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BRUNO BETTELHEIM AND THE CONCENTRATION CAMPS
CHRISTIAN FLECK AND ALBERT MÜLLER1

Just imagine, Wiesenthal, that you were arriving in New York, and the people asked
you, “How was it in those German concentration camps? What did they do to you?”
[. . .] You would tell the truth to the people in America. That’s right. And you know
what would happen, Wiesenthal? [. . .] They wouldn’t believe you. They’d say you
were crazy. Might even put you into a madhouse.
SS-Rottenführer Merz speaking to Simon Wiesenthal, September, 19442
The paper analyzes the circumstances under which Bruno Bettelheim’s (1903 – 1990)
well-known paper, “Individual and Mass Behavior in Extreme Situations” (1943) came to
be written and discusses its central arguments. The authors compare Bettelheim’s analysis
of the Nazi concentration camps with the interpretations of other authors, particularly
those who had experienced the camps themselves, and identify areas of divergence. They
also note the later modifications Bettelheim introduced in his own theories on occasions
when the original article was reprinted or revised. In conclusion, we investigate the ways
in which Bettelheim’s analysis of the camps has been received and cited by later scholars.

1. INTRODUCTION
Given Bettelheim’s international reputation and the early date of his first publication
on concentration camps, our paper also represents a marginal note to the history of the study
of concentration camps by social scientists. To offer an original alternative interpretation of
the concentration camps lies beyond the scope of the paper. It does not address Bettelheim’s
total scholarly output, his work as a therapist, or his biography as such. It appears advisable
for various reasons to note this limitation (which is motivated by more than merely the authors’ lack of competence in these areas), even though Bettelheim himself repeatedly tried to
link his work on concentration camps with his work as a psychologist and psychoanalyst.3
Like many other scholars who studied the Nazi concentration camps,4 Bettelheim had
been imprisoned in such camps himself: He is thus simultaneously a victim, an eyewitness, and
an analyst of the camps.5 To a greater degree than his counterparts, Bettelheim regarded his
work on the camps as rooted in his own experiences and his efforts to deal with these memories intellectually.6 The paradox noted by Pollak appears central for our purpose: theories on
concentration camps and survival are “the only ones whose validity rests chiefly, if not entirely,
on the personal experience of their authors.”7 A discussion of the conditions Bettelheim experienced in the camps and the conclusions he drew from them is therefore central to any assessment of how he explained “behavior in extreme situations” and represents more than the mere
assemblage of fragments that might be included in a full intellectual biography.
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Despite the considerable literature on the topic and a body of eye-witness accounts that
is still growing, research on the problem of Nazi concentration camps is far from concluded.
Repeated revisions have proven necessary, as well as a search for new perspectives. Development of such perspectives first requires critical study and analysis of existing patterns of
interpretation. If Bettelheim’s work is subject to criticism in the following study, it should
thus not be misunderstood as a form of “Bettelheim bashing,”8 but rather as a serious attempt
to explore his approach to the problem of concentration camps, considering the differences
between concentration camps and extermination camps, the assessment of the varying conditions in the camps during consecutive periods of the system of the camps, and the role Jewishness plays in his thinking, as an attempt to re-open discussion on it.
2. BIOGRAPHICAL AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Bruno Bettelheim grew up in an upper middle class, assimilated Jewish family in
Vienna.9 All evidence suggests that his childhood and youth were typical for a member of
his social class.10 This included his attendance at a Realgymnasium as well as participation
in youth groups with a leftist orientation and early contact with one of the major intellectual
currents that arose in Vienna around the turn of the century, namely psychoanalysis.11
Bettelheim was 14 when he first heard about psychoanalysis from Otto Fenichel, his elder by a few years.12 During his years at university he came into contact with other members
of the psychoanalytic movement and underwent analysis himself with Richard Sterba.
Bettelheim became a kind of collaborator of Sterba’s when Bettelheim and his wife took an
autistic child into their home.13
Bettelheim studied philosophy and psychology at the University of Vienna.14 His studies do not appear to have been influenced by psychoanalytic interests. He received his doctoral degree on February 4, 1938, with a thesis on aesthetics (reviewed and accepted by
Robert Reininger and Karl Bühler). In his dissertation15 Bettelheim cited only one psychoanalyst, Ernst Kris, and that was in reference to a paper Kris had written on the theory of art.
The unusual length of Bettelheim’s university studies is no doubt connected with the business he inherited from his father, a lumber company that also operated a saw mill.16 This allowed him to pursue his intellectual interests as long as he desired, without needing to
prepare for a professional career.17
The course of Bettelheim’s life was nonetheless affected by the political climate of the
First Republic in Austria. One turning point occurred with the suspension of the democratic
parliamentary system and introduction of an authoritarian constitution in 1933, and another
with Hitler’s acquisition of the country in March of 1938. The latter event not only interrupted Bettelheim’s intellectual career, but also had far-reaching consequences for his private
life.18
Immediately after declaration of the Anschluss, Bettelheim and his wife left Vienna,
only to be turned back at the Czechoslovak and Hungarian borders. On the following day the
couple attempted to depart again by train. Mrs. Bettelheim was permitted to leave the country, but Bettelheim’s passport was confiscated, and the police ordered him to remain in Vienna. During the next few days the police searched his apartment. He was interrogated at
length, but afterwards released. Some three or four weeks later he was re-arrested, questioned closely about his political activities, and once again released. Two weeks after this he
was arrested yet again and told that this time it was on instructions from Gestapo headquarters in Berlin. He spent three days in prison and was then transferred to the concentration
camp at Dachau. It was early May, 1938.19
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Bettelheim’s statement to the Nuremberg tribunal contains a reference to his political
views at that time: He identified himself as a member of the Social Democratic Party, which
had taken a stand in favor of Austrian independence.20 Ernst Federn recalls that Bettelheim
was active in an illegal organization that opposed the post-1933 authoritarian Austrian government.21 One indication that the Nazis took a particular interest in Bettelheim is the fact
that they went to the length of revoking his academic degree;22 it should be kept in mind,
however, that this was done to a number of people who were released from concentration
camps and then stripped of their citizenship.
The sources to which we have had access offer no information on the grounds for
Bettelheim’s arrest and subsequent deportation to a concentration camp. Several interpretations are possible, but in this particular case they remain based on speculation. It could be
that his name appeared on one of the lists of political enemies of the pre-1938 authoritarian
government, and that this led to his arrest.23 Perhaps he was the victim of specific denunciation by someone at the family business. Conceivably he was arrested as a stand-in for other
relatives, such as his grandfather Richard Bettelheim, who was an officer of the Rothschild
Bank.24 And, finally, he may have been picked up in one of the many random raids and street
sweeps.
2.1 The Role of His Jewish Heritage in Bettelheim’s Text
One thing is certain: Bettelheim was not sent to a concentration camp solely because he
was a Jew (i.e., a member of a group suffering increasing discrimination and attacks).
Nowhere in his writings does Bettelheim ascribe his arrest and following detention in a
camp exclusively to his identity as a Jew. He informs the reader only that he was “there,”25
“approximately a year in Dachau and Buchenwald, the two largest camps for political prisoners at that time.”26 Both here and elsewhere he is vague about the reason for his arrest,
which is implied but never explicitly stated, and he does not report the color of the triangular
“badge” he had to wear in the camps (see below).
Rather than continuing to speculate on what led to Bettelheim’s internment, we find it
more illuminating to note that a shift of accent occurs over the years in his depiction of Jewish prisoners. Whereas the two early accounts (1943 and 1946) contain almost no references
to the specific role of Jewish prisoners in the camps, Bettelheim places greater emphasis on
the persecution of Jews in the texts written (or revised) at a later date. The shift is particularly noticeable in the different rankings assigned to Jews in his lists of the major categories
of concentration camp inmates (see Table 1).
The references to the social class of the various prisoner types stem from the melding
of two separate analyses made in 1943. It would be superfluous to pursue here the question
of how accurate the various rankings of inmate groups are in objective terms; Bettelheim
himself noted that his 1960 account “draws on the observations of others which have become available in the meantime.”27
In general it can be said that Bettelheim places greater stress on the role of Jewish concentration camp inmates in his later works, and that retrospectively he characterized himself
more clearly as a Jewish prisoner: “My affirmative sense of Jewish identity became especially important to me, and possibly even life-preserving, in the face of the abuse and mistreatment I suffered in German concentration camps because I was a Jew.”28
The shift in accent is not easily explained, for Bettelheim provides no information on
the subject. It may be that his original identification of himself as a political prisoner (in his
statement for the Nuremberg trials) appeared inopportune later on, when the rise of McCarthyism had placed a stigma on left-wing and liberal opinions.29 It is equally possible,
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Table 1
Inmate Groups: Rankings Bettelheim’s Different Accounts
“Individual and Mass Behavior” (1943)
1

political prisoners, mostly members of the German
Social Democratic and Communist Parties

2

“Work-shy” individuals, i.e., those who refused to
take jobs assigned to them by the government, or
who had changed jobs to get higher wages,
complained about low wages, etc.
3 former members of the French Foreign Legion and
spies
4 Jehovah’s Witnesses (Bibelforscher) and other
conscientious objectors
5

Jewish prisoners, arrested either for political reasons
or for offenses against the Nazi racial laws

6

criminals

7

members of other proscribed groups, e.g.,
homosexuals, supporters of Roehm; and small
numbers of individuals from whom the Nazis
wanted to extort money or on whom some high
Nazi official wanted to take personal revenge.

Informed Heart (1960)
1

non-Jewish political prisoners, mainly Social
Democrats and Communists (most of them working
class, but some members of the middle class); some
members of the nobility who had offered resistance
to Hitler
2 asocial or “work-shy” persons interned because they
had complained about work conditions or low pay,
because they had had no regular job, etc. (working
class)
3 Jewish political prisoners (mostly middle class)
4

members of the French Foreign Legion, Jehovah’s
Witnesses and other conscientious objections (in the
majority middle class)
5 “professional criminals,” work-shy Jewish prisoners,
and some members of Nazi organizations such as
supporters of Roehm (exclusively or chiefly
working class)
6 Jewish offenders against the racial laws; individuals
from whom the Nazis wanted money or on whom
someone wanted to take revenge (members of all
classes).

