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Knowledge on the Move: 
Information Networks During  
and After the Holocaust

Workshop at the University of Southern California in Los  
Angeles, April 3-5, 2022. Cosponsored by the Pacific Of-
fice of the Ger man Historical Institute Washington and USC 
Dornsife Center for Advanced Genocide Research. Conve-
ners: Robin Buller (GHI Washington, Pacific Office Berkeley), 
Wolf Gruner (USC Dornsife Center for Advanced Genocide 
Research), Anne-Christin Klotz (GHI Washington, Pacific  
Office Berkeley). Participants: Bar na bas Balint (Oxford Uni-
versity), Felix Berge (Leibniz Institute for Contemporary His-
tory, Munich), Paula Chan (Georgetown University), Sarah 
Ernst (University of Southern California), Ella Falldorf (Univer-
sity of Jena), Tamara Gleason Freidberg (University College  
London), Laura Hilton (Muskingum University), Heléna 
Huhák (Institute of History of the Research Centre for the 
Humanities, Budapest), Jan Láníček (University of New 
South Wales, Sydney), Jon a than Lanz (Indiana University 
Bloomington), Paul Lerner (University of Southern Califor-
nia), Car o line Mezger (Leibniz Institute for Contemporary 
History, Munich), Anindita Mukherjee (Ashoka University), 
Alexia Orengo Green (University of Southern California), 
Izabela Paszko (Leibniz Institute for Contemporary Histo-
ry, Munich), Katarzyna Person (Jew ish Historical Institute  
Warsaw), Christine Schmidt (The Wiener Holocaust Library, 
London), Dan Stone (Royal Holloway University of London), 
András Szécsényi (Historical Archives of the Hun gar ian State 
Security, Budapest), Sören Urbansky (GHI Washington, Pa-
cific Office Berkeley), Laurien Vastenhout (NIOD Institute 
for War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies, Amsterdam).

This work shop was con ceived with an inter est in explor ing 
migrant knowl edge as a lens with which to under stand the 
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Holocaust. While vic tims of the Holocaust are not migrants 
in a tra di tional sense, they were often in tran sit, displaced, 
and cross ing bound aries of var i ous forms, be they phys i cal, 
ter ri to rial, or related to power struc tures. Knowledge was 
exceed ingly impor tant to the Holocaust’s unfolding. The 
path ways by which per pe tra tors were  able to inflict vio lence, 
the choices that bystand ers made when decid ing whether 
and how to act, and the options that vic tims had (or did not 
have) for sur vival often hinged on the shar ing and appli ca-
tion of knowl edge. Further, the his tory of the Holocaust is 
inher ently trans na tional, transregional, and trans cul tural. 
Thus, it becomes increas ingly ten a ble to think of Holocaust 
his tory as one of knowl edge being exchanged across bound-
aries — of knowl edge on the move.

Employing knowl edge move ment as a lens through which we 
can bet ter under stand the mech a nisms of the Holocaust falls 
in line with cur rent research trends. It encour ages an exam i-
na tion of his tory from below and directs the his to rian toward 
the expe ri ences of sub al tern groups who may not have left 
behind tra di tional forms of doc u men ta tion, or who may not 
have had access to read ily avail  able com mu ni ca tion meth-
ods. This con cep tu al i za tion allows for a broad and cre a-
tive explo ra tion of what con sti tutes “knowl edge”: a rumor, a 
song, a pass port, or a mem ory object may all  be impor tant 
and exchange able forms of knowl edge in the his tory of the 
Holocaust. Further, this approach pro motes an under stand-
ing of sub al tern and vic tim plu ral ism and het ero ge ne ity, as 
knowl edge was exchanged in dis tinct ways by and among 
mem bers of dif fer ent groups. It also encour ages the explo-
ra tion of human inter con nec ted ness through infor ma tion 
net works in local, regional, and trans na tional set tings, and 
sup ports the study of vic tims’, bystand ers’, and per pe tra-
tors’ day-to-day expe ri ences of pro duc ing and exchang ing 
knowl edge. These crit i cal new meth od o log i cal and the o ret-
i cal approaches were seen in the six pan els and six teen pa-
pers that were presented through out the two-day work shop.
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The first panel, chaired by Sören Urbansky, focused on how 
Jews trans mit ted knowl edge to fel low Jews dur ing and after 
the Holocaust. Christine Schmidt and Dan Stone shared their 
research on Holocaust-era let ters found in the col lec tions 
of London’s Wiener Holocaust Library, which explored how 
let ters were used not only to trans mit but also to pro duce 
knowl edge about the Holocaust, and intro duced to the work-
shop a help ful dis cus sion of “infor ma tion” ver sus “knowl edge” 
— a con cep tual debate that remained a com mon thread 
through out the work shop’s six pan els. Laurien Vastenhout 
presented research on the trans na tional exchange of knowl-
edge between Jew ish coun cils in occu pied Western Europe. 
She focused on the Association des Juifs en Belgique’s role as 
an inter loc u tor that trans mit ted infor ma tion about Bel gian 
Jews to concerned fam ily mem bers and friends abroad, pro-
vided aid to arrested indi vid u als, and acquired knowl edge 
about the fate of Jews deported to Eastern Europe. Laura 
Hilton explored the lim i nal space between true and false 
knowl edge and its delib er ate or unin tended trans mis sion in 
her paper on Jews and rumor cul ture in post war Germany. 
She showed how con spir acy the o ries involv ing Jews con tin-
ued to fig ure into rumors spread by non-Jew ish Ger mans — 
pri mar ily by indi vid u als hoping to dis tance them selves from, 
or impli cate Jews in, the atrocities of the Second World War 
— in the years imme di ately fol low ing the Shoah.

