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  To Judy


   

  Count Pozzo di Borgo, a diplomat from Corsica, imagined the triumphant entrance of the famous French statesman Talleyrand into Hell where he was greeted with great pomp and circumstance. Satan complimented him on all he had done but added: ‘Prince, your zeal has slightly exceeded my expectations/

  ‘Oui, le Vél d’Hiv, Drancy, Compiègne et tous les camps de transit, ces antichambres de la mort, ont été organisés, gérés, gardés par des Français. Oui, le premier acte de la Shoah s’est joué ici, avec la complicité de l’Etat français/

  ‘Yes, the Vél d’Hiv, Drancy, Compiègne, and all the transit camps, these antechambers of death, were organised, administered, and guarded by French people. Yes, the first act of the Shoah [the Holocaust] was played out here with the complicity of the French State [the Vichy regime]’

  French Prime Minister, Jean-Pierre Raffarin, 21 July 2002,

  at the commemoration of the 60th anniversary of the

  Vél d’Hiv round-up of Jews on 16 July 1942
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    PREFACE

    This book to a large extent results from a sudden epiphany reading Serge Klarsfeld’s weighty volume, French Children of the Holocaust: A Memorial and being profoundly moved by its 1400 pages of photographs of Jewish children deported from France during the years of 1940-44 to their deaths in the extermination camps in eastern Europe. Only the coldest heart can be indifferent to, or unmoved by, the overwhelming evidence of the consequences of discrimination and persecution in France, and by the absence of moral principle and isolation of Vichy France from true law and justice.

    Echoing Sir Philip Sidney, in his sonnet from Astrophel and Stella, Tool said my muse to me, look in thy heart and write’, I have done both. In doing so, I have benefited from the now considerable literature in both English and French on the four years of the Vichy regime. It is a pleasure to acknowledge intellectual debts to those whose works have been acute, scholarly and influential contributions to the subject, especially Robert O. Paxton, Michael R. Marrus, Jean-Pierre Azéma, François Bédarida, H. Roderick Kedward, Serge Klarsfeld, Denis Peschanski, Vicki Caron, Susan Zuccotti, Richard Golsan and Richard Weisberg.

    Vichy France continues to engage the attention of Europeans and Americans. Since Robert Paxton’s ground-breaking book, Vichy France: Old Guard and New Order, 1940-44, and Marcel Ophul’s The Sorrow and the Pity thirty years ago, scholarly books, films, and novels have addressed the Vichy regime. Why did a country, the first to grant full civil rights to Jews and with its share of those who resisted the German occupation, descend to policies of discrimination and persecution? Over the last fifty years, the historical record has become increasingly clear, although new material still emerges, such as the definitive government-sponsored Mattéoli report of 2000 on how Jews were systematically robbed of their property through the “aryanization” process.

    I have not attempted to provide a comprehensive history of the Vichy years as some works in both French and English have done. Rather, writing as a political scientist, I have concentrated on one central theme: the attitude and actions of French officials and citizens regarding Jews in France. This book assesses people and institutions, official and non-official, and their role during the Vichy years by using up-to-date relevant information and research on a number of subjects. They include the Aryanization process,- the acquiescence of French administrators and the judicial system in the multiple laws of discrimination; the indictments and trials of individuals accused of crimes against humanity,- the hesitations and difficulties of the judicial system in decision on the trials, thus leaving no definitive or unambiguous ruling on the crimes or on the nature of the Vichy regime itself; the role of Church leaders,- the attitudes of prominent personalities in the cultural world, including Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Robert Brasillach, André Dérain and Alfred Cortot.

    My own interpretation of people and events in Vichy France stems not only from objective assessment and synthesis of significant research of recent years but also from passionate conviction about these issues. I trust that reaching conclusions on them does not violate intellectual integrity. Those conclusions do not necessitate categorical moral judgment of the motivation, actions, or non-actions of French people. Considering the extraordinary conditions of wartime France, accommodation and collaboration with the enemy and acquiescence in discriminatory policies can be seen either as unwarrantable self-abasement or charitably construed as necessary for survival. As a specific example, it is not easy to evaluate those people, among whom François Mitterrand can be included, who were officials for a time of the Vichy regime but who also, albeit belatedly, established links to or joined the Resistance, either out of genuine conviction or as pliable opportunism.

    If some French people exhibited varying degrees of cruelty, hatred, or simple indifference towards the fate of Jews in the country, others were honorable, compassionate and humane, providing shelter and food and, at risk to their own lives, saved Jews. Some of the latter group have been honored by Yad Vashem, the Holocaust museum in Jerusalem, which so far has recognized 19,140 people who were “righteous among the nations”; of this number 2,171 were French people, the third largest of any country.

    I am grateful to a number of friends, especially Bernard Lewis, Claire Andrieu, and Roger Errera, who have read all or part of the manuscript and have provided collégial and critical advice, and who cannot be held responsible for the contents of the book. Above all, my greatest debt is to my wife, Judith Kapstein Brodsky, who in her customary warm and generous way has contributed intellectually, artistically and emotionally to the book.

    Michael Curtis
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    INTRODUCTION

    On 16 July 1995, Jacques Chirac, President of the French Fifth Republic, admitted and apologised for ‘the dark hours which will forever tarnish our history’. The timing made it an event of major symbolic significance. It was on this fifty-third anniversary of the major rafle (round-up) of 16-17 July 1942 of over 13,000 Jews in Paris, who were arrested and taken to the stadium, the Vélodrome d’Hiver (Vél d’Hiv), that Chirac spoke of ‘the criminal insanity of the occupying power [which] was assisted by the French, by the French state … On that day France delivered those she was protecting to their executioners/ For the French President, the way to defend ‘a vision of man, of his freedom and dignity’ was to recognise the errors of the past, the errors of the state, and not to hide the dark hours of French history. Over the next two years, Chirac made similar speeches; on 5 December 1997, at the memorial of Jewish martyrs in Paris, he again denounced the ‘moral abdication of the Vichy regime’ for its cooperation in arrests, round-ups and deportation of Jews.

    Chirac was implicitly rejecting the contention of General Charles de Gaulle and his followers that the Vichy regime was an illegal ‘parenthesis’ for which France now could not be held to account. Chirac’s condemnation of France’s inglorious past, echoed in similar speeches at the same period, by Prime Minister Lionel Jospin, was in stark contrast to the attitude of his predecessor as President, François Mitterrand. At the annual ceremony of 16 July, held in 1997, Jospin made clear the sombre truth. The Vélodrome d’Hiver rafle was ‘decided, planned and carried out by the French. Politicians, administrators, police, and gendarmes, all took part. Not one German soldier was needed to accomplish this hideous crime.’ A total of 13,152 Jews were arrested and most were put for a short period in the Vél d’Hiv by 4500 French police and gendarmes in actions coordinated by Jean Leguay, the delegate in Paris of René Bousquet, head of Vichy’s national police force, before being deported and sent to their death. Central in the criticism of these actions of the French police is that they were not obliged to act. Paris was in the zone of France occupied by the Germans and was not under the jurisdiction of Vichy.