Note: Rankings and italics added.

however, that Bettelheim did not begin to discover how much his Jewish identity meant to
him until after the Holocaust, when he had emigrated to the United States. We cannot determine which interpretation comes closer to the truth, but only point out that Bettelheim identified his own position differently over the course of time.30 Finally the possibility should
also be taken into consideration that repeated or successive attempts to come to terms with
traumatic experiences can lead to different outcomes at different times.
Nevertheless, regardless of which combination of causes is responsible for this shift, it
should be borne in mind that in the spring of 1938 people were not as a rule sent to Dachau
solely because they were Jewish; they also had to belong to at least one additional category
of persons subject to persecution and detention.31 (That Bruno Bettelheim was, according to
the common knowledge about the camp system, classified as a “Jewish” and “political prisoner” during his detention and compelled to wear the double badge of political and Jewish
prisoner does not alter this fact.) At this time Dachau32 was predominantly a camp for political opponents of the Nazi regime, some of them prominent, where the tradition of the early
Nazi terror from the 1933 days was carried on. This was later succeeded by new strategies
such as death through overwork, starvation, disease, and mass murder (by firing squad, poison gas, or injection).33
After Dachau Bettelheim spent several months in Buchenwald, a concentration camp
that originally resembled Dachau in character; inmates were confronted with particularly
harsh conditions in the years 1938 – 1939, however, because Buchenwald was still under
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construction, had severe infrastructure problems, and the inmate hierarchy there was (still)
dominated by the “professional criminals.”34
While Bettelheim was thus a prisoner at Buchenwald during one of the worst periods
on this camp’s history, he was still relatively “lucky” in comparison to many other inmates:
As he himself wrote, he owed his release in April, 1939, to influential friends in the United
States, who had persuaded the State Department to support their efforts. Bettelheim was able
to emigrate to the United States. By November of the same year he had already been appointed to a post at the University of Chicago, where — apart from two years as an associate
professor of psychology at Rockford College (Illinois) — he remained until his retirement in
1973.35
The current historical picture of concentration camps makes the idea of release seem
quite strange, since the commonsense impression of the camps is naturally dominated by
their later function as sites of the mass murder of Jews, “gypsies,” and others.36 But it was
also possible for prisoners to be released, particularly if they belonged to the category of
“politicals” (and, sometimes, “professional criminals”), even though such cases were infrequent and certainly never predictable.37 Before the war the figures show that Jewish prisoners were also released from concentration camps at statistically significant levels.38 It was
part of the design that prisoners were usually taken completely by surprise by the announcement of their impending release, whereas others who were convinced they would be set free,
because of efforts they knew were being undertaken on their behalf, were frequently disappointed.39
We do not know whether Bettelheim’s release came as a surprise to him, but this seems
quite probable.40 His academic career in the United States must be regarded as just as unusual and a case of particular good luck, when comparing his rapid success with the often
long-lasting acculturation problems of other emigrés. His training did not make it seem
likely that he would be able to establish himself quickly; both the fact that his doctorate was
in philosophy instead of psychology and his relatively low status among psychoanalysts (because he had no medical degree) reduced his prospects. Clearly, however, his experiences
with the autistic child of an American family from elite social circles helped to smooth the
way to his recognition as a child psychologist.41
All this suggests that Bettelheim’s case may be typical with regard to both the reason
for his detention in the period immediately following the Anschluss and his individual experience of life in the camps. (This naturally applies for particular camps and dates, not necessarily for later periods or other camps, especially those where the extermination of masses of
Jews occurred.) His successful scholarly career after his emigration was anything but typical,
however.
2.2 Publication History
Immediately following his release and emigration in 1939, Bettelheim wrote down his
recollections of the period he had spent in detention; but, for almost three years,42 he could
not make up his mind to take the next step and interpret the data. A long time afterwards43 he
said he had been motivated to write a scholarly article on his experiences in the camps because people refused to believe his reports and attributed his claims to hatred of the Nazis or
delusions of persecution. (This probably occurred during the years 1940 – 1941). According
to his own later interpretation, he therefore resolved “to publish a scholarly and objective
analysis of the personality changes brought about by experiencing camp life.”44
This article was finally completed in 1942 and submitted to various psychiatric and
psychoanalytic journals for publication. It was universally rejected; the arguments made
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against publication differed, but all of them were inappropriate.45 Ultimately the piece appeared in October, 1943, in the Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, then under the
editorship of Gordon W. Allport, together with an article by Curt Bondy, an emigré professor
of psychology from Hamburg who had also spent time in a concentration camp.46
A short time later, in August, 1944, Bettelheim’s article — which was, we should recall,
his first scholarly publication as sole author47 (because his dissertation had never been published) and first piece of independent scholarship since his emigration — was reprinted for
the first time: Dwight MacDonald included an abbreviated version in the journal Politics.48 It
was the first of several reprints, for although this article did not exactly make its unknown
author famous over night, it did presumably make his name familiar in professional and interested lay circles. Bettelheim himself re-used, reworked, and reprinted the essay on a number of later occasions. The sheer number of different appearances makes it advisable to
reconstruct the article’s publication history first, before we proceed to a discussion of alterations in its contents.
As already mentioned, the article appears first in 1943 and next in 1944 with a different
title and shortened by about one-fourth of its length through the omission of entire paragraphs, but without other changes in style or content. Much of the declaration made to the
Allied authorities in 194549 restates the contents of the 1943 article. It contains approximately two-thirds of the original text, which is, however, not shortened through omission of
whole paragraphs but condensed. The declaration also has added to it the brief biographical
statement cited above.
In 1947 the paper was included in a collection of essays entitled Readings in Social
Psychology, edited by the committee on instruction of the Society for the Psychological
Study of Social Issues, under the leadership of Theodore M. Newcomb and Eugene L.
Hartley. For this occasion Bettelheim “prepared [it] from material more fully reported”50 in
the Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology. All three editions of Readings of Social
Psychology (1947, 1952, 1958) contain Bettelheim’s condensation of the 1943 article, corresponding to approximately one-third of the original text.
Finally, Bettelheim reworked the material in chapters four and five of his book The Informed Heart (1960) and included the paper, virtually unaltered from the version of 1943,
in the collection Surviving and Other Essays of 1979. Both these last books were published
in several editions in a number of languages.51 The sheer number of different publications indicates clearly that the article reached a great many readers. As we shall show, it also succeeded in affecting their thinking.
2.3 Research in a Concentration Camp?
One way to approach “Individual and Mass Behavior in Extreme Situations” is to understand the framework and proportions of Bettelheim’s analysis in terms of the topics he
covers and the amount of space devoted to each (Table 2).
The amount of space taken up by the section on methods of data collection is probably
connected with the fact, mentioned above, that the article had been rejected by other journals
because of its alleged empirical shortcomings. We assume that Bettelheim attempted to overcome such objections as he revised the text.52 Since at that time — in contrast to the current
view — the status of eyewitness was considered an insufficient basis for “serious” scholarship,53 Bettelheim had only two options in responding to this type of criticism: He could either argue against the reigning conventions of “pure” research, or he could try to create the
impression that he had carried on research inside the concentration camp itself, to the extent
that conditions there allowed. Choosing the first option would have turned his account into a
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Table 2
Topics of the 1943 Paper
Topics

%

Aim of the study and summary of results
Methods of data collection
Shock of arrest and internment
Adaptation to situation in camps
Differences between old and new prisoners
Regression to infantile modes of behavior

