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The Role of the Kapo
 

1. In an article titled “Victims Who Victimise,” law professor Mark Drumbl explains 
the role of the kapo within the Nazi camp system: 

Kapos were inmate functionaries whose day-to-day supervision enabled the camps, 
even sprawling ones, to run with comparatively few SS overseers. They were key cogs 
in the Nazi policy of ‘prisoner self-administration’. Kapos exercised their limited agen-
cy at times in empathetic ways, at other times to resist, but also to hurt and savage 
others under their charge. Kapos themselves were hierarchically organized—from a 
chief Kapo down to the barrack commander (Blockältester) and even lower, ending 
with the Sonderkommando, those inmates engaged to extract teeth and shear hair—
mutilations undertaken for the purposes of supplying the Reich—from the dead after 
the SS gassings and then to burn the bodies in the crematoria. . . . A detainee’s status 
as a Kapo was fragile. Demotion was always possible. An erstwhile Kapo could be 
expelled back into the ranks of the ordinary prisoners, in which case he or she might 
face a most uncertain fate. Despite the contingency of their status, Kapos wielded 
enormous power over their subjects. Authority, after all, is situational.1 

2. Historian Doris Bergen observes:

The use of kapos encouraged the development of hierarchies of power within 
the camps. Such divisions, of course, benefited the Nazis, who needed to invest 
less time and energy to control prisoners who were at odds with one another. By 
rewarding kapos for brutality against fellow prisoners, German officials contin-
ued to undermine solidarity. Every kapo realized he or she could be replaced at a 
moment’s notice. There were plenty of prisoners eager to improve their chances by 
accepting positions of privilege within the camp.2

3. In a later memoir, Elie Wiesel wrote about inmates who tried “to show the killers 
they could be just like them.” He said, 

No one has the right to judge them, especially not those who did not experience 
Auschwitz or Buchenwald. The sages of our Tradition state point-blank: “Do not 
judge your fellow-man until you stand in his place.” In other words, in the same 
situation, would I have acted as he did? Sometimes doubt grips me. Suppose I 
had spent not eleven months but eleven years in a concentration camp. Am I sure I 
would have kept my hands clean? No, I am not, and no one can be.3 

4. Author Primo Levi, who also survived Auschwitz, also resisted the idea applying 
standard notions of moral judgment to the camps. He wrote, 

We now invite the reader to contemplate the possible meaning in the Lager [camp] 
of the words “good” and “evil,” “just” and “unjust”; let everybody judge, on the 
basis of the picture we have outlined  . . . how much of our ordinary moral world 
could survive on this side of the barbed wire.4

1 Marc A. Drumbl, “Victims Who Victimise,” London Review of International Law 4: 2 (2016): 217–46, https://academic.oup.
com/lril/article/4/2/217/2222520/Victims-who-victimise. 

2 Doris Bergen, War and Genocide: A Concise History of the Holocaust, Third Edition (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield Publishing 
Group, 2016), 219.

3 Elie Wiesel, All Rivers Run to the Sea: Memoirs (New York: Knopf, 1995), 86–87.
4 Primo Levi, Survival in Auschwitz (New York: Touchstone, 1996), 86.
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Varieties of Resistance 

Jewish resistance to Nazi oppression occurred throughout the Holocaust. In homes 
and schools, Jewish communities continued to observe religious rituals and holidays, 
educate their children in secular and religious schools, write, play music, and express 
their intellectual and artistic voices while defying the Nazi laws prohibiting such practic-
es. The struggle to maintain a sense of identity, dignity, faith, and culture was a form of 
defiance, known today as “spiritual resistance.” 

At other times, resistance occurred through physical and armed struggle. Even in the 
most extreme of environments, such as the ghettos and the concentration and death 
camps, Jewish prisoners organized armed uprisings, risking their lives and those of their 
fellow prisoners. Professor Lawrence Langer explains:

A group working outside the barbed-wire fences of the Sobibor death camp over-
powered and killed the Ukrainian guards and escaped into the surrounding woods. 
The SS summoned all the remaining prisoners in the camp to roll call, and randomly 
chose every tenth one to be sent to the gas chamber. With what language or spirit 
do we admire the heroic daring of the escapees, once we have learned the effect of 
their flight? Does the life of the few “redeem” the death of the others? Or in celebrat-
ing one, do we defame the other? Neither query nor language begins to grasp the 
complexity of situations like these, which elude common definition and cast us into a 
morass of moral confusion.1

In Auschwitz, an armed uprising was organized and carried out by the 12th 
Sonderkommando unit working in Crematorium IV.2 Jewish women such as Ester 
Wajcblum, Ella Gärtner, and Regina Safirsztain, who worked in the nearby Auschwitz 
munitions factory of Weichsel-Union Metallwerke, were the first in the chain of smug-
glers necessary for this uprising to occur. These women hid small amounts of gunpow-
der in bits of cloth, concealed them on and in their bodies, and passed them on to Rosa 
Robota, who worked in the clothing detail at Birkenau. She would then pass them on to 
her co-conspirators in the Sonderkommando, who would manufacture the crude explo-
sives and primitive grenades used later to launch the attack. 

On October 7, 1944, after learning that his Sonderkommando unit was to be murdered, 
Chaim Neuhof launched the revolt. Attacking SS guards in the crematoria with hammers 
and axes smuggled in, Neuhof and other members of the Sonderkommando fought back 
heroically, cutting fences, opening fire on the guards, and detonating explosives that were 
attached to captured SS guards, despite being woefully outnumbered. With superior arms 
and manpower, the Germans quickly suppressed the uprising. After being betrayed by one 
of the Sonderkommando, all five of the women were captured. Despite being tortured for 
months, they refused to reveal any remaining individuals involved in the uprising. 

On January 5, 1945, all five were publicly hanged in front of the entire female camp 
population. It was the last public execution held at the camp. Twelve days later,  
German authorities forced all remaining prisoners, including Elie Wiesel and his father, 
to leave Auschwitz-Birkenau in order to flee from the advancing Soviet Red Army. 

1 Lawrence Langer, Art from the Ashes: A Holocaust Anthology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 6.
2 “Prisoner Revolt at Auschwitz-Birkenau,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum website, www.ushmm.org/learn/timeline-

of-events/1942-1945/auschwitz-revolt. 
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