Holocaust Vocabulary
AKTION (German) – A military operation involving the mass assembly, deportation, and murder of Jews by the Nazis during the Holocaust.

ALLIES - The countries fighting Nazi Germany, Italy, and Japan during World War II; primarily the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union.

ANIELEWICZ, MORDECAI (1919-1943) - Major leader of the Jewish resistance in the Warsaw Ghetto; killed May 8, 1943.

ANSCHLUSS (German) - Annexation of Austria by Germany on March 13, 1938.

ANTISEMITISM – attitudes or actions based on a dislike or hostility towards Jews.  “Semitic” was originally a linguistic term that applied to people who spoke a Semitic language but when racists gave it a biological meaning, it was applied to Jews alone.  Some argue that the word should not be hyphenated since antisemites are not against Semites, but against Jews.

APATHY – Lack of interest, lack of concern, indifference.

ARYAN RACE - "Aryan" was originally a linguistic term applied to people who spoke an Indo-European language. Racists, however, gave it a biological meaning (blond and blue eyes) and primarily applied the term to people who were native to Northern Europe. The Nazi goal was to purify the Aryan Race by removing what they considered to be biological pollutants and to prevent the "bastardization of the race."

AUSCHWITZ – The largest of the concentration and death camps, it was located in upper Silesia, Poland, 37 miles west of Krakow. Established in 1940 as a concentration camp, it became an death camp in early 1942. It grew into three main sections: Auschwitz I, the main camp; Auschwitz II (Birkenau), an extermination camp; Auschwitz III (Monowitz), the I.G. Farben labor camp, also known as Buna. In addition, Auschwitz had numerous sub-camps.  The other death camps were Belzec, Chelmno, Majdanek, Sobibor and Treblinka.

AXIS - Included Nazi Germany, Italy, and Japan who signed a pact in Berlin on September 27, 1940. They were later joined by Bulgaria, Croatia, Hungary, and Slovakia.

BERMUDA CONFERENCE – Conference convened on the island of Bermuda by the American and British governments, ostensibly to aid Jews being persecuted by the Nazis.  In reality, it was an empty gesture designed to assuage the growing public outcry for action and to circumvent rescue.

BYSTANDERS – Anyone who was either a perpetrator or a victim.

COLLABORATOR – Anyone who was not part of the German administration that perpetrated these crimes but who cooperated and took a part in them.  Sovereign countries such as Slovakia, Hungary, Romania and Norway can be considered as collaborators.  Indeed an alternative term for collaborator is “quisling,” named for the head of the Norwegian government, Rudolf Quisling.  Individuals were collaborators if they volunteered to serve as auxiliaries to the SS, joined in the persecutions on their own free will, or passed information on to the authorities that supported the persecution. 

CONCENTRATION CAMPS – These were established by the Nazis soon after their assumption of power on January 30, 1933.  They were intended to terrorize the population and for the imprisonment of all "enemies" of their regime: actual and potential political opponents (e.g. communists, socialists, monarchists), Jehovah's Witnesses, gypsies, homosexuals, and other "asocials." Jews were targeted for internment and were treated more harshly, but they made up a small minority of prisoners until 1938 when Jews were first arrested solely because they were Jews. Before then, only Jews who fit one of the earlier categories were interned in camps. The first three concentration camps established were Dachau (near Munich), Buchenwald (near Weimar) and Sachsenhausen (near Berlin).

CREMATORIUM – Buildings connected to the gas chambers where corpses were incinerated for disposal.

DEATH CAMPS (EXTERMINATION CAMPS) - Nazi camps for the mass killing of Jews and some others (e.g. Gypsies, Russian prisoners-of-war, ill prisoners). All were located in occupied Poland: Auschwitz-Birkenau, Belzec, Chelmno, Majdanek, Sobibor and Treblinka.