12
11
25
11
20
20

technical discussion of research methods, however, something in which he had understandably little interest.
In the original text of 1943 Bettelheim places great emphasis on his own research activities, but admits that to assert he was motivated to collect his material because of its great
“sociological and psychological interest . . . would constitute a flagrant example of logification [sic] post eventum.”54 The claim that Bettelheim later reconstructed his activities during his concentration camp internment as having been research is therefore not entirely
without foundation: “But he [i.e., Bettelheim] did not study his behavior, and that of his fellow prisoners, in order to add to pure scientific research. The study . . . was a mechanism
developed by him ad hoc in order that he might have at least some intellectual interests. . . .
His observing and collecting of data should rather be considered as a particular type of defense.”55
In the course of reconstructing his original spur-of-the-moment decision to undertake
research activity, Bettelheim names several research techniques, saying that he made observations, collected data and interviewed his fellow prisoners. His results are based on introspection56 and discussions of the behavior of others whom he could observe directly. It was
not possible, however, to give “a comprehensive picture of all types of behavior.”57 Finally,
Bettelheim’s awareness of the limits of his “objectivity” — besides his role as investigator, he
was also a member of the group under observation and sharing its experiences, which could
not help but arouse the strongest emotion — is connected, at least implicitly, with his remark
that he secured the collaboration of other observers. Two of his fellow prisoners were
“trained,” and “interested enough to participate in his investigation”; they “spoke to several
hundred prisoners.” Bettelheim gives the number of prisoners “he came to know personally”
as at least 1,500. He and his collaborators exchanged “reports” on their “findings” concerning this “adequate sampling”58 and discussed “theories” on a daily basis — namely during
“the morning count of prisoners”; “These discussions proved very helpful in clarifying mistakes due to taking a one-sided viewpoint.”59 In a footnote Bettelheim identifies one of the
“participants” in the study as Alfred Fischer; he refrained from revealing the identity of the
other, Ernst Federn, because in 1943 Federn was still a prisoner at Buchenwald.60 Before we
take a closer look at the group of researchers, mention should be made of the description of
his activities Bettelheim gave in his sworn deposition. Here he places even more emphasis
on the aspect of research, noting that his internment “afforded an opportunity to conduct investigations, collect data and make certain observations concerning the effect on the personality and behavior of individuals who have spent several years in such institutions.”61 On this
occasion Bettelheim once again mentions the spontaneous nature of his decision to undertake this work, but adds, “I am convinced that I would have been unable to make these observations without the strict and continuous self-observation which my years of
psycho-analytical training taught me.’’62
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It is also the researcher — and not the highly educated prisoner seeking to make sense
of his own experiences63 — whom we hear speaking in other formulations. In one passage of
his testimony Bettelheim states, “I was able to contact and interview prisoners,” just as if he
had been an outsider and not a fellow inmate. Correspondingly the sworn statement also
lacks the passages cited above referring to the circumstances that made objectivity so difficult; instead Bettelheim writes: “I was thus afforded an opportunity of interviewing all different groups and in this way secured an adequate sampling.”64
In another context, when Bettelheim recounts an episode that occurred at Buchenwald, he
suggests that a “trained psychologist, capable of observing the mental processes at work with
substantial objectivity,”65 would be in better position to withstand the extreme situations of the
camp that his fellow inmates without psychological training, who reacted irrationally or aggressively, and therefore self-destructively, to the SS guards (as well as to him). Here the psychologist in the camp is described as someone equipped with a better than average ability to
survive, which would almost inevitably result in greater distance toward the other prisoners.
The psychologist (referred to here in the third person as “N.”) is decoded in another article as
Bruno Bettelheim himself, who relates the same episode again in the first person.66
One of the persons with whom Bettelheim discussed his experiences and impressions of
Buchenwald was Ernst Federn. Federn, of Jewish origin, was arrested for political reasons
— he was active in a Leftist resistance group — at about the same time as Bettelheim and
was also sent to Dachau. He was moved to Buchenwald in the same transport as Bettelheim
and remained interned there until the camp was liberated in 1945. In his case the efforts
made to secure his release failed. Federn did not meet his fellow inmate until they were at
Buchenwald, and then under somewhat curious circumstances:
All the Jewish prisoners were transported from Dachau to Buchenwald on September
23rd, and we arrived at Buchenwald on September 24th. When we got there they didn’t
know what to do with us, and we were ordered to form a line and move a pile of bricks
from one place to another. So there I am, standing in the line, and next to me is a young
man I don’t know, wearing a big pair of glasses. I start tossing bricks to him, and he
drops every one. This made me made, because for various reasons I didn’t think it was
a clever move at all. At any rate, I was annoyed and said to him, “Why are you dropping all the bricks?” To that he responded, “What’s it to you? Are they yours?” In the
exchange of words that followed I shouted at him, “You little nobody!” We weren’t
very polite to one another in the camps, and I was no exception. He shot back, “Who
are you calling a nobody? I’m not nobody, I’m Bettelheim.” Then I said, “And I’m
Federn!” He says, “What do you mean, Federn? Are you Paul’s son?” I say yes. To
make a long story short, we became friends.67
Federn confirms that he and Bettelheim talked about their experiences of the camps in
psychoanalytic terms. In our interview with him, however, he explicitly rejected the term
“research” to describe their discussions.
Before we go on to discuss the content and results of these conversations, we would
like to point out that this unusual research68 was not the sole means by which a prisoner
could maintain his integrity and increase the chances of survival. Federn even succeeded in
conducting something like therapy sessions. After Federn’s fellow prisoners learned that he
came from a family of psychoanalysts, they occasionally confronted him with questions on
the subject. Federn observes ironically, but at the same time with clear-sighted realism, that
he could turn this to his advantage in the camp (in ways that often contributed to his survival): “As a Jew I was worth less than nothing, but as a psychoanalyst I had my value.”69
For this reason a “green triangle” in the camp would not have been able to take away his
relatively “good” assignment as a night watchman.70
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It remains an open question why Bettelheim presented himself in the role of a researcher or expert even in context where he could have dispensed with it. It is true that in the
shortened version of the essay reprinted in Politics, one of the passages cut was the paragraph containing references to the number of persons interviewed, his co-investigators and
his discussions with them, and the cautions about objectivity. However, even though
Bettelheim may initially have been under outside pressure to appear “professional” and
demonstrate that his methods approximated those used in “normal” research, in one case
where there was no pressure — namely his postwar deposition — he not only included this
section again but actually expanded it.
At the end of the war — he had just returned to the University of Chicago and become
director of the Orthogenic School — Bettelheim was presenting himself as a mainstream sociologist and psychologist with a psychoanalytic background; only later, in The Informed
Heart, do we encounter him as someone whose experiences in the concentration camps had
forced him thoroughly to revise his understanding of psychoanalysis.71
3. ANALYSIS
Bettelheim’s analysis of the concentration camps consists of several parts, which he altered to varying degrees over the course of time. Some elements of his analysis he maintained throughout, others were dropped, and a few new ones added. This fact and the
circumstance that the observations on which his conclusions are based vary from case to
case (some being more exact and/or detailed than others) have prompted us to sort out these
elements and discuss them separately, even though they are woven together in the original
1943 article and even more so in later versions. Our discussion concentrates on the empirical
evidence Bettelheim cites as the foundation for his conclusions, evidence which can be compared with accounts from other survivors. Historiography is of minor value in this context
because we refer to the observable episodes that constitute Bettelheim’s text whereas historians (and social scientists too) cannot base their conclusions like eyewitnesses on firsthand
observations.72 The following elements can be identified in his articles on the concentration
camps:
1. A model of the social stratification within the population;
2. explicit statements on the function of the concentration camps, internally (for
the prisoners) and externally (for the German population under Nazi dictatorship);
3. systematic distinction between different types of behaviors;
4. an outline of the stages of adaptation to camp life, depending on the length of internment, and in connection with this;
5. the explicit differentiation into old and new prisoners; and also
6. a characterization of the hallmarks of the last stage of adjustment, e.g., identification with the Gestapo, etc.;
7. a conception (that remains largely implicit) of the type of prisoner capable of
resistance, and within this context remarks on the imperative need for resistance;
8. and, last, characterization of the Muselmann or “moslem,” the antithesis of the
resistant prisoner.
Each of these elements will be discussed separately below.
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3.1 Social Stratification of the Prisoners
Initially Bettelheim distinguishes three categories or dimensions within which prisoners’ status was ranked. The first category was the “grounds for arrest” that had brought them
to the camp, a classification that overlaps to a high degree with the SS’ administrative labeling of prisoners by means of the color-coded badges (Winkel) they were forced to wear. The
second category was socioeconomic origins. The third category Bettelheim mentions is the
degree of prisoner’s political education or previous political awareness, but even in the original 1943 article he makes no systematic use of this dimension. Bettelheim’s presentation of
the material results in the stratification model in Table 3.
This model is quite obviously incomplete, and above all it lacks consistent cross-references between the various categories. It grew even less clear in The Informed Heart, because
there Bettelheim introduces a further implicit dimension, namely, the distinction between
Jewish and gentile prisoners (including the somewhat artificial-looking category of “Jewish
work-shy prisoners”). In the text itself, however, Bettelheim uses only two categories to discuss differences in camp inmates’ behavior: (1) classifying reactions to the initial shock of
internment along socioeconomic lines, and (2) distinguishing between political and nonpolitical prisoners. (The group of upper-class prisoners discussed in detail in 1943 receives only
scant attention in 1960).
Accounts by other survivors confirm that it is legitimate to speak of differing behavioral
types in this context. Other analysts such as Kautsky, however, while also resorting to a stratification model, mention the value of religious (as in the case of Jehovah’s Witnesses) or
other philosophical convictions as a valuable aid in withstanding the shock. Kautsky further
makes use of terms that, while denoting precamp social status, also reflect a particular men-

Table 3
Stratification Model
Socioeconomic
Origins
Upper class
Middle class

Lower class

Grounds for Arrest
political prisoners
nonpolitical
Jewish political
Jehovah’s Witnesses1 and other conscientious objectors
political
(professional) criminals
Antisocial or “work-shy” persons
Foreign Legionnaires3
small groups of hostages, victims of personal revenge,
persons accused of violating race laws

Level of Political Education
(fairly low)
none
high
nonpolitical but immune
high
(prison experience)2

Key to symbols: The entries marked in italics represent information altered by Bettelheim in 1960. Information
implicit in Bettelheim’s text appears in parentheses.
1
Bettelheim mentions Jehovah’s Witnesses several times in a quite positive sense; their strong religious beliefs
could be regarded as a functional equivalent of previous political education. In 1960 Bettelheim remarks that these
prisoners “not only showed unusual heights of human dignity and moral behavior, but seemed protected against the
same camp experience that soon destroyed persons considered very well integrated by my psychoanalytic friends
and myself” (1960:20 – 21).
2
Previous experience in prison is mentioned in 1943 as a further possible dimension, so that it appears
legitimate to regard this as a functional equivalent of previous political education.
3
In 1960 Bettelheim (probably mistakenly) lumps the Foreign Legionnaires together with the Jehovah’s
Witnesses and other conscientious objectors and ranks them all as “lower class” (1960:119n).
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tality, e.g., “petite bourgeois” (Kleinbürger). He ascribes to this group only a limited capacity for survival.
The concentration camps were designed to eradicate in the prisoners any sense they
might bring with them of belonging to a particular social stratum or class; no feelings of solidarity with one another would be permitted to develop. Such distinctions from the outside
world were replaced by a new hierarchy, based on a prisoner’s function in the running of the
camp. Although minimal in many cases, the differences in potential power wielded by the
various inmate groups could mean the difference between life and death; as such they soon
came to mean more than previous class origins and attitudes.73
In 1947 Bettelheim published a review of two books by former political prisoners,
Kautsky and Kogon, that had appeared out the previous year, using it as an opportunity to
compare his own experiences in the concentration camps with those of men who had been
interned for a significantly longer time. This article differs from conventional reviews in that
it is explicitly limited to a discussion of one aspect: the class structure of camp society. Even
at that early date Bettelheim saw it as having a “bearing on persisting social phenomena.”74
He follows Kogon relatively closely in declaring that within the “SS-state” the SS ran the
concentration camps like “a private little experimental state of its own,”75 in this state, the
ruling aristocracy that performed no labor was the SS corps itself. (Kogon speaks of
“drones.”) Bettelheim finds support in Kogon for his belief that the body of prisoners was
stratified and not the “comradely group” depicted in earlier accounts76 published by “staunch
democrats, socialists and communists,” which claimed prisoners “helped one another, were
unified by their hatred of fascism, and morally superior to their torturers.”77 The camp hierarchy mentioned in this review has little in common with the model developed in 1943.
Bettelheim refers solely to the hierarchy of prisoner functions: The “top level” or “doyens of
the camps” (elsewhere called “the prisoner aristocracy”78), followed by the “blockleaders” in
the barracks and “Kapos” or supervisors of the work groups. Below them came the “‘middle
class’ of the prisoners composed of clerics, camp police and so on.” Still lower down were
“the great ‘working class’ of skilled and semi-skilled labor and finally a sub-stratum of Jews,
Poles and Russians often condemned by the SS to be ‘worked to death.’ ”79
Bettelheim finds that the authors of both books provide detailed descriptions of the internal hierarchy in the camps, including details Bettelheim could not have observed directly
himself due to his early release. In listing these details, Bettelheim adds one of his own, to
which neither Kogon nor Kautsky refers: In their struggles with one another, the different
groups of prisoners “accepted to a large degree as their own, Gestapo values and manners of
behavior.” Strangely, he criticizes both authors for not explaining whether this behavior “was
the result of mimicry, of an effort to outsmart the Gestapo, or of a common way of looking
at matters”80 — although up to that time Bettelheim himself was the only former prisoner to
have described it.
Although the title promises an analysis of “The Concentration Camp as a Class State,”
Bettelheim instead devotes the bulk of his review to the individual fate of the authors, ascribing correctly “middle or upper class positions” to both.81 Kogon in particular is the target of
intense criticism: As “private secretary to a camp physician,” he was “closely bound . . . to
the SS”; “one can therefore understand why he makes a great bid for sympathy in the matter
of class discrimination.” Citing one of Kogon’s chapter headings, “The Permanent Underground Fight Between the SS and the Anti-Fascist Forces in the Camp,” Bettelheim observes
that this characterization from the pen of a fellow traveler is a distortion. In actual fact the
conflict was a “dog fight, usually fought primarily for personal and secondarily for group
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benefits.” The “sense of guilt” that Kogon himself felt, according to Bettelheim, compelled
him to justify himself; he did so “as members of ruling classes” have done for centuries, “by
pointing to his greater value to society.”82 After this, Bettelheim’s caveat that his own “critical remarks do not represent a fair picture” of Kogon can hardly be viewed as anything other
than rhetorical.83
One can hardly escape the impression that Bettelheim’s analysis of camp class structure
here serves mostly as a vehicle for venting his resentment against a person whom he perceives to have been a member of the “ruling class” — and that only on sufferance. The emotion apparent in the attack on the “bid prisoner” type in 1943 (in the vocabulary of
Bettelheim’s analysis there) is here directed against another camp survivor reporting on his
experiences — in a jab that includes the target’s “name, address, and telephone number”
(Brecht).
Another instance of narrowing direction in Bettelheim’s analysis that will become more
evident in his later works appears here for the first time; namely, reduction of the question of
survival to its individual (moral) component. This is connected to a kind of “Law according
to St. Matthew”: “The main law of the camp was: Whoever has will be given, and whoever
has not, from him will be taken away.”84
3.2 The Function of the Camps
In the article “Individual and Mass Behavior in Extreme Situations,” Bettelheim devotes a relatively large amount of space to the question of the purpose the concentration
camps were designed to serve. He identifies four goals:85
1.
2.
3.
4.

