal of Modern 
History 88 (2016): 
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Dying, trans.  
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Landser Willy Peter Reese con fided in his jour nal, “We found 
only a few iso lated Red Army sol diers . . .  They were shot. An 
order had been given not to take any pris on ers.”6 Reese’s expe
ri ence was not excep tional. Another Ger man sol dier’s let ter 
home openly discussed his own par tic i pa tion in the mur der of 
sur ren der ing POWs: “The first Rus sian. Since then I have shot 
hun dreds, I have such a rage . . .  I took one Rus sian pris oner, 
a Ger man [i.e., Volksdeutscher].”7 Here again, eth nic ity deter
mined a pris oner’s fate and the prac tice of sum mary exe cu tion 
became a rou tine prac tice that extended to the wide spread 
shoot ing of con cen tra tion camp pris on ers by SS guards dur ing 
“death marches” at the end of the war.8

In addi tion to eth nic or national hier ar chies, Meier alerts us 
to the role of gen der as another mea sure used by Wehrmacht 
forces in the clas si fi ca tion and treat ment of POWs. Without 
doubt, female Red Army sol diers – the socalled Flintenweiber 
or “shot gun wenches” – became spe cial tar gets of ret ri bu tion 
by Ger man sol diers in a regime in which rigid per cep tions of 
masculinity framed expec ta tions of accept able female behav
ior.9 In a secretly recorded con ver sa tion, a cap tured Ger man 
sol dier described Red Army female sol diers as “wild beasts” 
and, when asked about what was done to them, he responded, 
“We shot them too.”10 In truth, these women not only faced 
exe cu tion, but also the added spec ter of sex ual humil i a tion 
and sex ual vio lence, as occurred to one female Soviet sol
dier who was shot, stripped of her pants, posed with her legs 
splayed, and left along the road.11 With regard to gen der, more 
research is needed on the issue of Wehrmacht broth els as tools 
of sex ual exploi ta tion, a sub ject that has received wide spread 
atten tion with respect to abuse of the socalled “com fort 
women” by Imperial Jap a nese forces in the Pacific the ater.12

With regard to Jew ish POWs, both Michelbacher and Meier 
note the “spe cial treat ment” of Jew ish ver sus nonJew ish 
POWs regard less of nation al ity and Meier empha sizes that 
Jew ish Soviet POWs were “at the bot tom of the list.” In the 
words of one his to rian, Jew ish POWs in both Poland and 

7 Quoted in David 
Stahel, The Battle for 
Moscow (Cambridge, 
Eng., 2015), 42.

8 Alexander Rossino, 
Hitler Strikes Poland: 
Blitzkrieg, Ideology, 
and Atrocity (Law
rence, Kan., 2003), 
180–181, and Dan iel 
Blatman, The Death 
Marches: The Final 
Phase of Nazi Geno
cide, trans. Chaya 
Galai (Cambridge, 
Mass., 2011), 154–196.

9 Edward B. Wes
termann, Drunk on 
Genocide: Alcohol and 
Mass Murder in Nazi 
Germany (Ithaca, N.Y., 
2021), 193.

10 Neitzel and Welzer, 
Soldaten, 92.

11 Regina Mühlhäuser, 
Sex and the Nazi Sol
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cial and Consensual 
Encounters During 
the War in the Soviet 
Union, 1941–1945, 
trans. Jessica Spengler 
(Edinburgh, 2021), 62.

12 Yoshimi Yoshiaki, 
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Sexual Slavery in the 
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During World War II, 
trans. Suzanne O’Brien 
(New York, 2000).

6 Willy Peter Reese, 
A Stranger to Myself: 
The Inhumanity of 
War, Russia, 1941–
1944, trans. Michael 
Hofmann (New York, 
2005), 48.
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the Soviet Union emerged as “pari ahs among pari ahs” and 
became tar gets of rit ual vio lence and sum mary exe cu tion 
by Ger man forces.13 In the case of Poland, a mere 500 of an 
esti mated 60,000 Jew ishPol ish sol diers sur vived the war, 
less than one per cent of the total. Wehrmacht and SS actions 
in Poland established a lethal pre ce dent for the inva sion of 
Russia in 1941. In but one exam ple, the Security Service (SD) 
mur dered 8,000 Jew ishSoviet POWs interned in Mariupol 
alone at the end of Octo ber 1941.14 With regard to this last 
point, Michelbacher and Meier note the coop er a tion between 
the Wehrmacht and SS and police forces in the exploi ta tion 
and mur der of POWs, a key point that reveals the part ner ship 
of both orga ni za tions in the pros e cu tion of geno cide.15