    On the plaque at the site of the demolished Vél d’Hiv, the official figures of those interned are given as 4115 children; 2916 women and 1129 men. At a nearby memorial on the quai de Grenelle, an inscription reads: The French Republic in homage to the victims of racist and anti-Semitic persecutions and crimes against humanity committed under the authority of the so-called [fait dite] government of the French State 1940-1944/ It ends with the words ‘Never forget/ The Trench State’ was the name taken to indicate that the Third Republic had been replaced by the regime that established itself in the spa town of Vichy. The regime, henceforth referred to here as Vichy, lasted four years, but the memory of that historical experience has not ceased to evoke passionate and even polemical dispute.1

    Acknowledgment of French responsibility for Vél d’Hiv and many other acts of persecution against Jews was long in coming. At the fiftieth anniversary of the Vél d’Hiv rafle, Mitterrand still refused to acknowledge that responsibility of the French state for the arrest and deportation of Jews to their death. He had, under pressure, declared in February 1993 that 16 July would be a national day of commemoration. But Mitterrand, a former Vichy official, was still equivocal about the past. Vichy was an aberration: the French nation was never involved, nor was the French Republic. Again, in September 1994, Mitterand explained that Trance is not responsible, nor is the Republic’ for the Vichy regime. That regime was ‘a minority of agitators who seized the occasion of the defeat to gain power, and are accountable for the crimes’.

    Despite Mitterrand’s ambivalence, eventual confessions of responsibility were not confined to Chirac, the head of state, who belonged to a generation too young to have been involved in any actions in the war years, or to the Prime Minister. Following Chirac, three groups made similar statements. The French bishops, on 30 September 1997 at Drancy, asked forgiveness of God and the Jewish people for the ‘silence’ of the Catholic Church about the anti-Semitic activity and laws of Vichy. The police union apologised to the ‘Hebrew’ [sic] people’ for police actions during the war. The French doctors’ association, representing 180,000 members, acknowledged that the ‘basic values of their profession had been violated when they acquiesced in legislation that discriminated against and excluded their Jewish colleagues’ from practising.

    The circumlocutions and ambiguities of Mitterrand were disposed of by the lower chamber of the French parliament when on 29 February 2000 the National Assembly unanimously adopted a proposition de loi that made clear that the 16 July national day commemorated the victims. Vichy was acknowledged as having participated in racist crimes and anti-Semitism between 1940 and 1944. Contrary to Mitterrand’s 1994 statement, implying that Vichy was an unrepresentative group of criminals, the National Assembly acknowledged that France itself was responsible.

    For at least twenty years after the end of the war many French people, public officials and private citizens, were reluctant, unwilling and even opposed to subjecting the Vichy regime to critical examination for its actions and legislative enactments, especially those directed against the 330,000 Jews living in France. Many sectors of the French population, including Jews, were quiescent in the immediate post-war years.

    Defenders of the regime, supporters of Marshal Philippe Pétain, argued that it was the least bad system for a defeated France, that Vichy had been a shield protecting the country against a worse fate, or that it had been a victim of the Nazis. Another group, the Vichysto-résistants, a term used by some French historians to denote early adherents to Pétain who gradually vacillated towards the Resistance as the tides of war changed, were not anxious to dredge up the past. The strong communist movement was not eager to evoke memories of the neutrality of the party, and its acceptance of the Stalin-Hitler pact of 23 August 1939, until the Soviet Union was attacked on 22 June 1941 by Germany. The charismatic General de Gaulle and his supporters, on taking power on 25 August 1944, gave priority to cementing national unity and reconstructing an honourable French identity. In so doing, the myth of a heroic, mass resistance of the French people was created. Vichy had not represented the ‘real’ France.

    Vichy was dismissed as a de facto government, not regarded as a legal state; it was a collaboration by a minority of French people. The ordinance of 9 August 1944 published in Algiers by de Gaulle’s Free French group, ‘re-established republican legality on the mainland territory’ and declared null and void all the constitutional acts, legislation and rules from 16 June 1940 until the establishment of the provisional government of the new French Republic. In his rhetoric at the Hôtel de Ville in Paris on 25 August 1944, de Gaulle, with a calculated disregard of the reality that the Anglo-American forces had played the major role, proclaimed that Paris had been liberated ‘by its people with the help of the armies of France, with the support and help of the whole of France, of the France that fought, of the only France, of the true France, of eternal France’.

    France can be genuinely proud of its heroes and patriots, upholding the honour of the nation and struggling against injustice and Nazi oppression. It can salute the 10,000 volunteers who joined General de Gaulle’s Free French forces in 1940, and the 70,000 men and women who took part in the Resistance in some form, some 48,000 of whom were awarded the medal of the Resistance. It can honour the brave citizens who hid and protected the persecuted Jews, at peril to themselves, but it must also remember the role of other citizens in aiding and abetting the Shoah, the Holocaust.

    The record of Vichy in its persecution of Jews does not reflect credit on France, nor do the political and legal attitudes in the immediate post-war years that were slow to acknowledge that record. In that period, French official intransigence in refusing to reveal or to cooperate in the search for accurate information about the persecution during the Vichy years sometimes amounted to collective amnesia. How can one explain the slowness of the judicial process, the destruction or misplacing of documents, the reluctance of the police to search for those accused of war crimes, the help given by some elements of the Church in protecting war criminals, or the astonishing clemency of the pardon given by the President of the Republic, Georges Pompidou, in September 1971 to Paul Touvier, twice sentenced to death, in absentia in 1946 and 1947 by French courts for treason and ‘assisting the enemy7, or the continuing friendship of François Mitterrand with René Bousquet, Vichy head of police?

    Little attention, political or intellectual, was paid to the role of Vichy persecution of Jews. Gaullists, Pétainists, communists all, for different reasons, permitted themselves a blessed act of oblivion.2 Some who argued, during the Fourth Republic and the first years of the Fifth Republic, that Vichy was ‘illegitimate’ felt no responsibility or guilt. Others held that the regime, despite its deficiencies, was necessary for the recovery of France after its inglorious defeat in 1940. Still others denied the deficiencies.