The sec ond panel, chaired by Sarah Ernst, looked at dif fer ent 
cases of infor mal knowl edge dis tri bu tion. Felix Berge shared 
his research on how Holocaust knowl edge was passed via 
infor mal com mu ni ca tion meth ods among mem bers of Ger-
man major ity soci ety dur ing the Second World War. Helena 
Huhak and Andras Szecsenyi presented on the exchange of 
knowl edge in Bergen Belsen’s Hun gar ian Camp among the 
“exchange Jews” of the Kasztner action (a Hun gar ian Zion-
ist res cue oper a tion that involved nego ti a tions with the SS) 
and how it impacted the mood, activ i ties, and nar ra tives 
shared by those involved. Jan Lanicek’s paper moved beyond  
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tra di tional under stand ings of Holocaust geog ra phies to 
show how knowl edge was trans mit ted through fam ily net-
works between Australia and Europe. Despite the Aus tra lian 
gov ern ment’s ban on cor re spon dence with indi vid u als in en-
emy ter ri to ries, infor mal fam ily net works, as well as for mal 
aid net works, made it pos si ble for indi vid u als in Australia 
to receive impor tant infor ma tion about loved ones and the 
real i ties of the war in Europe.

Chaired by Alexia Orengo Green, the third panel focused on 
the trans na tional exchange of knowl edge dur ing and after 
the Holocaust. Katarzyna Person presented her research 
on the search for ret ri bu tion among Pol ish Jews in the post-
war period and showed that sur vi vors often relied on trans- 
ter ri to rial and trans na tional infor ma tion net works to seek 
out and enact revenge on per pe tra tors. Examining Sephardi 
immi grants in war time France, Robin Buller’s paper con cep-
tu al ized pass ports and cit i zen ship as forms of knowl edge. 
These knowl edge doc u ments could, in dif fer ent ways and at 
dif fer ent stages of the war, be used by per pe tra tors to tar get 
vic tims or by vic tims to evade arrest through con sular inter-
ven tion and cross-bor der escape.

Wolf Gruner mod er ated the fourth panel, which discussed art 
as one form of knowl edge pro duc tion and com mu ni ca tion. 
By intro duc ing var i ous musi cal pieces com posed by pris on-
ers from dif fer ent con cen tra tion camps, Anintida Mukher-
jee explored how music helped camp pris on ers per se vere 
and how a musi co log i cal exam i na tion of the Holocaust can 
reveal to his to ri ans new details about pris on ers’ responses, 
inter pre ta tions, and expe ri ences. She showed how study ing 
musi cal com po si tions can lead to a bet ter under stand ing 
of the func tion music played as a form of knowl edge, espe-
cially in reconstructing emo tional mem o ries after the Shoah. 
Ella Falldorf focused on the cir cu la tion of visual knowl edge 
by exam in ing var i ous art ist-inmates and art ist-sur vi vors of 
Buchenwald. By explor ing the cre a tive efforts of dif fer ent 
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art ists and attempts to con trol the visual imag ery of con cen-
tra tion camps dur ing and after the war, she cen tered Buch-
enwald as a place of war time and post war agency for art ist 
vic tims of the Nazis.