“to break the prisoners as individuals and to change them into docile masses,”
“to spread terror among the rest of the population,”
“to provide the Gestapo members with a training ground,” and
to create “an experimental laboratory” with human subjects.86

But Bettelheim states clearly and unambiguously that through internment in concentration camps the prisoners are also to be turned into “more useful subjects” of the Nazi
state87 — and the aim of his paper is to analyze this process! By thus including the Nazi’s
own claims about the function of the camps — allegedly to re-educate prisoners —
Bettelheim indicates that he takes them seriously. He ultimately even goes so far as to suggest that prisoners themselves felt “freed . . . from much of their guilt-feeling” because of
the “punishment which they had to suffer”;88 after some time in the camps they believed they
had “atoned for all guilt.”89 He stretches the limits of the definition and meaning of “guilt,”
however, when he ascribes it to the many interned “middle-class political leaders,” who felt
“they had fallen down on their job, particularly the job of preventing the rise of Nazi
power.”90
In Bettelheim’s later writings other explanations of camp functions dominate, and the
function of re-education is not mentioned again. In “Remarks on the Psychological Appeal
of Totalitarianism”91 (1952) Bettelheim sees the Hitler salute as part of the campaign of terror waged upon the civilian population; it was a ritual of conformity that had to be performed daily whether or not the symbolic loyalty it expressed violated one’s personal
convictions. The Hitler salute has replaced the threat of arrest which seemed more important
in 1943. The Informed Heart, finally, presents the “Hitler State” as one of several examples
of the “mass state” — Bettelheim specifically mentions Germany, Italy, Spain, and Russia —
which abolishes “the relative freedom of late capitalism” and must then, in a transitional
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phase, deal with the problem of “inducing citizens, if necessary forcing them, into conformity. . . . Once created, the existence of such a state depends on citizens who are willing
to give up personal identity and individualized ways of life and let themselves be managed.”92
In 1960 Bettelheim calls the concentration camps a “miniature mass society,” and says
that analyzing it can contribute to an understanding of an “oppressive mass society.” Like the
larger society of which they were a part, the camps were designed to “force prisoners into a
mass.”93
In the original version of 1943, Bettelheim notes in several places that he is referring
only to a particular type of camp at a particular time. It was not particularly difficult for him
to make the transition from such an individual case study94 to criticism of a whole society
that singles out the extreme case of the camps as an example,95 however, because in the first
version he made very sparing use of indexical and idiomatic phrasing. He used the jargon of
the camp not at all and terminology specific to concentration camps only infrequently.
Whereas other eyewitnesses of the camps mention their identification number in at least one
place,96 for example, and use camp terms such as “Stubenältester” or “Rapportführer,”
sometimes without explaining them (probably to emphasize the authenticity of their accounts),97 Bettelheim rejected such rhetorical evidence of his first-hand knowledge of camp
life from the beginning.98
It seems worth noting that in the much later written The Informed Heart the number of
idiographic details and eye-witness reports is much higher; at the same time, it is the version
of the text containing the smallest number of qualifying phrases and the strongest explanatory hypotheses: Even in 1958 many qualifiers such as “it seems,” “seemed,” “among others,” “may,” “for instance,” “particular,” “mostly” are lacking, along with quantitative
limiters such as “great majority,” “much of,” etc. However, in neither of these texts did
Bettelheim use camp jargon.99
Bettelheim’s various attempts to explain how the Nazi state functioned and the role
played by the concentration camps therein were neither original — despite his claim to have
made a contribution to sociological analysis — nor were they steadfastly maintained.100 Instead he takes up and assimilates the explanatory models that were current at the time, without developing independent view to any significant extent.
3.3 Types of Behavior
Although Bettelheim’s original article took its title from his distinction between three
types of behavior, these behaviors in fact play only a peripheral role in the text. “Private behavior” is that “which originates to a large degree in a subject’s particular background and
personality, rather than in the experiences” undergone in the concentration camp.101
Bettelheim used his own research activities during internment as an example of this kind of
behavior. He used the term “individual behavior” for “that which, although developed by individuals more or less independently of one another, is clearly the result of experiences common to all prisoners.”102 The processes of adaptation discussed below fall into this category.
Finally, Bettelheim provides a rather vague and circular definition of mass behavior as
“those phenomena which would be observed only in a group of prisoners when functioning
as a more or less unified mass.”103 Here, too, the examples are more enlightening than the
definition itself, especially the remarks on regression to infantile behavior (see section 3.6
below). Bettelheim did not include the types of behavior in The Informed Heart (but he did
bring them back almost verbatim in “Surviving”).
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3.4 Stages of Adaptation
In the original version, considerable space is devoted to describing the various stages the
inmates went through in adapting to the world of the camps. Bettelheim gives a detailed and
plausible account of the deliberate degradations he suffered during his transport (by railroad)
to Dachau. This constitutes the prisoners’ “original traumatization,”104 as they are transferred
to the control of the Gestapo;105 he first described it in 1943 with the less psychoanalytically
oriented phrase “initial shock.”106 The “initiation” to the camp (called the prisoners’ “welcome” by Gestapo) consisted of strategic acts of torture, and inmates’ reactions to it varied,
Bettelheim observes, on the basis of their socioeconomic class. He reports that he himself experienced a “split between the ‘me’ to whom it [i.e., the torture] happened, and the ‘me’ who
. . . was just an interested but detached observer”;107 “these horrible and degrading experiences somehow did not happen to ‘him’ as a subject, but only to ‘him’ as an object.”108
Bettelheim’s description of the “initial shock” corresponds down to the details with a
number of reports given by prisoners arrested at about the same time. But the significance of
the category “initial shock” also remains clear in reports from later years, when guards no
longer “took the trouble” to beat and torture prisoners en route or immediately upon arrival
at the camps. Prisoners arriving at Auschwitz experienced a similar kind of shock as they
were separated from family members, “deloused” and sent to “saunas” or showers (which in
some cases really were showers). These well-organized, impersonal procedures had the same
effect as physical and quasi-personal assaults by SS men. In later years, prisoners en route to
Dachau also ceased to be beaten and tormented in the manner described by Bettelheim.109
3.5 Old and New Prisoners
“Old” prisoners are those who have been in the camp for some time, “new” prisoners
those who have only recently arrived. It is not necessarily trivial to note that Bettelheim saw
himself more as a member of the “new” group than the “old.”110 Bettelheim ascribes different attitudes to the two groups with regard to areas of social life such as family and friends
outside the camp or hopes of release. Old prisoners’ family ties had disintegrated, in his
view, and any thoughts they had about possible release and a life on the “outside” had ceased
to have much connection with reality. At the same time Bettelheim notes in them a regression to infantile behavior. Moreover, the old prisoners exerted group pressure on new prisoners who had not yet begun to display symptoms of regression:
They accused those who would not develop a child-like dependency on the guards as
threatening the security of the group, an accusation which was not without foundation,
since the Gestapo always punished the group for the misbehavior of individual members.111
At the beginning of the section on regression, Bettelheim accurately emphasizes how
the external framework and organizational structure of the concentration camps were designed to ensure that the inmates’ behavior would resemble that of children. Yet despite his
vivid descriptions of the humiliating conditions imposed on all prisoners (e.g., for eliminating bodily wastes), he attests to infantile regression only among the “old” prisoners.
On the basis of their study of source materials and interviews with survivors,
Luchterhand, Pingel, and others dispute the general applicability of Bettelheim’s theories
about the stages of adaptation and the importance of the distinction between old and new
prisoners.112

581_0059 10/27/97 12:13 PM Page 15

(Black plate)

BRUNO BETTELHEIM AND THE CONCENTRATION CAMPS

15

3.6 Identification with the Gestapo (or SS)
The last stage of this regression could be observed in an old prisoner, Bettelheim found,
when he made “the final adjustment to the camp situation.” This consisted of changing “his
personality so as to accept as his own the values of the Gestapo”113 and identifying with the
Gestapo, an “identification . . . [that] did not stop with the copying of their outer appearance and behavior.”114
Bettelheim cites a number of examples in support of this hypothesis; for example, prisoners would:
●
●
●

●

behave aggressively towards the “so-called unfit” prisoners;
arrange their own clothing to imitate the guards’ uniforms;
reject the idea of intervention by foreign powers aimed at liberating them (before
the outbreak of World War II).115
defend some elements of Nazi ideology.