    One power has Fate to God himself denied

    To make undone the thing that has been done.3

    Intellectual and judicial circles, as well as the court of public opinion, appeared to be afflicted by the same voluntary amnesia as the political world. Raymond Aron recalled a conversation with Jean-Paul Sartre soon after the end of the war. Why, they wondered, had there not been a single article saying, ‘Welcome to the Jews on their return to the French community’? The underlying reason for the silence was that people had blotted out what had happened.4

    The French were slow to admit that France was the only occupied country whose government remained on its national territory, which accepted its military defeat as final, which broke with its past, creating a new regime that changed from a democratic to an authoritarian system, whose legal government and police worked and acted in support of German demands, and which transformed itself from the great independent power status of the past to one of collaboration with the enemy.5

    It was difficult for the French to accept responsibility for their part in genocide, to accept the reality that the 10,000 Jews deported from the unoccupied zone which Vichy administered were the only Jews killed in the Holocaust who came from an area without any German military presence at the time, or to appreciate French complicity given that the three German police battalions in the whole of France together only numbered between 2500 and 3000 men. Charges brought in the courts in the immediate post-war period concentrated on political and military activity of French personnel, such as treason or collaboration with the enemy, not on actions relating to the Holocaust or to persecution. Buchenwald, the concentration camp, not Auschwitz, the death camp, symbolised Nazi barbarism for the French, suggesting lack of knowledge or wilful misunderstanding of objectives of a Germany intent on the Final Solution. The fine eloquent film Nuit et Brouillard, by Alain Resnais, portrays the symbolic emphasis; the camps appear as prisons, brutal to be sure, but not extermination camps.

    A significant illustration of this early concentration on the political and military aspects of the war and on treason and collaboration of French persons to the almost complete neglect of the French role in the persecution and extermination of Jews was the decision by de Gaulle as immediate post-war Prime Minister to honour Oradour-sur-Glane, the small town in the Limousin, where a company of the German Waffen-SS on 10 June 1944 slaughtered 642 men, women and children, and then burned the whole village.6 The village, left in its ruined state, was made a national preserve, a memorial for the country, in 1946. In contrast to the preservation of Oradour as a memorial is the destruction of the Vél d’Hiv stadium. No doubt by chance, but with superb irony of history, that site is now occupied by offices of the Ministry of the Interior. Only in 1993 was a monument erected close to the site as a memorial to the French Jews who were deported.

    Equally revealing in this early post-war concentration on political and military activity and on treason were the charges brought against Marshal Philippe Pétain at his trial in July 1945. He was tried for plotting against the Republic, for intelligence with the enemy, and for collaboration. For Charles de Gaulle, a major criticism of Pétain was that he had signed the armistice with Germany, thus admitting and accepting defeat. It took almost forty years before trials in the courts, as well as historical analysis, concentrated not so much on the armistice and on issues such as hostages, obligatory work rules or actions against the Resistance, as on the persecution of Jews by Vichy, on its co-operation with Nazi objectives and on the concern for equal rights and civil liberties.7

    In earlier court cases, even when persecution of Jews was involved in the trial, more attention was given to atrocities committed by Germans than to the role of Vichy.8 This was understandable. Part of the dilemma for French people in coming to terms with the conduct of the war years was that the country was simultaneously partly occupied, with a population subjected to German control, and partly governed by a regime with pretensions of being autonomous.

    France took part in the Nuremberg International Military Tribunal starting in November 1945 to hear charges of war crimes committed by German officials. However, the country maintained a discreet silence about the complicity of French agencies in infamous deeds, the participation, willingly or reluctantly, of officials, police, magistrates, temporary administrators of Jewish assets, and professional groups in discriminatory activities. This silence was for some years accompanied by the myth, the visionary fancy, of a strong resistance movement supported by a majority of the French population.9 By this Vichy was minimised, and the Resistance was equated with the nation as a whole. France became full of RMS, resisters of mid-September 1944, a month after Liberation.

    The Gaullist political position during 'les trentes glorieuses’ of 1945 to 1975, thirty years of increasing affluence, minimised the wartime divisions in France, holding that collaboration with Germany was limited to a small number of people, and said little about the Vichy persecution of Jews. Fifty years later, specious defences of de Gaulle’s attitude were offered by old colleagues. At the trial of Maurice Papon in November 1997, Claude Bouchinet-Sereulles, a close associate in wartime London, explained that the General had never written about the Holocaust because ‘his pen did not lead him in this direction7. The influential Olivier Guichard, director of de Gaulle’s office in London, acknowledged that ‘the General did not want France to be on trial’ after the war. To this end, de Gaulle had inspired two myths: the Vichy regime did not really exist, and France had won the war, largely through its own efforts.10 In view of the Gaullist positions that Vichy was merely a parenthesis in French history and that the country needed national unity after the war, it is worth remembering that all three of the prime ministers appointed by de Gaulle while President of the French Fifth Republic had some association with the Vichy system or had lived in internal silence during the life of the regime. This had been anticipated in the Fourth Republic when individuals who had played some role in the Vichy years, such as Félix Gaillard and Jacques Chaban-Delmas, came to be more prominent.

    The best-known illustration of French reluctance to discuss the Vichy years with candour and objectivity was the twelve-year delay by the French state television network in airing the documentary Le Chagrin et la Pitié, made for television by Marcel Ophuls in 1969. The four-hour portrait of life in Vichy, drawn from archive footage of the period and testimony of those who lived in it, was a devastating picture of wide public support for Marshal Pétain and of the degree and the extent of accommodation and collaboration with the Germans, shattering the myth of a courageous, defiant French citizenry. The film was shown in a small Paris art cinema in 1971, and then on German and Swiss television, before finally being allowed on French television in 1981. By October 1981, over 15 million had witnessed on television this image of Clermont-Ferrand, a middle-sized, provincial town whose inhabitants in the main displayed themselves as weak and timorous and obsessed by their concern for material comfort.

    In the academy there was a troubling lack of research or interest by French historians in the early post-war years in the fate of Jews during the Vichy regime. The explanation is complex: the reluctance of historians was due partly to unwillingness to explore the wartime behaviour of administration, judiciary and police, some members of which were politically active in the Fourth Republic,- academic timidity prevented research on controversial subjects,- relevant archives previously unavailable were a treasure trove found only in 1991, largely through Serge Klarsfeld’s activities, in the Office of Veterans’ Affairs, where they had, according to him, been deliberately hidden for many years; French historical interest was diverted because of the influence of the Annales school, from contemporary affairs to 'la longue durée’.

    The political mood, also diverted from the subject, was expressed at the highest level. Explaining his surprising and controversial pardon of the anti-Semitic criminal Paul Touvier, in 1971, President Georges Pompidou at a press conference on 21 September 1972 asked: ‘Has not the time come to draw a veil over the past, to forget a time when Frenchmen disliked one another, attacked one another, and even killed one another?’ Pompidou’s timing, as well as his decision, was poor, and his plea for historical oblivion had the opposite effect, reminding people of, or bringing attention to, the crimes of Touvier and others supposedly committed in the interests of France.