DEATH MARCH – Forced march of long columns of prisoners from camps in Poland and Eastern Europe towards Germany for the purpose of avoiding the Red Army that was invading from the east and so preventing the prisoners from being liberated.  Under heavy guard, and forced to walk long distances, in the early months of 1945, with little food, clothes or proper shoes and in intolerable conditions, many died or were killed along the way.

DENIER -- A person who says the Holocaust did not happen

DILEMMA – A choice between equally unfavorable or disagreeable alternatives.

EICHMANN, ADOLF (1906-1962) - SS Lieutenant-colonel and head of the "Jewish Section" of the Gestapo, he was instrumental in implementing the “Final Soluion” by organizing the transportation of Jews to death camps from all over Europe. He was arrested at the end of World War II in the American zone, but escaped, and disappeared. On May 11, 1960, members of the Israeli Secret Service uncovered his whereabouts and smuggled him from Argentina to Israel. Tried in Jerusalem, he was executed on May 31, 1962.

EINSATZGRUPPEN (German) - Mobile killing units of the Security Police and SS Security Service that followed the German armies into the Soviet Union in June 1941. These units were supported by units of the uniformed German Order Police and auxiliaries of volunteers (Estonian, Latvian, Lithuanian, and Ukrainian). Their victims, primarily Jews, were executed by shooting and were buried in mass graves from which they were later exhumed and burned. At least a million Jews were killed in this manner. 

EUTHANASIA - The original meaning of this term was an easy and painless death for the terminally ill.  The term cannot be applied to the Nazi program since tens of thousands of handicapped but not terminally ill “Aryans” were murdered, by doctors in hospitals as part of the attempts to improve the quality of the German "race" by eliminating the weak such as incurably insane, permanently disabled, deformed and superfluous (what the Nazis called "life unworthy of life”). 

EVIAN CONFERENCE (July 6, 1938) - Conference convened in July 1938, in Evian-les-Bains, France, by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, to discuss the problem of refugees. Thirty-two countries met but little was accomplished since most were reluctant to accept Jewish refugees.

FINAL SOLUTION - The cover name for the plan to destroy the Jews of Europe - the "Final Solution of the Jewish Question" that began with the attack on the Soviet Union in June 1941. The program was deceptively disguised as "resettlement in the East."

GAS CHAMBERS – Large rooms which could be sealed to be air-tight and pellets of poison gas or carbon monoxide would be introduced to kill everyone in the room.

GENOCIDE - The deliberate and systematic destruction of a religious, racial, national, or cultural group.

GESTAPO – Nazi secret police.

GHETTO – Introduced in medieval times to force the separation of Jews and Christians, they also helped to protect Jews from outbursts of antisemitism.  The Nazi ghettos were very different and intended to isolate Jews as if they had a contagious disease and then to eliminate them from society.  Established mostly in Eastern Europe, the ghettos were characterized by overcrowding, starvation and forced labor. All were eventually destroyed as the Jews were deported to death camps.

GYPSIES - A nomadic people believed to have come originally from northwest India, the name is a corruption of “Egyptian” where they were mistakenly thought to have originated. Gypsies first appeared in Western Europe in the 15th century from Persia (Iran) where they had immigrated,. By the 16th century, they had spread throughout Europe, where they were persecuted almost as relentlessly as the Jews. The gypsies occupied a special place in Nazi racist theories. It is believed that approximately 500,000 perished during the Holocaust.

HITLER, ADOLF (1889-1945) - Führer und Reichskanzler (Leader and Reich Chancellor), he was born in Austria, though he settled in Germany in 1913. At the outbreak of World War I, Hitler enlisted in the Bavarian Army, became a corporal and received the Iron Cross First Class for bravery. Returning to Munich after the war, he joined the newly formed German Workers Party which was soon reorganized, under his leadership, as the National Socialist German Workers Party (NSDAP). In November 1923, he unsuccessfully attempted to forcibly bring Germany under nationalist control. When his coup, known as the "Beer-Hall Putsch," failed, Hitler was arrested and sentenced to 5 years in prison. It was while serving a very light sentence of only 9 months that he wrote Mein Kampf. 