These last-named aspects of Bettelheim’s analysis in particular raise of number of problems, quite apart from the fact that they tend to cast some doubt on other accounts of concentration camps, featuring “heroes” (in the versions told by political prisoners) or “victims”
(told by those prisoners in particular danger from the Nazis’ racial extermination strategies).
In any event, Bettelheim’s assertions stand in need of re-examination. Very few of them
have been discussed by scholars and systematically compared with other eye-witness accounts,116 even though many of these contradict Bettelheim directly. (Naturally other accounts require the same kind of careful evaluation.) Some survivors mention the problematic
role of Kapos and Prominente or Funktionshäftlinge (prisoners with positions of responsibility or important functions who, according to Bettelheim, had for the most part been in the
camps a long time). Primo Levi gives the following analysis:
They are the typical product of the structure of the German Lager: if one offers a position of privilege to a few individuals in a state of slavery, exacting in exchange the betrayal of a natural solidarity with their comrades, there will certainly be someone who
will accept. He will be withdrawn from the common law and will become untouchable;
the more power that he is given, the more he will be consequently hateful and hated.
When he is given the command of a group of unfortunates, with the right of life or
death over them, he will be cruel and tyrannical, because he will understand that if he is
not sufficiently so, someone else, judged more suitable, will take over his post. Moreover, his capacity for hatred, unfulfilled in the direction of the oppressors, will double
back, beyond all reason, on the oppressed; and he will only be satisfied when he has unloaded on to his underlings the injury received from above.117
Let us consider the example of the “old” prisoners’ clothing, which Bettelheim uses,
(virtually) unaltered in every version of his article, as an indicator of the degree to which
those in the camps longest had adapted to the Gestapo:
Old prisoners who seemed to have a tendency to identify themselves with the Gestapo
. . . (and) would try to arrogate to themselves old pieces of Gestapo uniforms. If that
was not possible, they tried to sew and mend their uniforms so that they would resemble those of the guards. . . . When asked why they did it they admitted that they loved
to look like (one of) the guards.118
Apart from the problem of what clothing actually meant in the concentration camps
(not only in terms of protection from the weather but also what it signified), we must ask
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whether the behavior identified by Bettelheim did in fact exist as a general pattern. One of
his fellow prisoners, Paul Neurath,119 whom we interviewed, was able to place a certain data
Bettelheim had interpreted in a highly specific manner in a more “rational” context. Even
more important, however, he provided a concrete historical context:
At first we still had police uniforms. When we got to Dachau, everybody was wearing
old police uniforms, and some old army outfits, but mostly discarded police uniforms, I
think. We arrived in Dachau on April 2nd [1938] and then I can’t remember how much
later it was, maybe three months — I don’t know how long — they gave us prison
stripes. Now the prison stripe clothing was made out of cellulose, it was practically paper, so the disadvantage of the new uniform wasn’t the stripes — I mean, once you’re in
a concentration camp, you don’t really care what you’re wearing — it was that the rain
went right through it. The Kaiser’s army, on the other hand, wore good-quality cloth on
its back, or even the republican army, after they got rid of the Kaiser. So that’s why we
tried to put off for as long as possible the day we had to exchange our old uniforms for
stripes — to the extent we had any control over it, but sometimes you could fudge things
a bit here and there. Of course at the end we were all running around in prison stripes,
except for the Kapos who had access to the clothing-stores. They kept their police uniforms, naturally. Then in September — I don’t remember the exact date anymore, but it
was around the time of the Czechoslovakia crisis — they shipped us off to Buchenwald,
and the Dachau folks, who were proud of their camp’s striped outfits, because they
were still new and in good shape, put us back in the old police uniforms. They made us
all change before we were taken away, and gave us the old camp uniforms again, the
police ones, and we were wearing them when we got to Buchenwald. The prison stripes
turned up there, too, after a while. But since Buchenwald as a whole was not nearly as
well organized as Dachau, it took longer in Buchenwald for us all to get shifted over to
stripes. I remember I belonged to a really small work company, one I held together, and
we kept finding excuses, for as long as we possibly could, about why we couldn’t
switch to stripes yet. The big Kapos or the important blockleaders, they were able to get
their hands on police uniforms for quite a while still, from the clothing-stores, and
Richter, too; he had a black uniform. Now I ask you — did he make a point of picking a
black one because it made him look like an SS man? I don’t know. But in any case,
Richter always had a police uniform and boots. Only the real big shots among the Kapos could manage to get boots. I remember that I and a few others of us kept our police
uniforms as long as possible. For what it’s worth, ours were gray. But the important
thing wasn’t to have gray or look like an SS man, the important thing was not to get
soaked to the skin right away.120
Neurath’s remarks are further confirmed by the independent account of Fein and
Flanner, who report that “in the early days of the camp . . . the prisoners [wore] a motley
collection of discarded police uniforms. The Austrians121 were the first group to receive the
actual concentration camp uniforms after their incarceration in 1938.”122 Bettelheim does not
take these circumstances into account in discussing the significance of clothing, although
they are of great importance. In every version of his paper he included the matter of clothing
as the most vivid and striking evidence for the theory that prisoners identified with the
Gestapo or SS, and the passage has frequently been quoted and paraphrased by other investigators over the years. Now, however, in the light of Neurath’s and Fein and Flanner’s accounts, his conclusions appear open to considerable doubt.
This is not in any way to deny that all articles of clothing departing from the norm had
particular value in the concentration camps, just like any other material object, if only because they could be traded,123 enabling a prisoner to improve his position in the camp hierarchy thereby. There is a striking connection between rank and clothing, for example, in the
following description from a former inmate of Buchenwald:
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A group of people in civilian clothing were waiting in front of the bath houses. They
had red triangles sewn on the fronts of their jackets, with their identification number in
the middle. In the first moment I didn’t realize they were prisoners. [. . .] One of them,
who I later found out was one of the top men in the underground international organization and chief of the prisoners’ organization in the camp, turned to me and asked me
what I had done for a living. I didn’t know he was a prisoner and hesitated, because I
didn’t know how I ought to answer. He understood my nervousness and told me that he
was a prisoner, too.124
The prisoner elite could dress in such a manner that they were no longer identifiable as
inmates to a “normal” prisoner newly arrived at the camp. The passage cited above refers to
Buchenwald in 1944.
Furthermore, all aspects of one’s “outward appearance,” including clothing, could have
a private as well as public significance: Viktor Matejka reports regularly shaving his head
during his years as a prisoner at Dachau, for instance; by exceeding the camp norm he could
deviate from it, through his chosen signal, and yet still remain within the role of prisoner.125
Margareta Glas-Larsson, an inmate at Auschwitz, reports in detail about how important it
was for her to use make-up, and to give herself and other prisoners cosmetic treatments:
Therefore my longing for a lipstick, because to me, as a cosmetician actually, that appeared as a sign, as a sign from outside, and as something with which one could beautify oneself somewhat.126
By such means (and a variety of others, depending on the individual), prisoners could at
least preserve and assert their own inner selves, and also create a visible boundary between
themselves and the “Moslems,” those inmates who had ceased to resist even inwardly.
In Bettelheim's view, however, identification with the Gestapo expressed itself not only
in prisoners’ “manipulation” of their uniforms (a more or less harmless activity). As a further
indication he cites the following:
Prisoners prided themselves on being as tough as the Gestapo members. This identification with their torturers went so far as copying their leisure time activities. One of the
games played by the guards was to find out who could stand to be hit the longest without
uttering a complaint. This game was copied by the old prisoners, as though they had not
been hit often and long enough without needing to repeat this experience as a game.127
This passage is repeated with only slight alterations in The Informed Heart: “They
prided themselves on being as tough, or tougher, than the SS.”128 The text suggests first that
the guards or SS had played perverse, masochistic games, and then that the old prisoners had
imitated these games (and the underlying perversion) on the basis of an all-encompassing
identification. It is not entirely clear, however, just what “game” is being played; and according to one former Buchenwald inmate, Bettelheim got it wrong:
I remember one thing; he [Bettelheim] writes somewhere that prisoners identified with
the SS to such an extent that they somehow tried to toughen themselves mentally and
physically, and that they trained at it. This was how they did it: They had some kind of
peculiar exercise, where one of them had to lay his head in a second man’s lap, and
then the others come up on him from behind and hit him on the buttocks, and this is
supposedly about who can take it the longest or something like that — some kind of endurance test. I remember very clearly telling this story to two or three former concentration camp inmates, who burst out laughing and said, “Schinken klopfen, Schinken
klopfen [lit.: “ hit the ham” or “beat the bottom”]!129 — This was nothing more than a
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perfectly normal game played by boy scouts, and the idea is of course not to see who
can stand the most punishment or hit the hardest, but just the opposite: The player
who’s really good at the game just gives the other a tap on the backside, and then the
second one has to turn around as fast as he can and guess which person did it. If he
guesses right, then that person has to go into the middle and cover his eyes. But, as I
say, it’s not fair to hit really hard; anyone who does that isn’t allowed to play.130
Thus, according to this prisoner, the game Bettelheim means was called Schinkenklopfen and had rules that left no room for displays of “toughness.”131
It is not possible to ascertain here whether, with its placing of the head in another’s lap
and spanking without really hurting, the “normal game played by boy scouts” may indicate
either regression or, possibly, (unconscious) homosexuality.132 Obviously this game could
have been played only by healthy prisoners and it is conceivable in one extermination camp.
But cannot be excluded that also Jewish prisoners played such games in Buchenwald in
1938. In any event the interpretation offered by Bettelheim again does not seem to conform
to the facts, as in the case of the prisoners’ clothing.
In our view, one of the central problems of Bettelheim’s interpretations is the following:
He posits on opposition between the world of adults (i.e., members of a civilized society
who to a large degree act and think autonomously) and the (pathologically) childish world of
the old prisoners, whose childishness results less from the coercive measures of the concentration camps than from regression.
Bettelheim’s psychoanalytic syllogism implies that once a person has regressed and become a child (again), as it were, then it is highly likely that he will make use of childish defense mechanisms such as “identifying with the aggressor,” in this case the Gestapo or SS.
As a basis for this he simply borrowed the psychoanalytic concept of identification with the
aggressor, even if no citation of Anna Freud is to be found in the passage. Hilde Bluhm
pointed out quite early on, in 1948 review of a number of eye-witness accounts by concentration camp survivors, that Bettelheim’s interpretations were based on the psychoanalytic
theories of Anna Freud and Sándor Ferenczi. Ernst Federn gave the following account of the
interpretation’s genesis:
Bettelheim and I had noticed the degree to which the mechanisms of defence [sic] that
Sándor Ferenczi and Anna Freud have described as identification with the aggressor
could be observed amongst the camp inmates. Who made the first observation I cannot
tell today, but it was a significant one. What Anna Freud had described of children and
what every nursery-school teacher can confirm can also be found among adults and
most clearly when they are in a regressed state of mind.133
Anna Freud related identification with the aggressor primarily to children in 1936:
In “identification with the aggressor” we recognize a by no means uncommon stage in
the normal development of the superego. When the two boys whose cases I have just
described identified themselves with their elders’ threats of punishment, they were taking an important step toward the formation of that institution: they were internalizing
other people’s criticisms of their behavior. When a child constantly repeats this process
of internalization and introjects the qualities of those responsible for his upbringing,