I would like to under line the impor tance of pre vi ous cam
paigns in Poland and Serbia in establishing the prac tices and 
pre ce dents that became part and par cel of the Ger man way of 
war in the East, espe cially with regard to POWs and hos tages. 
As the his to rian Alexander Rossino aptly argued, “More than 
any other aspect of the Wehrmacht’s cam paign in Poland, the 
wide spread nature of crimes against Pol ish pris on ers of war 
dem on strates the already bru tal con duct of the Ger man army 
in 1939.”16 It should be empha sized that these crimes com mit
ted against Pol ish POWs occurred despite the fact that both 
Germany and Poland were sig na to ries to the Third Geneva 
Convention of 1929, which protected the rights of pris on ers. 
This is a crit i cal point as it reveals sub se quent Nazi jus ti fi ca
tions for the atro cious treat ment of Rus sian POWs, based on 
the spe cious argu ment that the Soviet Union was not a sig na
tory to the con ven tion, as a cyn i cal facade.

By June 1941 a pro cess of accel er at ing rad i cal i za tion linked 
the Nazi regime’s civil and mil i tary plan ning well before Weh
rmacht sol diers and their allies moved across the Soviet fron
tier. As Geoffrey Megargee argued, “Almost from the moment 
that [the plan ning] pro cess began, the prin ci pals under stood 
that the com ing war would be unlike any con flict in mod ern 
his tory . . .  because of the ideo log i cally driven pol i cies that 

14 Shneyer, Pariahs 
among Pariahs, 40, 66.

15 Edward B. Wes
termann, “Partners 
in Genocide: The 
Ger man Police and 
the Wehrmacht in the 
Soviet Union,” Journal 
of Conflict Studies 31 
(2008): 771–796.

16 Rossino, Hitler 
Strikes Poland, 185.

13 Aron Shneyer, 
Pariahs Among 
Pariahs: Soviet Jew
ish POWs in Ger man 
Captivity, 1941–1945, 
trans. Yisrael Cohen 
(Jerusalem, 2016) 
and Jochen Böhler, 
“‘Tragische Verstrick
ung’ oder Auftakt zum 
Vernichtungskrieg? 
Die Wehrmacht in 
Polen 1939,” in Genesis 
des Genozids, Polen 
1939–1941, ed. Klaus 
Michael Mallmann and 
Bogdan Musial (Darm
stadt, 2004), 49.
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would shape it.”17 Close col lab o ra tions between admin is
tra tive orga ni za tions of the Nazi Party, the SS, and the Weh
rmacht led to a series of wellknown “crim i nal orders” that 
explic itly freed the Ger man army as well as SS and police 
forces from the con straints of the laws of war. The crit i cal role 
of senior and midlevel com mand ers in cre at ing a com mand 
cli mate that pro moted the rad i cal i za tion of behav ior among 
their sub or di nates is appar ent, even if a few mil i tary lead ers 
attempted to main tain troop dis ci pline and pre vent atroc ity.18

While the crim i nal orders sig ni fied the rad i cal i za tion of Ger
man mil i tary pol icy at the insti tu tional level, the preinva sion 
agree ments related to the sup ply of these forces in the East 
reveal the role played by Ger man bureau crats and Wehrmacht 
plan ners in establishing a dynamic in which geno cidal mas
sa cre became an intrin sic ele ment of the cam paign from its 
incep tion. The Wehrmacht’s embrace of this socalled hun
ger pol icy pro vi des another crit i cal con text for eval u at ing the 
army’s role and guilt in the mass death of Soviet POWs. Already 
on May 2, 1941, Ger man eco nomic and logis ti cal experts had 
approved a con cept for resupplying Ger man forces that only 
can be described as the larg est blue print for mass mur der in 
his tory. These admin is tra tors bluntly informed army plan
ners that “the war can only be waged if the entire Wehrmacht 
is fed from Russia.” Not only did they rec og nize the inabil ity 
of the Reich to sup ply food to the troops, they also rec og nized 
the impli ca tions of such a pol icy in the remark “as a result x 
mil lion peo ple will doubt lessly starve.”19 The ini tial esti mate 
of “x mil lion” deaths as a result of a pol icy of pre med i tated 
mass star va tion would later be con cret ized in the num ber 
of thirty mil lion per sons.20 In this regard, the mass deaths of 
some two mil lion Soviet POWs in the first seven months of 
the inva sion, the highest death rate expe ri enced by any vic tim 
group until the implementation of the “Final Solution” and 
the “peak kill ing” year of 1942 involv ing the mass mur der of 
the Euro pean Jews, must be seen as an intended and indeed 
intrin sic part of this pro cess. It was not, in other words, an 

18 Waitman Beorn, 
Marching into Dark
ness: The Wehrmacht 
and the Holocaust in 
Belarus (Cambridge, 
Mass., 2014), Ben 
Shepherd, Hitler’s 
Soldiers: The Ger man 
Army in the Third Reich 
(New Haven, Conn., 
2016), and Ian Rich, 
Holocaust Perpetra
tors of the Ger man 
Police Battalions: The 
Mass Murder of Jew ish 
Civilians, 1940–1942 
(London, 2018).