Hitler quickly reentered German politics and although he failed to ever win a majority in multi-party elections, he outpolled his political rivals in two national elections in 1932. On January 30, 1933, Hindenburg appointed Hitler chancellor of a coalition cabinet. Hitler acted quickly to set up a dictatorship and outlaw all other parties.  He was the architect of an ambitious campaign to annex, conquer and reshape Europe and the world.  Although the war was obviously lost by early 1945, Hitler insisted that Germany fight to the death. On April 30, 1945, Hitler committed suicide rather than be captured alive.

HOLOCAUST - The destruction of some 6 million Jews by the Nazis and their followers in Europe between the years 1933-1945. Other individuals and groups were persecuted and suffered grievously during this period, but only the Jews were marked for complete and utter annihilation. The word holocaust comes from the ancient Greek, olos meaning "whole" and kaustos or kautos meaning "burnt." Appearing as early as the fifth century B.C.E., the term can mean a sacrifice wholly consumed by fire or a great destruction of life, especially by fire.  The word evolved so that it lost its specifically religious connotation.

By the late 1940s, Holocaust (with either a lowercase or capital H) became a more specific term due to its use in Israeli translations of the Hebrew word sho'ah. (Yiddish-speaking Jews used the term churbn.) The equation of holocaust with sho'ah was seen most prominently in the official English translation of the Israeli Declaration of Independence in 1948, in the translated publications of Yad Vashem throughout the 1950s, and in the journalistic coverage of the Adolf Eichmann trial in Israel in 1961.  It was further entrenched in the English-speaking world by the April 1978 broadcast of the TV movie, Holocaust (based on Gerald Green's book of the same name), and the prominent, public use of the term by President Carter who created the President's Commission on the Holocaust that eventually built the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum.
INDIFFERENCE – Having or showing no interest or concern, apathetic, unmoved.

JEWISH BADGE - A distinctive sign which Jews were compelled to wear in Nazi Germany and in Nazi-occupied countries. It usually took the form of a yellow star of David.

JEWISH POLICE – The enforcement arm of the Judenrat or Jewish Council in side the ghettos, they were unarmed and usually without uniform beyond an arm band, an ensignia on their caps and they would usually carry a short, wooden stick.

JUDENRAT (PLURAL: JUDENRÄTE; German) - Council of Jewish representatives in communities and ghettos set up by the Nazis to carry out their instructions.

JUDENREIN (German) – Literally "cleansed of Jews," the term has the connotation of sanitized for health. It was used for physical areas where all Jews were either murdered or deported.

KAPO - Prisoner in charge of a group of inmates in Nazi camps.

KRISTALLNACHT (German) - Night of the Broken Glass pogrom unleashed by the Nazis on November 9-10, 1938. Throughout Germany and Austria, over 1,400 synagogues and other Jewish institutions were burned, 7,000 Jewish stores were destroyed and their contents looted. At the same time, approximately 30,000 Jewish men were sent to concentration camps. The "excuse" for this action was the assassination of Ernst vom Rath in Paris by a Jewish teenager whose parents had been rounded up by the Nazis.

LIBERATION -- Being freed from the ghettos and camps established by the Nazis.

LIBERATORS – The Allied soldiers who rescued the victims by actually freeing them from the hands of the perpetrators.

LIDICE - Czech mining village (pop. 700). In reprisal for the assassination of the deputy of the SS, Reinhard Heydrich, the Nazis "liquidated" the village in 1942. They shot the men, deported the women and children to concentration camps, razed the village to the ground, and struck its name from the maps. After World War II, a new village was built near the site of the old Lidice, which is now a national park and memorial.

