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Laurien Vastenhout, Between Community and Collaboration: Jewish Councils’ in
Western Europe under Nazi Occupation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2022). ISBN: 978-1-316-51168-8, £ 75.00 (hardback), 280 pp.

In her extensive study of the Jewish Councils” in the Netherlands, Belgium,
and France, Laurien Vastenhout not only successfully demonstrates the merits
of taking a comparative approach of Jewish representative organisations under
Nazi occupation, but also shows how vital it is to study them in their complex
historical context and without casting moral judgement. Through a transna-
tional examination of the differences and similarities between the Joodsche
Raad voor Amsterdam (JRr), the Association des Juifs en Belgique (AJB), and
the Union Générale des Israélites de France (UGIF; Nord and Sud), Vastenhout
deepens our understanding of how these bodies had to mediate between Jew-
ish communities and the German occupiers, providing social welfare yet also
becoming increasingly involved in the segregation and, ultimately, the depor-
tation of Jews from Western Europe. Vastenhout’s open and analytical investi-
gation is very welcome since much previous research has focused on “whether
and why the Jewish leaders collaborated or cooperated with the Germans” (142),
and moral condemnation and oversimplifying notions have prevailed among
scholars and the wider public alike.

Between Community and Collaboration is based on a wide range of sources,
from personal testimonies to administrative reports and legal documents. The
book is organised along thematic lines, with chapters focusing on the pre-
war composition and character of the Jewish communities in each country
and the roles of the future ‘Jewish Councils’ leaders within these communi-
ties (Chapter 1); the different, sometimes rivalling German policies influencing
the establishment of these organisations during the course of 1941 (Chapter 2);
the appointment, backgrounds, and dispositions of their leaders (Chapter 3);
their activities, levels of cooperation, and ‘effectiveness’ (Chapter 4); and the
ways in which the Jewish Councils, with or without the knowledge of their
leaders, were used as ‘cloaks’ for clandestine activities (Chapter 5). In the Epi-
logue, Vastenhout briefly describes the post-war treatment of the leaders of the
‘Jewish Councils’ and makes clear how criticism that had existed from the out-
set developed into moral denunciation after the full extent of the horrors of
the Shoah became known. Throughout the chapters, the perspective shifts reg-
ularly, zooming in on Jewish communities and the leadership of the Jewish

1 Laurien Vastenhout uses this literal translation of Judenrdte between quotation marks
throughout her book, as it is the most widely used and straightforward phrase, yet not com-
pletely accurate with regard to the AJB and UGIF. I follow her in this.
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Councils’ as well as on various German institutions. All the while, Vastenhout
highlights patterns of disparity and resemblance between the different Jewish
organisations and illustrates many aspects of Jewish organisational life under
occupation, portraying numerous important actors instead of over-focusing on
certain individual leaders.

Vastenhout consciously follows in the tradition of scholars such as Philip
Friedman and Isaiah Trunk, who have tried to add nuance to the image of
‘Jewish Councils’ as mere instruments used by the German occupiers to carry
out the Holocaust (for the cases of Poland, and Poland and the Baltic coun-
tries, respectively). In doing so, she thoughtfully discloses the specific histor-
ical circumstances in which the leaders of these organisations in the Nether-
lands, Belgium, and France had to manoeuvre as the proverbial net increasingly
closed in on them. Meanwhile, Vastenhout manages to steer clear from the
long-challenged intentionalist perspective, which assumes the mass murder
of European Jewry was entirely premeditated and thought out. Instead, she
argues, though without ever becoming apologetic, the leaders of the Jewish
Councils’ “did not have the benefit of hindsight [...], in short, [they did not
know] that persecution would evolve into mass destruction” (94). She builds
on the work of Dan Michman, who has called for more comparative research
into Jewish representative organisations in Western Europe during the Shoah,
and she uses the work of scholars such as Evgeny Finkel to bring essential con-
textualisation to the hybrid, ever-changing nature of the behaviour of these
bodies’ leaders. As a result, the book provides a balanced account of the Jg,
AJB, UGIF-Nord, and UGIF-Sud, and looks past debates on the ‘Dutch paradox’
on the one hand and the ‘French paradox’ on the other: whereas three-quarters
of the Jews in the Netherlands did not survive the Shoah, despite its reputation
as a tolerant country, three-quarters of the Jews in France did survive, despite
the country being deemed virulently antisemitic.

Regardless of the great level of detail of Between Community and Collabo-
ration, Vastenhout manages to clearly structure her argument based on the
available source material. She meticulously describes the complexities and
hardships through which the leaders of the Jewish Councils’ lived, showing
that their scope of action in each country was largely determined by the Ger-
man authorities, the length of the occupation, and specific sociohistorical and
geographical conditions. For example, the JR was established early in 1941 and
was based on the local Eastern European Judenrdte model rather than embed-
ded in a legal system, and it had to answer directly to a Civil Administration
and to the radical ideological Schutzstaffel (ss). This meant that it had fewer
opportunities to delay anti-Jewish policies than the AjB, the UGIF-Nord and
the UGIF-Sud. In Belgium, occupied France and collaborationist Vichy France,
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the influence of the Military Administrations was substantial, as was the com-
petition with the ss, the Sicherheitspolizei and Sicherheitsdienst (SiPo-sD), and
the Vichy regime. This created options for Jewish Councils’ leaders to influ-
ence and obstruct the measures implemented by the Germans. Furthermore, in
all countries under investigation, pre-war social structures shaped who would
become the leaders of representative bodies, how they would operate, and how
they would be perceived. For instance, Jewish Belgium and France had turned
into immigrant communities during the first half of the twentieth century,
whereas Jews in the Netherlands were (on the whole) more socially and cul-
turally integrated in general society. In addition, many prominent Jews from
Belgium and occupied France managed to flee abroad at the start of the Ger-
man invasion, while more Jewish leaders in Vichy France and the Netherlands
deemed ‘suitable’ by the Germans remained in place. Throughout the occupa-
tion years, the central board of the JR was more stable and its authority stronger
than that of the AJB and the uGIF-Nord. In Belgium and (particularly Vichy)
France, other Jewish representative organisations continued to function under
the umbrella of or alongside the Jewish Councils, while in the Netherlands,
these other bodies were quickly dismantled. All of these factors also influenced
the room that existed for clandestine activities: in the Netherlands “the bound-
aries between legality and illegality were not as permeable as they were in
Belgium and France” (238).

In conclusion, by providing a comparison of these three Western European
countries, this book achieves exactly what it sets out to do: adding to a better
understanding of how anti-Jewish measures were enforced and of how the Jew-
ish Councils’ coped with these, and, by extension, of the distinctive aspects of
the Holocaust in the different countries. The combination of Vastenhout’s care-
ful dissecting of various existing and sometimes persistent assumptions, and
her international comparative perspective, which accurately lays bare which
differences and similarities influenced how the leaders of the ‘Jewish Councils’
in Western Europe navigated, hopefully fosters more research into the Shoah
which acknowledges the heterogeneous conduct of the leaders of these repre-
sentative organisations under ever-threatening circumstances.
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