
NAZI CAMPS
Between 1933 and 1945, Nazi Germany and its allies established more than 44,000

camps and other incarceration sites (including ghettos). The perpetrators used

these sites for a range of purposes, including forced labor, detention of people

thought to be enemies of the state, and for mass murder.

KEY FACTS

In March 1933, the �rst concentration camp, Dachau, opened outside of

Munich, Germany.  It was used primarily for political prisoners and was the

longest running camp in operation, until its liberation in April 1945.

Nazi o�cials established more than 44,000 incarceration sites during the

time of the Third Reich. This estimate is based on continuing research of

contemporary sources, including the perpetrators’ own records.

Not all facilities established were concentration camps, though they are

often referred to in this way. These sites varied in purpose and in the types

of prisoners detained there.
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PHOTO

An early concentration
camp
Many of the early concentration camps were

improvised. Here, roll call is held for political

prisoners aboard a ship used as a �oating

concentration camp. Ochstumsand camp, near

Bremen, Germany, 1933 or 1934.

Staatsarchiv Bremen

Early Camps (1933–38)
From its rise to power in 1933, the

Nazi regime built a series of

incarceration sites to imprison and

eliminate real and perceived "enemies

of the state." Most prisoners in the

early concentration camps were

political prisoners—German

Communists, Socialists, Social

Democrats—as well as Roma

(Gypsies), Jehovah's Witnesses, gay

men and men accused of

homosexuality, and persons accused

of "asocial" or socially deviant

behavior. Many of these sites were

called concentration camps. The term

concentration camp refers to a camp

in which people are detained or

con�ned, usually under harsh

conditions and without regard to

legal norms of arrest and imprisonment that are acceptable in a constitutional

democracy. 

After Germany's annexation [Anschluss] of Austria in March 1938, Austrian political

prisoners came into the Nazi concentration camp system. Following the violent

Kristallnacht ("Night of Broken Glass") pogroms in November 1938, Nazi o�cials

conducted mass arrests of adult male Jews throughout the country, the �rst time

Jews were arrested en masse precisely because they were Jews. Over 30,000

German Jews were incarcerated in the Dachau, Buchenwald, and Sachsenhausen

concentration camps in Germany, initially until each could provide proof of their

ability to emigrate.
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Types of Camps
Many people refer to all of the Nazi incarceration sites during the Holocaust as

concentration camps. The term concentration camp is used very loosely to

describe places of incarceration and murder under the Nazi regime, however, not

all sites established by the Nazis were concentration camps. Nazi-established sites

include:

Concentration camps: For the detention of civilians seen as real or perceived

“enemies of the Reich.”

Forced-labor camps: In forced-labor camps, the Nazi regime brutally

exploited the labor of prisoners for economic gain and to meet labor

shortages. Prisoners lacked proper equipment, clothing, nourishment, or rest.

Transit camps: Transit camps functioned as temporary holding facilities for

Jews awaiting deportation. These camps were usually the last stop before

deportations to a killing center.

Prisoner-of-war camps: For Allied prisoners of war, including Poles and Soviet

soldiers.

Killing centers: Established primarily or exclusively for the assembly-line style

murder of large numbers of people immediately upon arrival to the site. There

were 5 killing centers for the murder primarily of Jews. The term is also used

to describe “euthanasia” sites for the murder of disabled patients.
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MEDIA ESSAY

Camp System: Maps
Between 1933 and 1945, Nazi Germany and its allies established more than 44,000 camps

and other incarceration sites (including ghettos). The perpetrators used these sites for a

range of purposes, including forced labor, detention of people thought to be enemies of the

state, and mass murder.

Nazi concentration camps, 1933–34

The �rst concentration camps in Germany were established soon after Adolf Hitler's

appointment as chancellor in January 1933. The Storm Troopers (SA) and the police

established concentration camps beginning in February 1933. These camps were set up to

handle the masses of people arrested as alleged political opponents. They were

established on the local level throughout Germany. Gradually, most of these early camps

were disbanded and replaced by centrally organized concentration camps under the

exclusive jurisdiction of the SS (Schutzsta�el; the elite guard of the Nazi state). Dachau

was the only concentration camp opened in 1933 that remained in operation until 1945,

and was the model for the Nazi concentration camp system that replaced the earlier

camps.