The fifth panel, chaired by Paul Lerner, explored var i ous 
forms of knowl edge pro duc tion from below. Paula Chan pre-
sented her research on Soviet Jew ish sur vi vors’ inter ac tions 
with the Extraordinary State Commission — an agency ded-
i cated to inves ti gat ing Nazi crimes on Soviet soil — show ing 
how Jew ish engage ment shaped the nature and scope of 
the Commission’s work. Pointing to the overlapping inter ests 
of Holocaust sur vi vors and Stalin’s gov ern ment, she argued 
that this rela tion ship enabled the Soviet state to reestablish 
and retain con trol for another four decades, until long after 
the frag ile alli ance between sur vi vors and the state disinte-
grated. Izabela Paszko spoke about infor mal knowl edge cir-
cu la tion concerning mass kill ings and the fate of deported 
Jews and Poles in occu pied Poland. Focusing on the exam ple 
of Zagłębie Dąbrowskie, she brought new per spec tives to 
our under stand ing of the social aspects of the Holocaust by 
high light ing the pro pa gan dis tic poten tials of rumors as well 
as questioning the extent to which vic tims believed rumors 
about atrocities. Car o line Mezger presented her research 
on forced migrants as agents of Holocaust knowl edge dur-
ing the Second World War through a com par a tive anal y sis 
of three local case stud ies in South Tyrol, Vienna, and Yu-
goslavia. By ana lyz ing sub ver sive mate rial from the forced 
migrants as well as state agents, she showed how dif fer ent 
groups of displaced peo ple employed sim i lar infor mal com-
mu ni ca tive strat e gies to nego ti ate their dis place ment.

The sixth and final panel exam ined knowl edge as a form of 
agency. Centered around sur vi vor and ref u gee net works dur-
ing and after the Shoah, it was chaired by Bar na bas Balint. 
Jon a than Lanz exam ined how indi vid ual sur vi vors of the 
Theresienstadt Family Camp, a sub sec tion of the Auschwitz 
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II-Birkenau com plex, were  able to write the his tory of their 
expe ri ences through the main te nance of a post war glob-
al sur vi vor net work. The role and func tion of trans na tional 
landsmanshaftn (Jew ish home town asso ci a tions) net works 
dur ing and after the Shoah was discussed by Anne-Christin 
Klotz. She pointed to the cru cial role of con nec tions between 
peo ple from the same places to sur viv ing war time and post-
war envi ron ments. Tamara Gleason Freidberg ana lyzed the 
role anti fas cist Yid dish speak ers played in dis sem i nat ing 
news about the Shoah in Span ish by inte grat ing into var i ous 
anti fas cist groups in Mexico City. She showed how they were 
part of broader non-Jew ish anti fas cist groups as well as lo-
cal Yid dish orga ni za tions, and func tioned as trans la tors and 
trans mit ters of sub ver sive infor ma tion.

In a final roundtable dis cus sion, led by Wolf Gruner, par tic i-
pants reflected on the themes and trends that were brought 
to light by the work shop’s focus on knowl edge move ment 
dur ing the Holocaust. The presented research clar i fied that 
the def i ni tion of knowl edge depends heavily on his tor i cal 
con texts, and that knowl edge can take on var i ous forms and 
ful fill mul ti ple func tions in dif fer ent set tings. Thus, knowl-
edge can be built, constructed, trans mit ted, nar rated, doc-
umented, and imag ined but it can also be resituated and 
per ceived. Furthermore, it can show up as art, a form of 
resis tance, or a rumor. Knowledge can also empower, limit, 
or harm an indi vid ual. As this work shop showed, the meth-
od o log i cal approaches to migrant his tory and the his tory of 
knowl edge help open up new research ques tions and meth-
ods in Holocaust Studies.

Having a con fer ence on infor ma tion net works dur ing World 
War II in Los Angeles dur ing a time of war and mass dis place-
ment in Eastern Europe felt strangely removed from con-
tem po rary real i ties. However, it also underscored that the 
work shop’s top ics are now more rel e vant than ever. Indeed, 
it became clear that many of the issues that plague soci ety 
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and that threaten global peace at this moment were ech oed 
in the his tor i cal sub jects presented, such as fake news, infor-
ma tion exchange between author i ties and civil soci ety, the 
role of migrants and ref u gees in mak ing knowl edge, knowl-
edge acces si bil ity, and the potency of knowl edge net works.

Robin Buller and Anne-Christin Klotz 
(GHI Washington, Pacific Office Berkeley)