making their characteristics and opinions his own, he is all the time providing material
from which the superego may take shape.134
It lies beyond the scope of this inquiry to attempt to historicize psychoanalytic concepts, by identifying and unfolding their historical and social roots. But it should be noted
that Bettelheim’s interpretation makes no fundamental distinction between the worlds of
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those who are imprisoned and those not imprisoned, a distinction that appears justified in the
light of observations by other authors. One could set against the world of those who are not
imprisoned a concentration-camp world (L’universe concentrationnaire135), whose highly efficient organization makes it function on a totally different basis from civilian life, with regard both to social relations and the economics of survival.
Far more able writers have had difficulties finding language adequate to describe this
“totally different” world, the nature of which may become demonstrable only through the
later history of the camps, particularly the extermination camps at Auschwitz. Günter Anders
wrote of “Hades,”136 and Kautsky used the metaphor of hell or the underground as early as
1946. For a number of prisoners if it was their very speechlessness, the inadequacy of language to describe the situation and their reaction to it, that characterized an essential dimension of the camp experience: “We had hardly begun to tell the story when we were struck
dumb. What we had to say began to seem unimaginable, even to us.”137
For Bettelheim, on the other hand, the experience of the camps presented itself more as
a problem of deviance from ordinary life, which he identified as regression to a childish state
(with the concomitant defense mechanisms), rather than as a problem of complex survival
strategies in the specific camp universe.138 In addition it should be mentioned that some psychoanalysts have expressed doubt about whether Anna Freud’s theory was appropriately applied by Bettelheim to this particular situation.139
3.7 The Ability to Resist
It should have become clear by now that Bettelheim made rather large (empirical) assumptions regarding the stages of prisoners’ adaptation to the reality of the concentration
camps. The theory that the longer someone was exposed to this torture, the more he came to
resemble his abusers, stands in a certain contrast to Bettelheim’s own account that he found
a way to withstand the pressures: He grew determined to prevent his own identity so that,
should he ever succeed in escaping the camp, he would be able to take up his former life
again.
In addition to these forms of individual opposition and inner resistance, the 1943 paper
contains a few brief remarks on forms of collective resistance. We referred above to
Bettelheim’s view that one of the goals of the camps was to break the prisoners as individuals so that “no individual or group act of resistance could arise.”140
Bettelheim makes a very ambivalent statement about the question of resistance when he
observes that the “great majority of the non-political middle class prisoners” continued to act
obediently even in the extreme situation of the camp and “did not dare to oppose the ruling
group.”141 In a following passage he makes his argument more pointed by asserting that some
of the political prisoners “had some guilt-feeling that they had fallen down on their job,” because they had not fought the Nazis more effectively or prevented the rise of Nazi power.142
Bettelheim mentions a number of times in this context that these prisoners had felt “guilt.”143
He didn’t explain neither his use of “guilt” nor didn’t he try to explain the term itself.
Neurath commented:
I recall him [i.e., Bettelheim] writing something about guilt, which I found particularly
outrageous. For if you ask me, out of all the people I came across, I encountered some
who were angry at themselves, if you will, for having been stupid enough to get caught,
but not guilty about having done anything for which they deserved to be sent to a concentration camp. Absolutely not, I mean, that was just not possible in the circumstances. Although I grant you, it is difficult to prove that no such person existed when
you were one of, say, 10,000 prisoners; maybe he found one such case.144
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Because Bettelheim uses one and the same term, namely “resistance,” to describe various attitudes and forms of behavior, the text becomes ambiguous. First, he discusses the intellectual efforts required for a prisoner to maintain a sense of personal integrity and
wholeness. Second, he mentions (the lack of ) resistance to the Nazis in the period before
their takeover, and finally he takes up the subject of acts of resistance that could have been
performed in the camps (but were not). In the later versions of the paper Bettelheim presents
this third topic so as to give the reader the impression that he expected or even demanded
certain modes of behavior from the prisoners, although this is less the case in the original article. In chapter four of The Informed Heart, which contains extended passages from “individual and Mass Behavior,” he writes the following under the heading “The last human
freedom”:
But to survive as a man not a walking corpse, as a debased and degraded but still human being, one had first and foremost to remain informed and aware of what made up
one’s personal point of no return, the point beyond which one would never, under any
circumstances, give in to the oppressor, even if it meant risking and losing one’s life. It
meant being aware that if one survived at the price of overreaching this point one would
be holding on to a life that had lost all its meaning.145
One can infer from this passage a moral imperative to resist, as Ernst Federn did in reference to another passage in The Informed Heart about the family of Anne Frank:
That he reproaches Anne Frank’s father for not having fired a shot, that is just crazy; the
father didn’t have the faintest idea how to use a revolver. But we realized at the time
that he [Bettelheim] couldn’t really judge, with his 10 months’ experience of the camps.
It makes a difference, first of all whether you were there 10 or 12 months or 10 years,
and secondly in what camp — every camp was different — and whether you were a Jew
or not, or a foreigner; all of that made a big difference. And that means he isn’t truly an
expert on concentration camps; he couldn’t be, because he wasn’t in one long
enough.146
Federn has here clearly mixed two separate matters: first, Bettelheim’s view that a person (still) outside a concentration camp had a moral duty to offer resistance, and second the
question of Bettelheim’s expertise on the camps themselves. Without wishing to overinterpret this mistake, one could infer that Federn (and the other survivors implied in his use of
the plural “we”) correctly understood the moral message contained in The Informed Heart.
The tenor of Bettelheim’s observations does indeed suggest an expectation that prisoners’
behavior will go beyond preserving their physical existence, and can be so read that, in extreme situations at least, his moral stance requires acts of resistance.147
In his discussion of Terrence Des Pres’ writings,148 Bettelheim clarifies his position, and
in so doing alters the emphasis slightly. He objects to Des Pres’ stress on survival for survival’s sake, on a purely animal level, arguing that it misses the crucial point:
Any discussion of survivorship is dangerously misleading if it gives the impression that
the main question is what the prisoner can do, for this is insignificant compared to the
need to defeat politically or militarily those who maintain the camps — something that
the prisoners, of course, cannot do.149
A little later Bettelheim returns to his earlier point of view, however, when he remarks
that resistance “in one’s mind” was the crucial factor: “To survive, one had to want to survive for a purpose.”150 Occasionally such an attitude on a prisoner’s part even found approval
from the SS guards:
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. . . among the values of the SS was an appreciation not of mutual help but of an esprit
de corps, at least up to the time Germany’s defeat became clear to them. While they
tried overtly to break such a spirit in the prisoners, covertly they had some grudging admiration for it, and utterly despised the prisoners who did not act in accordance with
it.151
It is certainly not overstating the case to describe Bettelheim’s remarks on the question of resistance as inconsistent, as the following passage demonstrates:
. . . prisoners did not suddenly begin to behave in the camps altogether differently
from the way they had behaved in freedom. The extreme conditions of the camps
brought out in often-exaggerated form the values by which the prisoners had lived, but
rarely changed them. One was forced to do things one would not normally have done,
but internally there were always limitations derived from previous behavior patterns.152
The view presented here stands namely in complete contradiction to Bettelheim’s theory of
identification as discussed above: Here the camp doesn’t change the “values” and there he
argues that an identificationist adaptation took place.
In arguing against Des Pres’ standpoint,153 Bettelheim felt it important to stress the prisoners’ moral responsibility (and the survivors’ responsibility for their actions in the camps);
in the 1943 paper, on the other hand, he was obviously more concerned with presenting,
within a psychoanalytic framework, a plausible explanation for how moral integrity could be
destroyed. In “Individual and Mass Behavior” he makes the “old prisoners” responsible for
their behavior to a degree that, at the very least, may legitimately be questioned. From the
middle distance of 1960 Bettelheim wrote ambiguously of “enforced self reeducation,”154
whereby he left open whether the emphasis was to be placed on the “self ” that is reeducated
or the reeducation that had to be accomplished by “oneself.”
3.8 Moslems
The original paper of 1943 made no mention of the “walking corpses” or “Moslems”,
but later Bettelheim claimed that they had existed even during the early period of his own internment.155 Were the descriptions of this group added later mainly in order to make his picture of the camps more complete, or does it play a more significant role in his analysis? As
mentioned above, in the 1943 paper Bettelheim saw the “final” phase of prisoners’ adaptation to the concentration camp as occurring when they adopted the values of the SS, assuming they had not been killed or released earlier. The adaptation process is presented as if no
alternative to the ultimate step of identification existed.
In The Informed Heart, by contrast, the Moslems represent precisely such an alternative:
Once his [the prisoner’s] own life and the environment were viewed as totally beyond
his ability to influence them, the only logical conclusion was to pay no attention to
them whatsoever. . . .
Seeing them [the “asocial” prisoners] made every prisoner afraid he might become
like them. . . . Fear of sinking into that subhuman stratum of prison society — the
asocials, the “moslems” — was a powerful incentive to fighting a class war against
them.156
Bettelheim’s analysis of 1960 adds several puzzles to his original hypothesis, but it
would not be accurate to surmise that the later work contains a fundamental revision of his
theory. It is rather the case that variants coexist, as we have shown in his discussion of Des
Pres (and Lina Wertmüller’s movie “Seven Beauties”), where the moral self of the prisoners
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is contrasted with the survival ethic of a later generation of commentators and interpreters. It
is very difficult to decide whether these modifications can (or should) be understood as a
complete negation of his previous standpoint.157 Rather than making such a decision, one
might instead interpret Bettelheim’s revisions in the light of Lakatos’ methodology.158 In
such a context Bettelheim’s insistence on the importance of his “identification-with-theaggressor” model might suggest that this represents the “hard core” of his research program,
which Bettelheim then modifies in order to protect it from falsifying objections. The decisive
question posed by Lakatos, namely whether theoretical and/or empirically “progressive
problemshifts” are involved (i.e., scientific progress), is not readily answerable, however, for
reasons which have nothing to do with the content of Bettelheim’s theory. In general, it is
difficult if not impossible to validate theories in the social sciences by testing the accuracy of
their prognoses. But short of such strict scientific criteria, one can without doubt say that in
addition to creating his model of identification, Bettelheim was interested in investigating
other aspects of life and/or survival under the conditions of the concentration camps.
The analysis of the reception of Bettelheim’s work(s) that follows will show that later
scholarly discussion has focused primarily on the above-mentioned “hard core,” with its deficient empirical foundation, while other aspects of his analysis of the camps received little
or no attention.
4. RECEPTION
Bettelheim’s works have been so widely read and commented upon that it would be impossible to provide even a survey of their reception. A database search reveals the number of
citations by other authors, but this information is available only for a limited number of
years (see Table 4).159 Both Bettelheim as author and the concentration camps as subject
would lead one to expect the citations to be spread across a wide spectrum of academic disciplines, and this is indeed the case. Bettelheim’s work on concentration camps is cited in
the fields of psychology, social psychology, sociology, and history.
It is notable that 87.5% of the citations occurred in articles, 9.5% in reviews, and 3% in
other types of scholarly publications. It is also interesting to note which of Bettelheim’s
works are cited, and in which database. This distinction can be observed for the period
1981 – 94. The results show clearly that Bettelheim’s books are cited more frequently than