    The consequent long-delayed judicial inquiry and indictment of a number of people active in the Vichy period - Jean Leguay in 1979, Klaus Barbie in 1983, Maurice Sabatier in 1998, Paul Touvier in 1991, René Bousquet in 1991 and Maurice Papon in 1992 - for crimes against humanity, occasioned more public interest in a dialogue regarding the treatment of Jews in wartime France. Publication of works by Holocaust deniers, especially by Robert Faurisson, Paul Rassinier and later by Roger Garaudy, former Stalinist turned Islamic fundamentalist, provoked bitter discussion of the Jewish experience. Ironically, Faurisson, the Holocaust denier sentenced in 1981 to pay a symbolic franc in damages to organisations representing former inmates of the death camps, made the Holocaust and anti-Semitism familiar issues.11

    They were also made familiar by the eruption of anti-Semitic attacks on Jewish cemeteries and synagogues and shops, and by anti-Jewish statements and actions in the 1980s. The most startling event was in Carpentras, the site of the oldest surviving synagogue in France, which dated from the fourteenth century. In May 1990 the Jewish cemetery there was desecrated and a body was exhumed and violated. In immediate response to the desecration of the cemetery, and more generally to the activities of the Holocaust deniers, the Gayssot law was passed in May 1990 making it illegal to contest the existence of crimes against humanity as defined by the statute of the International Military Tribunal (the Nuremberg trials) annexed to the London Accords of 8 August 1945.

    Thus, indifference on the part of the French people in the Vichy persecution of Jews diminished, though was by no means ended, for a variety of reasons. From the late 1960s, the combination of political events and judicial processes, intellectual and academic inquiry, and the proliferation of pertinent fiction and films, all contributed to greater awareness of French atrocities. Among the influential films, in addition to Le Chagrin et la Pitié, were Lacombe Lucien (1974) and L’Oeil de Vichy, directed by Claude Chabrol. In the former somewhat ambivalent film, a young peasant drawn to violence becomes an aide to the anti-Semites and the Gestapo even though he is in love with a Jewish girl. The latter film, with its presentation of wartime newsreels and radio broadcasts that aimed at making Marshal Pétain a national hero, implicitly condemned the men of Vichy through their own statements, in which they blame Jews and some others for inflicting defeat on France in 1940 and call for collaboration with Germany to fight against Bolshevism in order to build a new Europe.

    In addition, the publication of memoirs and personal accounts by the persecuted or their descendants, or by witnesses of wartime horror, has led to a more open and realistic evaluation of French behaviour during Vichy. Distance in time has not reduced intensity of awareness of that behaviour. In the public arena the dramatic and militant political protests in Paris and elsewhere in France in the summer of 1968, especially by students, critical of the policies and style of President de Gaulle, tended to call into question the Gaullist version of the regime, or non-regime, in France during the war.

    An intellectual sea change was brought about by the critical writings on Vichy by foreign historians, the most prominent of whom in the beginning were Robert Paxton and Eberhard Jäckel, both of whom made use of German archives.12 They were less inclined than most contemporary French historians at the time to accept a benign view of Vichy or to believe that the Vichy leaders might have played a ‘double game’ against the German occupiers or that they were coerced to collaborate and engage in discriminatory actions. In the subsequent book by Paxton and Michael Marrus, the French responsibility for persecution of Jews became unmistakably clear.13

    Attitudes, intellectual and political, began changing further as revelations unfolded. One provocative event was the interview entitled ‘Only lice were gassed in Auschwitz’, published in a major French popular political journal L’Express in October 1978, with Louis Darquier de Pellepoix, the former Vichy commissioner for Jewish affairs, which revealed an unrepentant anti-Semite, living in comfort in Spain. Attitudinal change accelerated during the 1990s. The growing literature and media presentations on the Holocaust; the American television series on the Holocaust broadcast in French; and the presidential decree of 3 February 1993 issued for a national day of commemoration were contributing factors. From the periphery of national attention the question of discriminatory anti-Semitic practices by the French of their own initiative has become more central.14 In the indictment of Vichy for its actions and legislation, it has become, and must remain, the most important single factor.

    For some French historians that factor has become too central, and they contend that too much emphasis has been placed in recent years on Vichy’s complicity in persecution of Jews.15 But today it is not possible to be ignorant of the Holocaust, which after lack of attention or knowledge for some years has now seeped into European consciousness, where it has been inextricably lodged in the discourse about the Second World War.16 Nor is it excusable to argue that too much emphasis can be put on a nation’s complicity in mass murder of its own citizens.

    This contention that too much emphasis is now being placed on the anti-Jewish policies of Vichy may, consciously or otherwise, reflect the changed climate in contemporary France, where the Jewish community, larger than in pre-war days and more varied, has become more assertive and less troubled about its identity, and more vocal and active in denouncing both the anti-Semitism of Vichy and the postwar silence about French complicity in the Shoah. Moreover, this objection to the centrality of anti-Semitism in discourse on Vichy can be linked not only to increased visibility of and more effective articulation by Jews in France, but also to the emergence of issues that affect Jews on the French national scene in the last twenty years or so: concern about assimilation of Jews, along with others; French hostility towards, as well as criticism of, the policies of the state of Israel; the prejudices openly manifested by the National Front of Jean-Marie Le Pen, and perhaps the influence of the writings of the Holocaust deniers. It seems misguided, if not disingenuous, to argue as some French historians do that by placing anti-Semitism at the centre of debate on Vichy, other issues pertinent to the war years are being neglected and that German pressure on France is being minimised. It is also fallacious to suggest that putting anti-Semitism at the centre makes discussion of Vichy more like a debate between French Jews and the rest of the nation than a debate between the nation and its own past. One might detect in an argument of this kind echoes of the familiar tactic of ‘blaming the victim’. Anti-Semitism, it is now acknowledged, has been a disease of non-Jewish society, and therefore much of the burden in dealing with it and assessing responsibility must be borne by non-Jewish individuals, who in the process need not forget other problems to be confronted.17

    Another issue that is relevant in the discussion of Vichy is the discourse about the interrelationship of memory and history that has become fashionable in intellectual circles in recent years. What Pierre Nora has called 'lieux de mémoire,' sites of memory defined as real or imagined units that have become, through human agency or the effects of time, elements symbolic of a given community, now abound regarding Vichy.18

    In his Assassins of Memory (1992) Pierre Vidal-Naquet suggested that memory is not history because history’s mode of selection functions differently from that of memory and forgetting. Nevertheless he integrated memory into his historical analysis and his devastating criticism of the Holocaust deniers. Memory is made even more poignant by the appearance of works such as Serge Klarsfeld’s French Children of the Holocaust: A Memorial.19 This book, with its text and photographs of 2500 of the 11,400 children under the age of eighteen who were deported from France to extermination camps between 1942 and 1944, constitutes powerful documentary evidence of the nature of the Holocaust and is a damning indictment of the French participation in, and collaboration with, the Nazi regime in the policy of genocide during the Vichy years from 1940 to 1944. Memory, individual and collective, though imperfect, has been valuable and potent for the record of names, faces and events, and for providing information in the uneven and delayed process of seeking retribution for criminal acts.