‹ ›
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Other types of incarceration sites numbered in the tens of thousands. These

included but were not limited to early camps; “euthanasia” facilities for the murder

of disabled patients; Gestapo, SS and German justice detention centers; so-called

“Gypsy” camps, and Germanization facilities.

Concentration Camps
Concentration camps are often inaccurately compared to a prison in modern

society. But concentration camps, unlike prisons, were independent of any judicial

review. Nazi concentration camps served three main purposes:

1. To incarcerate real and perceived “enemies of the state." These persons were

incarcerated for inde�nite amounts of time.

2. To eliminate individuals and small, targeted groups of individuals by murder,

away from the public and judicial review.

3. To exploit forced labor of the prisoner population. This purpose grew out of a

labor shortage.

The First Concentration Camp

The major purpose of the earliest concentration camps during the 1930s was to

incarcerate and intimidate the leaders of political, social, and cultural movements

that the Nazis perceived to be a threat to the survival of the regime. The �rst Nazi

concentration camp was Dachau, established in March 1933, near Munich.  
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PHOTO

Early view of the Dachau concentration camp

An early view of the Dachau concentration camp. Columns of prisoners are visible behind the

barbed wire. Dachau, Germany, May 24, 1933.

KZ Gedenkstaette Dachau

In many of the concentration camps, the Nazi SS either installed or had plans to

install gas chambers to assist in their daily business of killing prisoners who were

too weak or sick to work. Before the widespread use of gassing in the

concentration camps, weak, ill and exhausted prisoners selected by camp

physicians were murdered at “euthanasia” (T4) facilities from 1941-1943 in a secret

program called 14f13. Gas chambers were also to kill small targeted groups of

individuals whom the Nazis wanted to eliminate (Polish resistance �ghters, Soviet

POWs, etc.). This was the purpose of the installation of gas chambers, for example,
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at Mauthausen, Sachsenhausen, Stutthof, Auschwitz I, Ravensbrück,

Lublin/Majdanek, etc.

PHOTO

Entrance to the gas chamber in Auschwitz I
The entrance to the gas chamber in Auschwitz I, where Zyklon B was tested on Soviet prisoners

of war. The building in the background is a hospital for SS members. Auschwitz, Poland, date

uncertain.

Instytut Pamieci Narodowej

Camp Structure  

All concentration camps were structured in the same way. Each had an internal

camp sta� that consisted of �ve sections:
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1. Commandant's Headquarters (consisting of the commandant and his sta�)

2. A protective detention o�ce run by a Security Police o�cer who maintained

prisoner records in terms of arrival, discharge, discipline and death and who

received his instructions from the Reich Central O�ce for Security

3. Commander of the Protective Detention Camp

4. Administration and Supply

5. SS Physician

Forced-Labor and Prisoner-of-War Camps
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ORAL HISTORY

Blanka Rothschild describes forced labor in the
Ravensbrück camp
Blanka was an only child in a close-knit family in Lodz, Poland. Her father died in 1937. After the

German invasion of Poland, Blanka and her mother remained in Lodz with Blanka's grandmother,

who was unable to travel. Along with other relatives, they were forced into the Lodz ghetto in

1940. There, Blanka worked in a bakery. She and her mother later worked in a hospital in the

Lodz ghetto, where they remained until late 1944 when they were deported to the Ravensbrueck

camp in Germany. From Ravensbrueck, Blanka and her mother were sent to a subcamp of

Sachsenhausen. Blanka was forced to work in an airplane factory (Arado-Werke). Her mother

was sent to another camp. Soviet forces liberated Blanka in spring 1945. Blanka, living in

abandoned houses, made her way back to Lodz. She discovered that none of her relatives,

including her mother, had survived. Blanka then moved westward to Berlin, eventually to a

displaced persons camp. She immigrated to the United States in 1947.