Table 4
Number of Publications in which Bettelheim’s Works on Concentration Camps Are Cited, by Year
(English and German editions)
1972
1973
1974
1975
1976
1977
1978
1979
1980
1981
1982
1983
Total

5
12
13
19
14
19
13
14
17
23
29
22

1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989
1990
1991
1992
1993
1994

22
25
21
15
19
16
25
16
27
18
29
433
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Table 5
Distribution of Citations by Discipline
Discipline

Percent (%)

Sociology
Psychology, Psychoanalysis, Psychiatry
Law, Administration, Criminology
History
Literature and Linguistics
Politics and Political Science
Education
General

9.8
34.3
7.2
5.9
5.1
3.5
5.1
19.0

the original article, although 22% of the authors note they consulted it as well. Thirty-seven
percent of the citations refer to The Informed Heart (a figure that rises to 42% if citations of
the German translation are included); 30% refer to the collection of essays entitled Surviving
(34% including the German translation).
The difference between the reception of Bettelheim’s work in the social sciences and in
the humanities is striking: 72% of the citations occur in journals listed in the SSCI. The
problem of duplicate references has already been mentioned (a number of social science
journals are included in the AHCI, but virtually no humanities journals in the SSCI). Generally Bettelheim’s works received more attention from scholars in the social sciences than in
the humanities. Table 5 gives the distribution according to the primary area covered by individual journals; it show that considerable note was taken of Bettelheim’s work outside the
confines of his own academic discipline. About one third of the citations appeared in a psychological frame of reference, one-tenth in sociology, but only 6% in history.
Because his books became best-sellers in many parts of the world, both in English and
in translation, it must be assumed that their reception greatly exceeded the ordinary limits of
academic discussion. This very fact makes a study of their reception all the more difficult,
however. In what follows we shall restrict ourselves to that part of his work that particularly
concerns us. As mentioned, several patterns emerge.
One observable tendency is the citation of Bettelheim in a general rather than a specific
context. His name crops up as soon as any mention of concentration camps occurs, often in
passing when the actual subject is quite far removed, without any reference to Bettelheim’s
specific views or theories. “Classic” authors in a particular field are often cited in this manner. Examples in Bettelheim’s case are Berk, Loewenberg, McEwen, Gross, Snow and
Anderson, and Mills and Kleinman,160 all of whom sum up Bettelheim’s analysis more or
less accurately and profess themselves in agreement with it.
Another type of citation appeals to the status of Bettelheim’s texts as “classics” as well,
but with a different intention and with far more interesting implications for his theories. Under this heading may be subsumed the detailed summaries of parts of his works (often focusing on the adaptation-and-identification hypothesis) and the adaptations of his theories to fit
other theoretical frameworks. This form of reception is based on the two-fold character of
Bettelheim’s observations, as both a specific eye-witness account and a general analysis; it
also derives from the tendency noted above to shape and modify the texts to conform to theory. Bettelheim’s efforts to “explain” the horrors of the concentration camps (“Hades,” “the
other side”) had an obvious appeal for other scholars trying to develop their own global
theories of human behavior.
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Hannah Arendt was one of the first to cite Bettelheim’s work in this manner, in Origins
of Totalitarianism (1951). By the mid-1940s Arendt had recognized the particular significance of the concentration camp as a tool of totalitarian systems, and reached the conclusion
“that it was the concentration camps that fundamentally distinguished the totalitarian form of
government from any other.”161 In 1948 Arendt applied for funding for a research project on
concentration camps, but was turned down. In 1950 she published an article that can be read
as a kind of outline of the planned research project, and she devoted the next-to-last chapter
of Origins of Totalitarianism to the subject of the camps. Both the article and the book cite
the work of Kogon, Rousset and Federn, and also Bruno Bettelheim, in particular his sworn
statement of 1946.162
Arendt draws on Bettelheim’s identification theory in several places, although she does
not quote him in the text. In Origins of Totalitarianism she mentions the different categories
in which prisoners were classified within the camps and continues, “The gruesome and
grotesque part of it was that the inmates identified themselves with these categories, as
though they represented a last authentic remnant of their juridical person.”163 Previously she
had written that “the inmates assimilate themselves to the outlook on life of their persecutors, although the latter rarely attempt to indoctrinate them.”164 Here again, although she
makes no explicit reference to Bettelheim in her text, we hear echoes of the identification
model. In contrast to Bettelheim, however, Arendt does not see identification as a particular
psychological defense mechanism or strategy, but rather as the achievement of one of the
camps’ main goals, namely to condition the inmates to automatic responses, like “marionettes” or Pavlov’s dogs. Instead of originating in the prisoners’ own psychological defenses, as Bettelheim believes, the identification is imposed from outside, forced on the
prisoners by the specific conditions of the camps.165
Bettelheim’s theories also play a major role in the work of Anthony Giddens. Giddens
cites The Informed Heart (i.e., the most psychoanalytic of Bettelheim’s reworkings of the
text) in several of his own works as a special case of his theory of “resocialization.” In brief,
Giddens understands by this term a re-establishment or re-creation of the self based on altered routine behavior patterns acquired during or after extreme experiences (“critical situations”) in which brute physical force is used to achieve adaptation. In Central Problems in
Social Theory Giddens uses Bettelheim’s account of the concentration camps as a prime example of a “critical situation” that can lead to resocialization.166
The “resocialization” portion of Giddens’ theory is supported almost exclusively by citations from Bettelheim, in particular Bettelheim’s description of “old prisoners” and the
specific behaviors he ascribed to them. At the same time, however, Giddens overlooks or ignores the genuine psychoanalytic orientation and implications of Bettelheim’s texts, interpreting them solely from the standpoint of socialization theory.167
In The Constitution of Society, where Giddens presents his theory of “structuration,” he
returns to Bettelheim’s analysis of the camps.168 At the start of this discussion Giddens
quotes the passage from The Informed Heart where Bettelheim draws a direct connection
between his concentration camp experiences and his revision of psychoanalytic theory. In
paraphrasing Bettelheim’s ideas, however, Giddens allows several new ideas of his own to
creep in. Thus he alleges that “the changes in personality described by Bettelheim” were
“experienced by all prisoners who were interned in the camp over a period of years,” and
that these changes “followed a certain sequence of stages” which was “quite evidently a regressive one.”169 The “old prisoners” had, according to Giddens,
lost altogether any orientation to the world outside and had, as it were, reconstituted
themselves as agents by integrating themselves into camp life as participants in the very
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rituals of degradation which, as new prisoners, they had found so offensive. . . . The
end result, found in most but not all old prisoners, was a reconstructed personality
based upon identification with the oppressors themselves, the camp guards. Old prisoners aped the activities of their captors, not merely to curry favour with them but also,
Bettelheim suggests, because of an introjection of the normative values of the SS.170
After summarizing Bettelheim’s observations, Giddens interprets the material in terms
of his own theory of resocialization: Deliberate assaults on the ordinary routines of life produce anxiety, which is expressed “in regressive modes of behaviour, attacking the foundation
of the basic security system grounded in trust manifested towards others.” Once autonomy
and self-esteem have been eroded, they are replaced by “a limited and highly ambivalent” attitude of trust “involving identification with authority figures.”171 In Giddens’ view, such
modes of behavior manifest themselves in all variants of totalitarian institutions.172
Most recently, Giddens has included a section on Bettelheim in his textbook.173 Once
again we find a brief summary of the “famous description of resocialisation,” but in contrast
to previous discussions, Giddens here makes explicit reference to the copying of SS clothing
and games (both discussed above). Giddens repeats his view that from the study of these
critical situations valuable insights may be gained into the “orthodox process of socialization.”
In all three of Giddens’ texts, Bettelheim’s text is used (along with several other examples taken from totalitarian institutions) to provide empirical support for Giddens’ own theory of resocialization. Another sociologist makes different use of Bettelheim’s essay,
however: Lewis A. Coser draws on it as offering an explanatory framework for the mass suicide of members of a religious sect in Jonestown, Guyana.174
Barrington Moore devotes the second chapter of his lengthy book Injustice to the
“Moral Authority of Suffering and Injustice.” In this context he advances the following
claim: “Suffering and submission come to these people with such a powerful aura of moral
authority that they take pride and pleasure in their pain.” Moore applies this description,
which might fit flagellants of the late Middle Ages, to ascetics and concentration camp inmates.175
The statement of such a premise makes his depiction of the concentration camps all the
more interesting. Moore bases it chiefly on three sources: Kogon, Cohen,176 and Bettelheim’s
The Informed Heart. Despite the fact that, after an extended summary, he will later declare
himself in general agreement with Bettelheim’s analyses, Moore seems to have clearly recognized one problem in them, namely a tendency toward overgeneralization. He places himself at a certain distance from them by introducing a sense of their limits:
Under the Nazi regime some concentration camp inmates came to accept the moral authority of their oppressors through quite complex processes. . . . In certain camps this
acceptance sometimes reached the point where some inmates tried to achieve identification with the SS, copying its style of dress (to the limited extent possible) in a manner
that would be ludicrously comic had not the circumstances been so tragic.177
At this particular point Moore makes no direct reference to Bettelheim, although he is
the only source for the alleged copying of styles of dress. Thus although Moore was clearly
concerned to avoid one of Bettelheim’s traps, he promptly falls into the next one, the myth
of the copied clothing. He then presents an extremely detailed summary of Bettelheim’s position, finds “support” for parts of it in other sources (including Kogon and Cohen), and limits its validity implicitly only in that he avoids arguments he clearly assumes would be
insulting to the victims (a stance Bettelheim did not always share).
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For Moore, too — and this is the key point — the concentration camps can thus be “explained,” made comprehensible. He concludes:
As a whole then, the concentration camp appears as a horrible but only too easily recognizable caricature of many a “civilized” society. There is the same class hierarchy,
the same competition for crumbs among individuals in the lower strata, the same emergence of a reformist and arrogant elite among those in principle opposed to the regime,
and a variety of mechanisms that produce in the subordinate strata an acceptance of the
values of the rulers.178
Moore surely takes his most extreme position here, when he discovers the structure of
the concentration camp to exhibit recurrent general features of widely scattered societies,
and conversely sees the camp as a paradigm of modern social development in general and
the working class of industrial Europe in particular. Both variants of this attempt to historicize or even “normalize” the Nazi camps seem of highly doubtful validity, not only because
they ignore the specific identity of the victims, and to an even greater degree that of the perpetrators, but above all because they tend to blur the common view of the camps as a distinct
historical phenomenon.179
Not in any case has the attempt to transfer observations made in the context of the
camps to other fields of history been obliged to fail so clearly. Stanley M. Elkins very cautiously draws some parallels between slavery and the camps, not exclusively making references to Bettelheim but to further psychological interpretations of the camp inmates. Elkins
does not miss the opportunity to emphasize that the “American plantation was not even in a
metaphorical sense a ‘concentration camp’; nor was it even ‘like’ a concentration camp.”180
Some historians and sociologists have taken a more critical view of Bettelheim’s theory
of identification, while others use references to Bettelheim’s theories as a kind of interdisciplinary shibboleth and consider discussion of them unnecessary (see the earlier discussion of
Bettelheim as a “classic” author). Pingel belongs to the former group and cites numerous