    Information and analysis of the Vichy regime are now plentiful, and are continually being reinforced by empirical studies, mostly of local areas or particular regions. That has led some, especially Henry Rousso, to believe that the French are obsessed with the memory of Vichy and with the actions of their elders during the Occupation.20 Certainly, the post-war controversies over the Vichy past, fuelled by the plentiful information and memories, illustrate the painful nature of memories of Vichy and also the difficulty for French people in being reconciled with their recent history in the ‘guerre franco-française’ that has not fully ended.21

    History is always being rewritten, partly because of new methods of inquiry, partly because new information becomes available, and partly because of changing political perspectives. History, as the Dutch historian, Pieter Geyl, wrote in Napoleon: For and Against, ‘is an argument without end’. At one end of the historical argument over Vichy is the claim that it upheld traditional Catholic and right-wing values that were supported by a considerable part of the population. Early histories by Robert Aron and François-Georges Dreyfus contrast the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ parts of the regime.22 For these writers, Marshal Philippe Pétain, the great hero of the First World War, elderly, patient, a believer in wait-and-see, was concerned with the moral regeneration of the country and saw the armistice as an interlude in the war. By contrast, Pierre Laval appears as the harmful or ‘evil’ genius, the collaborator who saw the armistice as an opportunity for France to participate in the New Order. In this view Laval was the sinister influence on policy, and the Marshal never issued any official proclamation that Jews were enemies of the state.

    More recent commentaries do not support this argument. Eberhard Jäckel clearly indicated the extent of Pétain’s collaboration with the Germans.23 Robert Frank, in an essay on poisoned memory, suggests that Pétain’s charisma anaesthetised public opinion to the anti-republican and anti-Semitic measures of the regime.24 More critical assessments of Vichy, from the path-breaking work by Robert Paxton to books by French authors such as Jean-Pierre Azéma and Marc Ferro, hold that the Vichy regime did not resist the occupation, willingly accepted collaboration with the Germans, wanted to change society and the state, and took part in anti-Semitic activity, sometimes under pressure and sometimes on its own initiative.25 Indeed, although the connotation of the term at that time is open to dispute, the word ‘collaboration’ was used by Pétain on 30 October 1940 after his meeting a week earlier with Hitler at Montoire when he said: 'It is with honour and to maintain ten-century-old French unity in the framework of the constructive activity of the new European order that I embark today on a path of collaboration … Follow me: Keep your faith in la France éternelle.’

    The abundant and rapidly increasing literature and media representations of Vichy and its personnel allow us to assess the regime objectively and to make judgements on the behaviour of people and institutions during the Vichy years. Yet those judgements belie easy generalisations because there were internal conflicts within the regime, differences in motivation of the participants, changes in emphasis and personnel during the four years of the system and varying relations with and pressures from the German authorities. At a minimum, Vichy practised policies of exclusion and persecution of Jews, policies in which anti-Semitism and xenophobia were prominent. This concept of politics stemmed from the intellectual strand in French thought which includes advocacy of integral nationalism, the belief in the organic unity of the French nation, and a long history of anti-Semitism. Foreigners, especially Jews of foreign origin, and other people regarded as undesirable would not be regarded as included in that unity. For some who held this point of view, all Jews would be excluded from that unity. Vichy participated in the round-ups and deportation of Jews, but it is debatable whether most of the leaders of the regime consciously approved a policy of extermination.

    Ambivalence in French history and politics is not a new phenomenon. Fifteen hundred years after the baptism, supposedly in Rheims, of Clovis, the founder of the Merovingian dynasty, opinions differ as to whether he should be praised as the father of France, as the man who created the first Christian monarchy in the West, or castigated as an unscrupulous opportunist. Not surprisingly, Jean-Marie Le Pen, the leader of France’s extreme right-wing party, anti-immigrant and anti-Semitic, sees Clovis as a symbol of ultranationalism. More pertinently for this subject, the Vichy regime named its highest medal for services to France and to Pétain after the francisque, the double-headed axe that Clovis used to kill a soldier. A modern example of this ambivalence is reflected in the personal history, to be discussed later, of François Mitterrand, a quintessential embodiment of the complex political culture of France, with its two, sometimes contradictory, heritages stemming from the Revolution of 1789: a yearning towards liberty and equality on the one hand and towards nationalism, order and French grandeur on the other. Mitterrand’s ambivalence about Vichy and his lack of candour about his own past reflect both the divisions, past and present, of the French and the reluctance of former officials and citizens to acknowledge the degree of their complicity in the Holocaust. Confession may be good for the soul, but it does not usually break through the layers of self-interest or complacent indifference to the fate of others. Pragmatic and personal interests for many French people in the post-war years had higher priority than assertion of moral values or concern for justice. For French people in the war years, living under an authoritarian regime and with fear of the Nazis, it is readily understandable how difficult it was to manifest those ethical principles or protest against injustice.

    It has long been recognised that of the 40 million French people alive in the war, 40 million were Pétainists and 40 million were Gaullists. Clearly, wartime France was not a country of heroic resisters, risking life and liberty, gallantly defying Nazi demands or attempting, subtly or otherwise, to sabotage them. In spite of the myth to the contrary, the Resistance movement was small and was operational in a significant way only in 1943-4. It is more probable that a majority of the population, undergoing the French crisis of identity, accepted Marechalisme: that is, attachment to the person of Marshal Pétain as the necessary head of the country.

    The myth of a heroic Resistance movement, cultivated by the media and intellectuals in post-war years, has been dispelled in many works over the last two decades. Relatively few, such as the writers René Char and Paul Eluard, were courageous in defying the Occupation in their work. On the part of prominent writers - André Gide, Paul Claudel, François Mauriac, Jules Romains, Roger Martin du Gard, even André Malraux until nearly the end of the war - the rule was silence or inaction. This silence was even more deafening in the case of Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, who so strongly influenced the climate of intellectual opinion after the war, because of their claim not only that they took part in the Resistance in a significant way, but that their courageous defiance inspired their conduct in peacetime.26

    Yet if France was not a hotbed of resistance, nor was it a land of infamous collaborators or supporters of anti-Semitic persecution. Most citizens, especially at the beginning, were passive or opportunistic, uninvolved in the crimes and atrocities in their country. Some, though disliking foreigners and anti-Nazi refugees, were troubled by the increasing extent of persecution but remained convinced of the need for the authoritarian Pétainist regime to replace the weak democratic republic with which they were disillusioned, to preserve the unity of France, to maintain order and discipline, and to make internal changes. Two problems arose from this formula. The first was that Vichy, instead of creating une union sacrée as in the First World War, began by excluding part of its population from the unity. The other difficulty was that Vichy policy meant putting the French administration and police at the service of the Nazi cause, and being a party to anti-Semitic laws and persecution of Jews.