US Holocaust Memorial Museum Collection
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Following the German invasion of Poland in September 1939, the Nazis opened

forced-labor camps where thousands of prisoners died from exhaustion, starvation,

and exposure. SS units guarded the camps. During World War II, the Nazi camp

system expanded rapidly. In some camps, Nazi doctors performed medical

experiments on prisoners.

Following the June 1941 German invasion of the Soviet Union, the Nazis increased

the number of prisoner-of-war (POW) camps and subcamps. Some new camps

were built at existing concentration camp complexes (such as Auschwitz) in

occupied Poland. The camp at Lublin, later known as Majdanek, was established in

the autumn of 1941 as a POW camp and became a concentration camp in 1943.

Thousands of Soviet POWs were shot or gassed there.
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MEDIA ESSAY

Soviet Prisoners of War

Soviet prisoners of war under German guard

At left, a column of Soviet prisoners of war, under German guard, marches away from the

front. Place uncertain, July 1, 1941.

Transit Camps
Jews in Nazi-occupied lands often were �rst deported to transit camps such as

Westerbork in the Netherlands, or Drancy in France, en route to the killing centers

in German-occupied Poland. The transit camps were usually the last stop before

deportation to a killing center.

‹ ›
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PHOTO

Deportation of Dutch Jews from Hooghalen
Dutch Jews from Hooghalen during deportation to the Westerbork transit camp. The

Netherlands, October 1942.

US Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy of Trudi Gidan

Killing Centers
Killing centers �rst made their appearance in Nazi Germany in the execution of

Operation T4, the so-called “euthanasia” program. It was the Nazi state’s �rst

program of mass murder, where disabled patients in German facilities were

murdered in gas chambers using carbon monoxide gas.

To help carry out the "Final Solution" (the genocide or mass destruction of Jews),

the Nazis established killing centers in German-occupied Poland, the country with

the largest Jewish population. Killing centers were designed for e�cient mass
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MEDIA ESSAY

Killing Centers

European rail system, 1939

The European rail network played a

crucial role in the implementation of the

Final Solution. Jews from Germany and

German-occupied Europe were

deported by rail to killing centers in

occupied Poland, where they were

killed. The Germans attempted to

disguise their intentions, referring to

deportations as "resettlement to the

east." The victims were told they were to

be taken to labor camps, but in reality,

from 1942 onward, deportation meant

transit to killing centers for most Jews.

Deportations on this scale required the

coordination of numerous German

government ministries, including the

Reich Security Main O�ce (RSHA), the

Transport Ministry, and the Foreign

O�ce. The RSHA coordinated and

directed the deportations; the Transport

Ministry organized train schedules; and

the Foreign O�ce negotiated with

German-allied states to hand over their

Jews.

murder. The �rst one, which opened

in December 1941, was Chelmno,

where Jews and Roma were gassed in

mobile gas vans. In 1942, the Nazis

opened the Belzec, Sobibor, and

Treblinka killing centers to

systematically murder the Jews of the

General Government (the territory in

the interior of German-occupied

Poland). Here Nazi planners

borrowed the gassing technique from

the “euthanasia” program to murder

Jews in gas chambers using carbon

monoxide gas generated by engine

exhaust. 

At the Auschwitz camp complex,

gassing took place using the pesticide

Zyklon B (hydrogen cyanide, or

prussic acid). During the height of

deportations to the camp in 1943-44,

an average of 6,000 Jews were

gassed there each day. Over

2,772,000 Jews (or 46% of Jewish

victims) were murdered at killing

centers. 

Millions of people were imprisoned,

mistreated, and murdered in the

various types of Nazi camps. Under SS

management, the Germans and their

collaborators murdered 2.7 million

Jews in the killing centers alone. Only

‹ ›
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a small fraction of those imprisoned in Nazi camps survived.
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Critical Thinking Questions

Further Reading
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2015.
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Administration Main O�ce (WVHA), ed. Geo�rey Megargee. Bloomington: Indiana University Press
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How did the functions of the camp system expand once World War II

started?

How could the development of a system of concentration camps be a

precursor to mass atrocity and genocide?
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