Only slegging?

[Published with lengthy response by Brendan Clifford in August 2008 issue of the Irish Political Review]

Dear Editor,

In July’s issue of the Irish Political Review in your Editorial Digest you comment on President McAleese’s remarks describing the Unionists’ treatment of Catholics, as being “much the same way that Nazis treated Jews,” and observed, “Mind you the President was right – at least to the point where the extermination began.”

Although we were spared being told the Jewish extermination did not happen, was the fault of England, international finance, or Churchill, and not of Hitler, as he didn’t order it, we were advised that subsequent Unionist thought crime on a similar local possibility was equal to the National Socialist exterminatory action – “and even then there were plenty of Unionists who would have been happy to go down that road.”

One can take the policy of Jewish extermination as beginning in late 1941 after the German invasion of the Soviet Union, with mass round-ups and slaughter e.g. Babi Yar, and with the January 1942 Wannsee conference. However the Jews of Germany had been subject to exceptional law, not to mention extra-judicial procedures since 1933. 

The 1935 Nuremberg laws forbade marriage and sexual relations between Jews and non-Jews, while in a series of accelerating procedural orders from 1933 Jews were banned from working for the state or being employed as lawyers, doctors or journalists. They could not be educated past the age of 14 and were prohibited from using hospitals, while public parks, libraries, and beaches were closed to them. Their identification cards were required to have a large ‘J’ stamped on them and they were required to adopt a middle name, ‘Sara’ for women and ‘Israel’ for men. 

After the murder of the German diplomat, vom Rath, in Paris in 1938 by the 17-year-old Hershel Grünspan, 200 synagogues were destroyed (‘Kristallnacht’) and over 20,000 Jews sent to concentration camps. Around 1,000 died there before release, in an indication of what was to come. Jewish newspapers were also banned.

Following the outbreak of war in 1939, new legislative restrictions on Jews remaining in Germany were imposed. They became subject to a strict curfew and were excluded from certain areas of cities. Once food rationing began, they received reduced rations and were forbidden to buy certain foods. Further restrictions limited the time periods in which Jews could purchase food and other supplies. They had to turn over their radios, electrical appliances, cars and bicycles to the police. 

In September 1941, Jews were forbidden to use public transport and all over the age of six were required to wear yellow stars. Residence ordinances forced them into certain areas of German cities, concentrating them in “Jews’ buildings”. The first deportations of Jews from Germany to Poland took place as early as February 1940. Ultimately, around 170,000 of the approximately 200,000 Jews remaining in Germany were put to death.

So what part of the above is familiar or common to Catholic experience during the first twenty years of Unionist rule in Northern Ireland up to 1941 - or even in the following 30 years until Stormont was prorogued?

That someone could even liken the Unionist treatment of Catholics in those years to the Nazis is especially disturbing, but also revealing, in that the level of Catholic discrimination and oppression here, which in the first half of the 20th century was relatively small beer for a national minority, certainly seems perceived as unbelievably harsh. 

And the fact that President McAleese felt she was treated, in Belfast, like a Jew in Berlin, not only explains the radical and extensive nature of the thirty-five year IRA war but makes its return highly likely. Rage maintained cannot be contained.

Victor Klemperer's Dresden diaries (I Will Bear Witness (1933 to 1941) and To The Bitter End (1942 to 1945)), not to mention the Soviet-era Lesser Evil (1945 to 1959), give an unbearable account, as a relatively privileged Jew married to a Christian, of what it was like to experience the torment of the whole 12-year Reich.

Yours sincerely

Jeffrey Dudgeon

9 July 2008