    After fifty years of historiography on France the direct responsibility of Vichy for its anti-Semitic policies and for its contribution to the Final Solution is no longer an open question. No doubt Pétain himself and Vichy officials in general genuinely believed their actions would both protect and make manifest the existence of French sovereignty. More specious was the claim by Pétain that Vichy was in reality a shield against further German demands. Neither of these arguments can justify or excuse the increasingly severe policies of discrimination and persecution of Jews along the inexorable path to deportation. Nor can they explain away the reality that Vichy actively took the initiative in those policies and was not a passive instrument of the Nazis.

    The case made in early post-war hagiography of Pétain that he was an essentially ‘good’ person faced with the ‘evil’ Laval was never very compelling.27 It appears true that Pétain did not propose or support any programme of extermination of Jews, but he did nothing, apart from an occasional half-hearted attempt to save an individual Jew whom he considered meritorious, to prevent the flow of policies that led to that extreme end.

    Even admitting this ignorance or misunderstanding of German intentions for the Final Solution, Pétain was aware of the rhetorical vituperation and action by his supporters against the ‘enemies’ of France. He was a believer in stern measures against Jews for the welfare of France. Insisting at first that these measures be directed against foreign Jews only, he soon acquiesced in their extension to Jews, including some personally known to him, of French nationality whose families had long been in France. Unlike the situation in other European countries occupied by the Nazis, the very existence in France of an indigenous leader rather than one imposed by the conquerors, who was seemingly acceptable, at least at first, to the majority of the population, endowed Pétain’s policies and attitudes with a legitimacy that enhanced obedience to the law, in the process enlisting the obedience or gaining the acquiescence of the general population in persecution of Jews.

    The attitudes and policies of Pétain and the Vichy leaders can usefully be compared with those of the leaders of other European countries defeated by the Nazis. The closest equivalents to the Vichy attitude to Germany were the clerical rule by Father Josef Tiso in Slovakia and the authoritarian rule by General Milan Nedic in the Serbian part of the old Yugoslavia. Leaders of a number of countries - Norway, Belgium, Holland, Greece, Poland, part of the old Czechoslovakia - formed governments in exile in London,- no significant political figure in the home countries participated in collaboration. The Scandinavian countries exhibited two extremes; at one end was the infamous leadership of a hitherto minor figure in Norway, Vidkun Quisling, whose name is now synonymous with betrayers of one’s country as a result of his help to the Nazis; at the other extreme was the honourable and dignified conduct of King Christian in Denmark, who refused to be a collaborator. If Pétain was not a Quisling, he was not a King Christian either.

    Not surprisingly, information about the actions, not to mention motivation, of the participants in the Vichy regime remains incomplete. Archives, as with those of the Germans controlling the Drancy camp, were destroyed; some documents were shredded after the war to prevent embarrassment; some records, as with those of the French internment camps, have disappeared; some, as with accounting documents, were not well preserved; some, such as the archives of the Domaines, have not been found; some German records on France were taken to Moscow.

    Yet, if ‘the past is a foreign country’ in L. P. Hartley’s famous phrase, enough of the true reality of Vichy has been revealed over the last thirty years in scholarly works and dramatic presentations. Not everyone is comfortable with the emergence of truth,

    The woundless and invisible thought that goes

    Free throughout time as north and south wind blows

    in Swinburne’s optimistic lines, but systematic research has provided a more objective picture of Vichy than that provided by the writings, some apologias, in the first twenty years after the end of the war.28

    The most recent example of this objective analysis is the long, meticulously documented report of April 2000 written by eleven distinguished historians and professionals, members of the Mattéoli Commission set up in January 1997 by the Gaullist Prime Minister Alain Juppé, and confirmed by his Socialist successor, Lionel Jospin, a few months later. The Commission was headed by Jean Mattéoli, a non-Jewish former Minister of Labour, the President of the Economic and Social Council, and an honoured Resistance fighter, who had survived his deportation to the camps of Neuengamme and Bergen-Belsen.

    The Commission’s task in Juppé’s instructions, was ‘more than a moral obligation, it is a national obligation’. It was not a full-scale inquiry into the activities of French citizens and officials during the Vichy years. It was focused on the policies and mechanisms used in confiscating and stealing the assets of Jews and in eliminating Jews and Jewish influence from the national economy. Its picture of legal and administrative misdeeds in the elimination of that supposed influence portrays the discriminatory actions of Vichy in depriving Jews of personal freedom and occupations and in the commission of crimes against humanity. The sheer scale of the spoliation of Jewish property and assets, the detail with which the spoliation was prescribed, and the willingness, indeed sometimes enthusiasm, of the French authorities and professional groups to administer the spoliation, provides evidence for a severe indictment of the Vichy regime.

    Equally, that objective evidence is useful in France’s never-ending conflict between the desire to forget and the need to remember.29 The town of Vichy has been slow to erect any memorial to those who perished because of the policies of the Vichy regime or to notice the injustices planned there. Little reminder exists of the local round-up of Jews from the town in 1942. Street names in the town now memorialise French heroes: Foch, de Gaulle, Lyautey. Pétain is not noticeable except on the cover of old pastille boxes produced during the war and still available, if rare, in antique shops.

    Some light, if not a spotlight, is still needed to look afresh at France’s wartime record. A small indication of this need was the attempts to ban or prevent the showing of a film, Terrorists in Retirement, a documentary made in 1984 about young illegal Jewish refugees in Paris who carried out dangerous assignments in fighting the Nazi occupiers, but who were betrayed by local Communist Party members and turned over to the Gestapo in 1943. The protests of the Communist Party, part of the government coalition from 1982 to 1984 while Mitterrand was President, held up the showing of the film until the charges of censorship overcame them. Does France still need a reminder that if its citizens in the war were not docile culprits, they were not for the most part active heroes either? Does France still need to examine the extent to which the Vichy regime and its own citizens were participants in the implementation of the Shoah? Two years after President Chirac offered his apology on 16 July 1995, he gave the answer at a gathering of Jewish leaders on 2 March 1997: ‘We must pursue the duty of memory to its conclusion. We must ensure that the role of Vichy and its representatives is fully brought to light.7

  


  CHAPTER I

  THE JEWS OF FRANCE

  The Jewish presence in France goes back nearly 2000 years, to the Roman province of Gaul, to the Garonne valley and to the area along the confluence of the Rhine and Rhône. In the Middle Ages a small number of Jews lived in different areas, mostly in Provence and Languedoc but also in Limousin, Burgundy and the île de France, in spite of continuing hostility and mistreatment. Though Jews were able to enter professions and to trade, their situation was precarious. French kings regarded them as people to be exploited for revenue or used as a scapegoat to explain political or economic failures.1 Their status varied in different regions, from toleration in an area north of the Loire and in Champagne to hostility in other places.

  The First Crusade in 1096 led to considerable violence against Jews in Metz and Rouen, irrelevant to the struggle against the Muslim infidels in Jerusalem. Accusations resulted from growing Christian hostility: Jews were responsible for spreading disease, defiling the Christian Host and poisoning wells and rivers. The first accusation of ritual murder came in Blois in 1171. After the declaration of the Fourth Lateran Council, convened by Pope Innocent III in 1215, calling for Jews to be identified and excluded from society, the Council of Narbonne in 1227 ordered Jews to wear a distinguishing badge. King Louis IX, regarded as Saint Louis, implemented this in 1269 by a decree that Jews must wear a rouelle, a piece of fabric, on their clothing.