19 Alex J. Kay, 
“Germany’s Sta
atssekretäre, Mass 
Starvation and the 
Meeting of 2 May 
1941,” Journal of 
Contemporary History 
41 (2006): 685–700, 
here 685.

20 Alex J. Kay, “‘The 
Purpose of the Rus
sian Campaign is the 
Decimation of the 
Slavic Population by 
Thirty Million’: The 
Radicalization of 
Ger man Food Policy 
in Early 1941,” in Nazi 
Policy on the Eastern 
Front, 1941: Total War, 
Genocide, and Radi
calization, ed. Alex J. 
Kay (Rochester, N.Y., 
2012), 111.

17 Geoffrey P. 
Megargee, War of 
Annihilation: Combat 
and Genocide on the 
Eastern Front, 1941 
(Lanham, Md., 2006), 
19.
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unin tended con se quence of an overstretched logis tics sys tem 
that prevented ade quate food and med i cine from reaching 
the pris oner camps.21 In fact, Heinrich Himmler, the Reich 
Leader of the SS and Chief of the Ger man Police, made this 
point explicit in his noto ri ous speech on Octo ber 4, 1943 in 
Poznań (Posen) where he described the inva sion of the Soviet 
Union in the fol low ing words:

The Rus sian Army was herded together in great pock ets, ground 

down, taken pris oner. At the time, we did not value the mass of 

human ity as we value it today: as raw mate rial as labor. The fact 

that pris on ers died of exhaus tion and hun ger in tens and hun

dreds of thou sands is by no means regret ta ble from the stand

point of lost gen er a tions, but it is deplor able now for rea sons  

of labor.22

In short, the ini tial geno cidal mas sa cre of Soviet pris on ers 
was part of a larger Nazi pol icy that envisioned the elim i na
tion of tens of mil li ons of Slavs, the com plete destruc tion of 
the Jews, and the racial restructuring of the occu pied ter ri to
ries in the pur suit of a “new Garden of Eden,” a blue print for
mu lated by Himmler’s SS plan ners in the General Plan East.23

In the final anal y sis, the Wehrmacht’s respon si bil ity for the 
direct and indi rect mur der of over three mil lion Soviet pris
on ers of war rep re sents the sin gle greatest crime com mit ted 
by the Ger man mil i tary dur ing the war. Whether in pub
lic com mem o ra tion or schol arly dis course, the treat ment of 
the Soviet POWs is finally begin ning to receive the atten tion 
it deserves, as is appar ent with the pub li ca tion of Volume IV 
in the USHMM’s Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos and in 
“The Research and Documentation Project ‘Soviet Prisoners 
of War’” as  ably presented here this even ing by Dallas Michel
bacher and Esther Meier. Not only have they offered valu
able insights into the insti tu tional face of anni hi la tion, but 
per haps more impor tantly their papers offered exam ples of 
the human costs of these pol i cies on spe cific indi vid u als and 
allow these actors to regain their voices and their iden ti ties.

22 International 
Military Tribunal, 
Trial of the Major War 
Criminals before the 
International Mili
tary Tribunal, vol. 13 
(Washington, D.C., 
1952), 319.

23 Edward B. Wester
mann, Hitler’s Ostkrieg 
and the Indian Wars: 
Comparing Genocide 
and Conquest (Nor
man, Okla., 2016), 
90–91.

21 Peter Longerich, 
Holocaust: The Nazi 
Persecution and 
Murder of the Jews 
(Oxford, Eng., 2010), 
249.
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I, too, would like to close this even ing with the voices of two 
his tor i cal actors. First, Konrad Jarausch, a Protestant theo lo
gian and Ger man sol dier involved in the admin is tra tion of a 
Soviet POW camp, lamented to his wife in a let ter on Sep tem
ber 20, 1941, “The world is so bar ren with out God both here 
and on the other side of the front . . .  yet another one of our 
[Soviet] pris on ers lie dying . . .  Such deaths occur by the mil
li ons. This is truly the work of the devil.”24 For his part, Gabriel 
Temkin, a Jew ish Red Army sol dier who, remark ably, sur vived 
Ger man incar cer a tion recalled of his cap tors: “The per pe tra
tors may have been ‘nor mal’ and per haps even ‘banal,’ but 
what about their deeds? To speak of ‘the banal ity of evil’ [as 
expressed by Hannah Arendt] is to triv i al ize evil.”25 At least 
in these two tes ti mo nies, both per pe tra tor and vic tim found 
agree ment concerning the hell of the POW camps and the 
dia bol i cal nature of Hitler’s “Crusade in the East.”
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