sources to demolish most of Bettelheim’s central thesis. He stresses the importance of prisoners’ previous experience in their capacity to master or endure conditions in the camps (as
do Pollak and Strauss181): Someone who has already experienced treatment such as beatings,
for example, will have less of a struggle in the world of the camp. Such a person’s adapted
behavior makes sense when his precamp experience is taken into account, and it is “superfluous” to “assume a psychological process of ‘identification with the aggressor.’ ”182 Elsewhere
Pingel takes an even more critical stance, arguing that Bettelheim’s explanation is correct in
no more than “outward appearance.”183
Dimsdale numbers Bettelheim’s text among those characterized by “strongly held beliefs.”184 Although in Bettelheim’s case these beliefs are based not on “so-called popular
opinions” but rather on personal experience, they are nonetheless open to doubt. Dimsdale’s
study of Holocaust survivors identifies ten different coping strategies, one of which is identical to the “psychological removal” described by Bettelheim. Luchterhand attempted to find
“possible exceptions to the claims of Bettelheim” in a number of interviews with survivors.185
Sofsky,186 like Pingel before him, has striven to produce an account of concentration
camps free from arbitrary or skewed theoretical assumptions. He makes use of the term
“power” and expands it into the concept of “absolute power” to describe the social order and
structure of the camps. Both authors take a skeptical or negative stance toward Bettelheim’s
extensive psychological assumptions, rejecting the core of his theory as either empirically
inaccurate (Pingel) or of little value (Sofsky).
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Sofsky distinguishes “three strategies for adapting to the center of power: mimetic servility, total obedience, and formation of an economic interest group.” The first category
should not be confused with Bettelheim’s concept of “identification with the aggressor” even
though it contains the aspect of mimicry, however, since “the behavior of the servant has a
totally different significance than the behavior of the master.”187 In general one can say
Sofsky is skeptical of Bettelheim’s psychological theory and therefore intent on explaining
the modes and strategies of behavior of the various “classes” of prisoners in terms of social
interaction between prisoner and guard.
A third variant of the reception of Bettelheim’s work remains to be mentioned, which
ranges from critique to explicit rejection. This group includes a large number of former inmates. Some of them seem to have been prompted by Bettelheim’s remarks to make their
own controversial statements, although this is rarely made explicit.188
The Polish sociologist Anna Pawelczynska, herself an Auschwitz survivor, obviously
had Bettelheim’s phrase “old prisoners accepted Nazi values as their own” in mind when she
posed the question of “Values and Violence” in her article on Auschwitz.189 Her precise
analysis is doubtless intended as a defense of the group of prisoners to which she herself belonged. Her notice of Bettelheim is limited to one subordinate clause and a footnote. Even
though she is clearly engaged in contesting his results, she speaks only of the “doubtful theory about the need to identify with the aggressor.”190 Before this, she makes a reference to
the phenomenon of identification (without naming Bettelheim, although he is with certainty
the source), noting that those affected by it represent an extremely small group.
Pawelczynska rejects the idea that identification constitutes a necessary step in the process
of adaptation to camp conditions, although she accepts the general notion of an adaptive
process taking place over time. Indeed her own camp sociology contains just such a model.
It appears to have been derived less from theoretical considerations, however, than from
the empirical world of the inmates (of whom she was one): Those who made it through
the first few days and the “initial shock” of Auschwitz had better chances for survival.
Pawelczynska’s model departs from individuals equipped with varying degrees of resources
to draw on in attempting to adapt. It was then precisely the degree of adaptation prisoners
were capable of achieving that determined whether or not they survived.
The same author’s book Values and Violence in Auschwitz offers similar criticism of
Bettelheim (i.e., more implicit than explicit). She refers to him directly in only one passage,
a discussion of the breakdown of solidarity among prisoners. There she mentions
Bettelheim’s thesis in connection with the division of prisoners into two groups, the powerful and the powerless.191 (The translator of the American edition takes a different view, however; in her lengthy introduction she attempts to locate Pawelczynska in the spectrum of
opinion on the camps, on which Bettelheim, among others, has had considerable influence in
the United States. The introduction names Pawelczynska, along with Des Pres, as among
those who have dealt critically with Bettelheim’s theory.)
Primo Levi, the Italian chemist, writer, and Auschwitz survivor, became well known for
his work on camps, which took both literary and autobiographical as well as more scholarly,
theoretically oriented form.192 Levi was certainly no partisan of heroism in the camps, nor
did he belong to a privileged group of inmates. In an interview in the late 1980s he accused
Bettelheim of overgeneralization:
I have to confess that I didn’t think much of Bettelheim’s first book [sic! Levi means
the 1943 article]. It seems to me that his interpretation as regression just isn’t valid in
general. It’s valid for some but for others like me, it was the exact opposite. So to hold
up this theory as a general rule strikes me as unfair.193
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In a previously published book Levi had made the same point even more emphatically:
“ Their interpretations, even those of someone like Bruno Bettelheim, who went through the
trials of the Lager, seem to me approximate and simplified, as if someone wished to apply
the theorems of plane geometry to the solution of spheric triangles.”194 Here Levi used a
mathematical image to explain why he rejected the entire approach.
The previous two examples might suggest that Auschwitz was so different in character
from the other concentration camps (especially prewar Dachau and Buchenwald) that survivors of the former were bound to find Bettelheim’s observations on the camps erroneous.
Selective use has been made of his theories in some cases, however, as when Langbein cites
him to illustrate the process of wearing down inmates’ resistance or to describe the contempt
felt by the “upper strata” of the inmate population for those below them.
Langbein even expresses agreement with the theory of regression and identification, at
least in part, although he does not adopt Bettelheim’s model of the adaptation process as a
whole.195 He regards his own past experience as giving him license to write on the history of
the camps, as the “author’s justification” of his 1972 book shows.
It should be noted, however, that Des Pres’ questioning of Bettelheim’s authority had
been preceded by Bettelheim’s own attack on Des Pres’ book The Survivor. Like Primo Levi,
Des Pres took a position opposed to Bettelheim: The individual best suited for survival in extreme situations is not the autonomous subject “conceived of simultaneously as a descriptive
category of developmental psychology and an ideal”196 who maintains his self-esteem, but
rather the individual with the greatest capacity for adaptation; this capacity would include in
particular the ability to establish relations with small groups and to dispense with those
moral standards obtaining in the outside world that are inadequate for extreme situations.
Des Pres’ ideas correspond in large measure with those of Primo Levi, although Levi ascribes a larger role in the question of survival to pure chance.197 Sofksy argues at some
length that the structures of the camp made friendship impossible; although he is careful not
to overgeneralize, his line of reasoning appears questionable when Glas-Larsson and Pollak
are taken into consideration.198
5. SUMMARY
Bruno Bettelheim undoubtedly numbers among the most important and influential analysts of the Nazi concentration camps. Two fundamental reasons account for this: His first
publication appeared at an early date; and, second, Bettelheim could successfully claim to
have combined an eye-witness account with the expertise of a professionally trained scientific observer. He was therefore perceived as someone who spoke with particular authority.
Our investigation of Bettelheim’s biography prior to 1938 revealed that the 1943 article represented his first scholarly publication of any kind (because his doctoral dissertation for the
University of Vienna remained unpublished). His “entree” into the scholarly community,
which was achieved with this article, thus did not take place until after he had emigrated.
This was, as it happens, not infrequently the case in the history of scholars’ emigration from
Europe during this period.
The circumstance that the author republished this article a number of times over the
next several decades, making specific alterations in each case, suggested one step in our
study: a precise comparison of the textual variants. The result pointed to an alteration in the
author’s “identity” or self-image, both in his role as scholar/scientist and as a former concentration camp inmate. Two parts of this process appear of particular interest. Expressed
in somewhat oversimplified form they are (a) the development from “mainstream” social
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psychology to psychoanalysis, and (b) a shift from self-identification as a political prisoner
toward that of a Jewish prisoner (i.e., a victim of “racial” persecution) identifying himself
with the victims.
Considerable attention was devoted to Bettelheim’s oft-repeated remark that he had
conducted research during the period (lasting under one year) he spent interned in two concentration camps. To the extent that the facts behind this claim could be ascertained, it appears that Bettelheim carried on conversations about the situation in the camp with a few
fellow prisoners, which had a certain psychoanalytic tone to them; given the conditions of
the camps themselves, it would not be obsolete to speak of empirical “research” in the ordinary sense. The fact that Bettelheim nonetheless presented his observations as such can be
explained primarily by his need to appear to have followed the rules of the field of scholarship in one of whose journals the article was to be published.
Further analysis of textual variants with regard to their selective emphasis led to the following observation, among others: Bettelheim’s assumption that “old” prisoners identified
with the Gestapo or SS came to play an increasingly important role, a shift that appeared to
go hand in hand with the growing psychoanalytic orientation of his approach. An attempt to
use other sources to reconstruct the empirical foundation on which Bettelheim based this hypothesis makes it appear likely that he interpreted the evidence incorrectly. From this it follows that the conclusions he drew regarding an “identification with the aggressor” as posited
by psychoanalytic theory should be treated with great caution or rejected altogether.
The degree to which caution is advisable in this regard is demonstrated by a brief summary of the scholarly reception of Bettelheim’s work on concentration camps. Apart from
the fact that scholars from a wide range of disciplines have commented on it — something
that can be seen as indicating the status of a “classic” text — we observe that other authors
have made use above all of Bettelheim’s hypothesis regarding prisoners’ identification with
the Gestapo or SS. Such citations were featured prominently a number of times, in widely
differing theoretical contexts. This is not to say that Bettelheim’s hypotheses have been accepted without criticism. Other authors who have analyzed the Nazi concentration camps
have vehemently rejected his depiction of them, first and foremost among them other camp
survivors.
It has often been observed how difficult it is for social scientists to write in the usual
professional manner — that is, as neutral and unemotional observers — about concentration
camps. The moral difficulties posed by this topic are indeed far greater than in some other
areas, but this should not be taken to mean that any work on the camps written by a survivor
is automatically immune from critical analysis. Using the genesis, modification, and reception of Bettelheim’s “Individual and Mass Behavior in Extreme Situations” as an example,
we have attempted to show that uncritical acceptance of a survivor’s hypotheses makes it
more difficult to acquire a cognitive grasp of life (and survival) in the concentration camps.
NOTES
1. The authors of this paper, which was a long time in the making, are greatly indebted to a number of people,
first of all to Paul Neurath and Ernst Federn for granting interviews and offering suggestions and comments on an
earlier version. We would also like to thank the following people for their constructive criticism, comments, and
suggestions: Peter Gasser-Steiner, Marie Jhoda, Roland Kaufhold, Franz-Josef Krumenacker, Edith Kurzweil, the
late Hermann Langbein, Harald Leupold-Löwenthal, Felix de Mendelssohn, Wolf-Dieter Narr, Wolfgang Neugebauer, Helga Nowotny, Falk Pingel, Herbert A. Strauss, and Erika Weinzierl. We benefited from the comments
of two anonymous referees of this journal. Special thanks go to our translator and English copy-editor,
Deborah Schneider. Part of the research for this essay was undertaken in the framework of a project supported by
the Austrian Science Fund, “Knowledge Transfer Through Forced Emigration” (P 8831-Soz).
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