  Discrimination and persecution from the beginning of the Jewish presence included various forms of restrictions and extortions, banning of ownership or seizure of property, heavy taxation, brutal attacks, pressure to convert to Christianity and to listen to sermons, physical segregation and expulsion. Jews were massacred in a number of places and expelled from various provinces in the country during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. In 1306 Philip IV, the Fair, unfairly ordered the expulsion of Jews, and in 1394 Charles IV ordered them out of his domain. After Provence became part of the Kingdom of France in 1481, Jews were within twenty years expelled from that area.

  In spite of the persecution by the French kings, some Jewish cultural life continued in other parts of the country. In the eleventh century a northern French Jew, Rashi, in Troyes founded a Talmud school and wrote commentaries on the Bible and the Talmud. His pupils continued these commentaries and glosses on interpretations. These northerners were rivals of the Jews in Provence, who thrived in Marseille, Narbonne and Lunel until their expulsion in 1498. The southern Jews, especially the ibn Tibbon family, played an important role in transmitting philosophical and scientific knowledge from the east to the west, and helping translate works in Arabic by Jewish and Muslim scholars. The most important of these was the work by Maimonides, Guide to the Perplexed.

  In early modern history Jews came into France from different places.2 Sephardic Jews entered the country from Spain and Portugal, settling in the south-west, especially in Bordeaux and Bayonne.3 By the 1648 treaty of Westphalia, Alsace became part of France, thus adding a different group of Jews, Ashkenazis, to the French population.

  On the eve of the French Revolution about 40,000 Jews lived in the country.4 They can be categorised in four groups.

  The most integrated group consisted of the Sephardim in the southwest and the Provençal communities of the south, descendants from the marranos supposedly converted in Spain. Sometimes also referred to as ‘Portuguese Jews’, they became a part of the local upper class and served the government, as did the Gradis family.5 If in legal trouble, these Sephardim resorted to the French court system rather than to the rabbinical one. In 1723, in return for a substantial payment, the marranos were officially tolerated and their privileges confirmed. The 4000 Jews in the south-west obtained citizenship on 28 January 1790, the first Jews to be emancipated. A second group, some 2500 ‘Papal Jews’, protected by the Pope, who ruled the area, were in the Comtat Venaissinß centred in Avignon and Carpentras.

  The largest number, 70 per cent of the total, lived in Alsace, about 25,000, and in Lorraine with its 5500 ‘German’ or ‘Teutonic’ Jews. They were in Metz, the largest Jewish city in the country in the eighteenth century, in Nancy and Thionville, but excluded from Strasbourg. They were scattered in small towns and villages. These Ashkenazis, facing legal restrictions on residence and mobility and sometimes, as in Colmar, heavy taxation, were prevented from owning land, and worked in traditional Jewish occupations: pedlars, second-hand dealers, pawnbrokers and clothing goods makers. Living in close-knit communities, virtually autonomous corporations, they were highly organised with their own system of jurisdiction and were devoted to the Jewish tradition and the synagogue.6 Their villages resembled the shtetls of eastern Europe.

  In 1789 deputies from Alsace to the newly recalled National Assembly, which was divided on the Jewish question and on granting civil rights to Jews, opposed emancipation of Jews. The decree of 27 September 1791, however, emancipated all Jews, and those in Alsace became citizens.7 At the same time, their life was changed with the establishment of state-sponsored religious organisations which reduced the significance of their autonomous organisations on the one hand, while enlarging opportunities in economic and social life, including commerce, industry and the military, on the other. Emancipation did not end hostility against them. Anti-Jewish violence erupted in Alsace in 1793 when cemeteries were sacked, sacred tablets destroyed and synagogues closed.

  In spite of the hostility, the Alsatian Jews were devoted patriots. Affected by the loss of the two provinces, Alsace and Lorraine, to Germany after the French defeat in 1870, that patriotism was displayed when over 15,000 Jews, about a third of the Jews in the two provinces and about half of the total number of Jews in France at that time, who wanted to remain French, left the area. They also welcomed, as did the French population as a whole, the return of the two provinces to France after the First World War.8 Ironically, in view of events in the 1890s, among these fervently patriotic Jews who wanted to remain French was the family of Alfred Dreyfus.

  The Alsatians who left after 1870 largely went to Paris. A small number of Jews, about 1000 in 1789, lived in Paris, mostly in the Marais district. During the next century the Jewish population, though remaining at about one-quarter of 1 per cent of the population, became increasingly urbanised with Paris as the great magnet. By the end of the nineteenth century, almost the whole of the Jewish population of 85,000, out of the total French population of 39 million, was urbanised, compared with about one-third of the general population. Paris contained at least 60 per cent of Jewry in France, most working in the tertiary sector, commerce and the liberal professions, and in banking. Of the 440 individual owners of financial establishment in Paris, almost a quarter were Jews.

  Emancipation

  Emancipation had not come easily; even non-Jewish advocates thought it required the end of Jewish distinctiveness, the ‘melting’ as the Abbé Grégoire put it, of Jews into the national mass, or their conversion to Christianity.9 Enlightenment ideas, particularly tolerance and reason, naturally attracted Jewish leaders and thinkers. In Alsace, one of those leaders, Cerf Berr, in 1780 asked Moses Mendelssohn, the key figure in the Haskalah movement, advocating modernity for Judaism and the departure of Jews from their geographical, social, professional and linguistic ghettos, to write a memorandum arguing for emancipation.

  Mendelssohn passed on the task to Christian Wilhelm von Dohm, military counsellor to the King of Prussia. The translation by Mirabeau into French of Dohm’s work was published in 1782, just ahead of a royal decree of January 1784. The decree abolished the péage corporel, a corporal tax on Jews ‘which ranks them alongside animals … and seems to debase humanity’.

  Before the French Revolution numerous legal and social restrictions had been imposed on Jews, and to a lesser degree on Protestants. In 1787 civil equality was granted to Protestants. In the same year an essay competition on the question, ‘Are there any ways of making the Jews of France happier and more useful?’ resulted in awards to winners including the Abbé Grégoire, who proposed economic emancipation of Jews and the elimination of restrictions on them. After the Declaration of the Rights of Man, adopted on 26 August 1789, which ended discrimination, it took another two years before Jews enjoyed full civil rights. It took almost another hundred years before, in October 1870, Algerian Jews numbering about 35,000 were granted citizenship by the decree of Adolphe Crémieux, the Minister of Justice.

