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The National Socialist camp system, which included the Mauthausen concentration camp, did
not function solely through orders from above. Its operation depended primarily on tens of
thousands of men and women who actively participated as guards, administrative staff,
doctors, commandants or prisoner functionaries (Kapos).

The camp was not an isolated entity: it was integrated into economic administrations, forced
labour companies and a network of main camps and satellite camps. The Mauthausen
concentration camp complex, with its more than 40 satellite camps, was one of the most
ruthless of the Nazi regime. Numerous perpetrators were active within this complex:
members of the Schutzstaffel (SS), camp and guard personnel, civilian employees and prisoner
functionaries (Kapos), among others. Perpetrators did not act only individually — there were
structures, daily routines, hierarchies and established procedures.

Perpetrators operated at different levels — from direct acts of violence to administrative
support for the murder programme.

Many of these crimes occurred within a complex system combining forced labour, quarry work
and various forms of extermination. However, around 30% of all deaths in the Mauthausen
concentration camp complex were caused by direct violence, which was often carried out in
a division-of-labour manner. Examples include death baths, executions, gassings, medical
experiments, various forms of mistreatment or killings recorded as “shootings during escape
attempts” or “staged suicides.” “Extermination through labour,” deficient nutrition,
insufficient clothing or accommodation and deficient or absent medical care account for
indirect violence responsible for roughly 70% of all deaths in the Mauthausen concentration
camp complex.

So-called prisoner functionaries were used to monitor, torment or kill other prisoners. Women
were also active as perpetrators and formed part of the system — for example, as female
overseers, in the camp environment or as wives of SS members.

After Liberation

Following the liberation in May 1945, many leading SS members of the Mauthausen
concentration camp fled. Some were captured and investigations began.

A total of 506 trials took place concerning the Mauthausen concentration camp complex,
resulting in 498 convictions. However, an estimated 12,000 to 15,000 SS members had been
active within the complex and approximately 70 of the trials were directed against former
prisoner functionaries. Legal reckoning took place mainly in Germany, Austria, Poland and
Czechoslovakia.

Although the trials led to many convictions, sentences were often mitigated or pardons
granted. After serving their sentences, many perpetrators were reintegrated into society
without difficulty. Convicted SS members were often defended by their families, but also by
politicians and the church. By contrast, former prisoner functionaries were sometimes
punished more severely than SS members. The extent to which SS defendants were integrated
into society is exemplified not only by pardon requests in the 1950s but also by the trial of SS-
Sturmmann Andreas Vogel, who was acquitted by the jury despite confession and clear
evidence. His crimes remained unpunished for decades until his trial in 1969.
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Many perpetrators could not be captured, such as the notorious camp doctor Josef Mengele,
who committed numerous gruesome crimes at the Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration and
extermination camp. He fled to South America and, with civilian support, evaded prosecution
until his death.

Not all were sadistic monsters, but all were human. Perpetrators must be considered in
relation to their environment. Research shows that in most cases, they did not exhibit
particular cruelty before becoming part of the camp system. They were part of society, had
families and led ordinary lives. This does not lessen the gravity of their crimes; it makes them
even more alarming — showing that under certain conditions, many people can become
perpetrators.

Various factors contributed to ordinary people enabling mass murder in National Socialism. A
central role was played by targeted propaganda, which systematically spread enemy images
and anti-Semitic agitation. This ideological indoctrination paved the way for the gradual
dehumanisation of victims, manifesting in linguistic, visual and social exclusion.

Within military and bureaucratic structures, strict chains of command and high pressure to
obey prevailed, with disobedience often sanctioned. Additionally, peer and conformity
pressure reinforced alignment with the norms of the perpetrator community. Career
ambitions and personal gain also played a role. Many saw opportunities for advancement or
material benefits within the NS state, which led them to complicity.

An often underestimated but profound factor was the educational methods of the time. The
educational ideology of National Socialism shaped generations and created a society in which
empathy was suppressed and authoritarian structures internalised. These influences persist
to this day.

Lessons for the Present

Reckoning with the NS past offers important lessons for the present. Alarming signals include
the use of dehumanising language or blanket devaluation of entire groups — such patterns
create fertile ground for violence and social division. Relativising responsibility must be strictly
rejected: the set phrase “an order is an order” can never serve as a moral excuse for injustice.

Only a strong democratic constitutional state can prosecute crimes against humanity decades
later and thus seek justice. Equally important is fostering a culture of resistance — courage to
oppose inhumane developments in society, politics and everyday life must be strengthened.

These lessons are particularly relevant given current developments. In many countries, there
is a worrying rise in far-right and anti-Semitic crimes. Conspiracy theories are spreading and
fuelling dangerous enemy images. Social media contributes to radicalisation through targeted
disinformation, while political movements increasingly question fundamental rights and the
protection of minorities. All of this demonstrates the importance of learning from history,
remaining vigilant and defending democratic values to shape a humane future.



