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J.C.H. Blom
T'he Persecution of the Jews in the
Netherlands: A Comparative
Western European Perspective

There. the transports ran so smoothly it was a joy to watch them. (Adolf Eichmann)

Some statistics have a lasting impact. This is particularly true when one
compares the mortality rates ot Jews in German-occupied European
countries during the Sccond World War. The high percentage of Jews
trom the Netherlands, around 75 per cent, who perished as a result of
Nazi policies, 1s on a par only with the figures for eastern Europe and
stands 1n stark contrast to neighbouring western European countries
where the percentages were much lower: France, around 25 per cent;
Belgium and Norway, around 40 per cent. Most remarkable of all is
the case of occupied Denmark, where nearly all the Jews survived.
Bearing in mind the high percentage of victims in the Netherlands, the
intention of this article 1s to attempt some international comparisons of
the circumstances and factors which may serve to explain this marked
difference between the Netherlands and other western European
countries.

The constraints of space make some narrowing of the discussion
essential. Comparison has therefore been restricted to the western
European democracies occupied during the war, since, for the most
part, the Nazis dealt very differently with eastern Europe. Moreover,
the structures and traditions of these western democracies, although
not entirely similar, are markedly different from those of the eastern
European states. On these grounds, it seems reasonable to hmit the
discussion to Norway, Denmark, France, Belgium and the Nether-
lands, a limitation which will allow for a more meaningful comparison
than if all the occupied countries are taken into consideration.

With the exception of Norway. the hterature on the subject 1s
extremely extensive! and this study rehes entirely on secondary
sources.? Thus it makes no claim to introduce any new material
into the debate and there 1s no new archival research underpinning
the conclusions. The question of these difftening percentages has not
gone unnoticed in the hiterature and one can find many observations
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and brief comments, but it is surprising how little detailed or sys-
tematic international comparison of this question has taken place.
For the most part, such discussion is confined to a few disparate
observations, even in the well-known major works such as those ot
Hilberg, Reitlinger, Dawidowicz, Gilbert and Marrus. By themselves,
these comments are both clear and relevant, but usually related to only
one country. There appears to be only one study which takes these
national differences as its central theme: Helen Fein, Accounting for
Genocide.? Yet although her book is illuminating in some respects,
it leaves the reader somewhat unsatisfied. There 1s a great divide
between her demands for methodological precision on the one hand,
and the rather impressionistic conclusions on crucial points on the
other. Furthermore, the book gives too little attention to the role
of German policy and, although raising some notable points about
the Netherlands, produces only some rather weak conclusions about
the country. Thus, although the Netherlands often appears as the
exception in Fein's overall conclusions, the stark contrast between it
and the rest of western Europe is lost as Fein deals with the whole of
occupied Europe.

Apart from Fein there exist two shorter articles in periodicals which
are of direct relevance to the argument. The first is an exceptionally
lucid article by M.R. Marrus and R.O. Paxton.? In it, they identity
three phases in Nazi policy towards the Jews in western Europe. In the
discussion of these phases, they also touch on the differing percentages
of survivors, but remain pessimistic that an international comparison
would provide many answers and conclude that ‘generalizations break
apart on the stubborn particularity of cach of our countries’.” The
second piece is a very short, but sober and enlightening, article by
A.J. van der Leeuw.® He attempts to find the answer for the high
number of Dutch victims in the absence of a ‘favourable factor’, which
may have been present in various forms in other countries and acted as
a counterweight to the otherwise untrammelled activities of the Nazis.

A third limitation on this paper emerges from the first two. The
question which has been broached is highly complicated, not least
by its attachment to other equally complicated issues. This means
that a study of the secondary sources alone cannot justify precise
conclusions or answer. In fact, the analysis may serve to create more
questions than it does answers, and the conclusions will inevitably be
of a broad and very impressionistic nature. To some extent, theretore,
it consists of a series of hypotheses which may lead to further research
in the future. It also seems appropriate to mention here that there 1s






















