MEIN KAMPF (German) – Literally “my struggle” it was the title of Hitler’s autobiographical book written while he was in prison following his failed "Beer-Hall Putsch" (1923) to take over the government. In this book, Hitler propounds his racist ideology and plans for the future. The "superior" Aryan race have a right to "living space" (Lebensraum) in the East, which is inhabited by the "inferior" Slavs. He accuses Jews of being the source of all evil, equating them with Bolshevism and, at the same time, with international capitalism. Unfortunately, those people who read the book (except for his admirers) did not take it seriously but considered it the ravings of a maniac.

MENGELE, JOSEF (1911-1978?) - SS physician at Auschwitz, notorious for pseudo-medical experiments, especially on twins and Gypsies. He "selected" new arrivals by simply pointing to the right or the left, thus separating those considered able to work from those who were not. Those too weak or too old to work were sent straight to the gas chambers, after all their possessions, including their clothes, were taken for resale in Germany. After the war, he spent some time in a British internment hospital but disappeared, went underground, escaped to Argentina, and later to Paraguay, where he became a citizen in 1959. In 1986, his body was found in Embu, Brazil.

NAZI – Abbreviation for the full name of Hitler’s political party (the National Socialist German Workers’ Party).

NUREMBERG LAWS - An anti-Jewish statutes enacted during the Nazi party's national convention in Nuremberg in September 1935, then expanded in November. The laws deprived German Jews of their citizenship and all rights, outlawed marriages of Jews and non-Jews, forbade Jews from employing German females of childbearing age, and prohibited Jews from displaying the German flag. Many additional regulations were attached to the two main statutes, which provided the basis for removing Jews from all spheres of German political, social, and economic life. The Nuremberg Laws tried to define Jewishness on the basis of bloodlines but ultimately could not and had to rely on voluntary membership in the Jewish community. Persons of mixed Jewish-German ancestry were called "Mischlinge." 

PARTISANS – Irregular fighters, without uniforms, engaged in guerrilla warfare behind enemy lines. 

PERPETATOR – Anyone who actively participated in the persecution.

RIGHTEOUS AMONG THE NATIONS - Term applied only to non-Jews who, at the risk of their own lives, saved Jews from persecution and death.

SA – Storm Troopers (Sturm Abteilung in German), Nazi para-military force that wore brown uniforms.

SELECTION – Euphemism for the process of choosing victims for the gas chambers in the Nazi camps by separating them from those considered fit to work.

SS - Defense Protective Units (Schutzstaffel in German), who were originally organized from the SA to be Hitler's personal bodyguard but transformed into a giant organization and military force.  Wearing black uniforms, they fought on the battlefield but also took the lead in the destruction of the Jews.

ST. LOUIS - A steamship carrying 1128 refugees, mostly Jews, that in May 1939, left Hamburg for Cuba. When the ship arrived, only 22 of them were allowed to disembark and despite efforts by the ship’s captain and American Jewish organizations, the United States government was unwilling to give them safe haven. The ship finally returned to Europe where the refugees were finally granted entry into England, Holland, France and Belgium.  Most fell under German control during the war.

TRIAGE - A system which assigns priorities for medical treatment and the giving of life-saving assistance based on urgency, the availability of resources, and a victim’s chances of survival.   

WANNSEE CONFERENCE (January 20, 1942) – A meeting of top Nazis called to a villa in the Berlin district of Wannsee to discuss and coordinate the Final Solution.

WARSAW GHETTO - Established in November 1940, nearly 500,000 Jews were isolated and confined inside walls. Almost 45,000 Jews (9%) died in 1941 alone, due to overcrowding, punishing forced labor, lack of sanitation, starvation, and disease. The Warsaw Ghetto Uprising broke out on April 19, 1943, in response to the attempt to raze the ghetto and deport the remaining inhabitants to Treblinka and death. Led by Mordecai Anielewicz, it was the first instance of an uprising by an urban population in occupied Europe.

ZYKLON B – The trade name for prussic acid, the chemical agent used to release the poisonous fumes in the gas chambers 