  With many barriers removed, Jews began to participate in the economic, political and cultural life of the nation, in the arts and music, in journalism and publishing, and in politics, starting at the local level and then nationally, with the first Jewish deputies to the legislature being elected in 1842. The funeral in 1858 of the Jewish actress Rachel, of the Comédie-Française, symbolised the new role of Jews in French life with the attendance not only of prominent Jews such as Adolphe Crémieux, but also of her two sons, one descended from Napoleon, and the other from General Bertrand.

  Crémieux had links to both the state service and the Jewish community. Coming from a family long settled in France, and with a distinguished career as lawyer, parliamentary deputy, political liberal and Minister of Justice, he was also a defender of the rights of Jews as full and equal citizens and a leading person in the Jewish Consistoire Central in Paris and in the Alliance Israélite Universelle in 1864.

  If in Alsace various factors fostered continuation of a traditional Jewish lifestyle and occupational distribution, with acculturation being measured ‘in generations, not years’, and with tension between tradition and modernity, increasing numbers of Jews in Paris and other large cities such as Lyon and Marseille were affluent and integrated, for the most part, into the French bourgeoisie.10

  The heterogeneous Jewish community responded to emancipation and to the possibility of changes in patterns of behaviour in different ways. Some adhered to the traditional communal autonomy and the Kehillah, Jewish life and culture. Others, beginning in the 1830s, sought a new Franco-Jewish identity, advocating a concept of regeneration or modernisation, which entailed socio-economic change, a more secular educational system, the end of some religious rituals, and the unification and centralisation of French Jewry.11 For this latter group, engaged in processes of acculturation and assimilation, the culture of France, the spiritual home, became more significant than group identity. The French Revolution was the new exodus for the Jewish people, who now had access to the universal rights of humanity. Vichy was to betray those rights and tread them under foot.

  Native and Foreign Jews

  In his 1893 book Israël parmi les Nations, Anatole Leroy-Beaulieu took the integration of Jews for granted. However, increasing Jewish immigration, mostly from eastern Europe, seen by some French people as a foreign invasion, slowed the process. By 1914, over half of the Jewish population in Paris, the magnet, were non-citizens. The Paris population displayed a double image. One consisted of the native Jews, earlier immigrants, now affluent, well placed, influential, with a bourgeois style of life. Politically, at least until the First World War, they were generally republican moderates attached to the ‘religion of the French Revolution’; few supported parties of the left until the 1920s.12 Contrasted to the native Jews were the new immigrants, non-citizens, poor, mostly from Poland, concentrated in the traditional artisan trades of textiles, furs, garments and shoemaking. Many speaking Yiddish, some speaking Ladino (Spanish-Jewish) or Chuadit (Portuguese-Jewish), they were more likely to hold more radical political and economic views, such as those of the Bund, anarchists, Bolsheviks and Mensheviks, than were the native Jews.

  The two groups were separated by both a wide social and economic gap, and a geographical one.13 The natives mostly lived in the richer western sections of the capital, while the new eastern Europeans lived in the central and eastern sections, the so-called Pletzl, the third and fourth arrondissements.14

  France, before and during the Vichy years, had long seen the Jewish population as divided into two parts: the French citizens, Israelites7, and the foreign 'Jews.' The first group, assimilated, acculturated, integrated into French life and loyal to France, proud of their past as veterans in the First World War, were self-defined as adherents of the Mosaic Law. The foreign-born Jews differed from the French Jewish population in their way of life, religious practice, language, use of Yiddish and attachment to Jewish tradition. The two groups also differed economically and by class. The French Jews were middle to upper class; they were professionals, commercial and business people, and intellectuals. They were assimilated into the secular educational system of the Third Republic, blending their Jewish inheritance and French patriotism. For this assimilated community, the Dreyfus affair was not so much a Jewish issue as a struggle between forces of justice and order. It saw the blatant anti-Semitism at the time as a temporary phenomenon ‘due to passing circumstances’ and limited to a few people.15 Foreign Jews were often manual workers, artisans or small tradesmen dealing in clocks and watches, jewellery, furniture and the like.

  The two groups also differed on the questions of Jewish identity, the Jewish role in the Diaspora and, later, on the response to the Nazi regime. Moreover, each group had its own institutional structure.16 The distinction between the citizen and the ‘foreign’ Jew was crucial, and was literally to be a matter of life and death in the wartime years and the Vichy regime.

  Linguistic differences also separated them. The newer immigrants, Ashkenazis from central Europe, spoke little French or French with an accent and also, especially in the older generation, Yiddish. Sephardim from Mediterranean countries spoke French with a different accent but spoke no Yiddish. Native Jews, the leaders, coming from families long resident in France, spoke the language with no accent.

  Generally, native and foreign Jews reflected different views on the place of Jews in the general society, on the meaning of Jewishness and on self-definition. Established, assimilated, bourgeois citizens referred to themselves as ‘Israelites’ or French people of Jewish origin or of the Mosaic persuasion.17 Distinguishing themselves from poorer Jews, they rejected the idea of a specific Jewish destiny, had little interest in Zionism, were conversant with French culture, were epitomised by the half-Jewish Marcel Proust, and articulated their patriotism and devotion to the Third Republic and its institutions, and to French republican ideas in general. Non-citizens, especially from eastern Europe, were more likely to define themselves as ‘Jews’, to observe religious practices, to be bound by ethnic ties, to have a Yiddish culture, and were more supportive of socialist or, to a lesser degree, Zionist movements.

  The self-definition of native Jews was perhaps expressed most eloquently by Marc Bloch, in his pungent book Strange Defeat. He wrote, ‘By birth I am a Jew, though not by religion, for 1 have never professed any creed, whether Hebrew or Christian … I was born in France. I have drunk of the waters of her culture. I have made her past my own.' In his testamentary instructions to his family, Bloch again repeated that he was born a Jew and never denied it, yet ‘I have … felt that I was above all, and quite simply, a Frenchman … I can declare that I die now, as I have lived, a good Frenchman’18

  He was a good Frenchman but also a tragic one with his expulsion from his university career and from his position as co-editor of the prestigious journal, the Annales, and finally his arrest, torture and execution by being shot in 1944. Equally poignant was the fate of Jacques Helbronner, prominent leader of the Jewish community before and during Vichy, who said at a meeting in June 1933, ‘French Jews are French before being Jewish.' His destiny was to be arrested and deported as a Jew to his death in Auschwitz.

  Some of the native Jews did minimise or dissociate themselves from their Jewish heritage. An example was the secularist Paul Grunebaum-Ballin, a former president of a section of the prestigious Conseil d’État, who refused, even after the start of Vichy anti-Semitic legislation, ‘categorically to consider myself a French Israelite, a French Jew. I am a Frenchman who is not of the Jewish race because there is no Jewish race … Nor am I a Jew by religion’19 Prominent Jews descended from rabbis - Bloch, Marcel Mauss, Robert Debré, Claude Lévi-Strauss - were assimilated intellectually into French culture. The composer Darius Milhaud defined himself as a ‘Frenchman from Provence of the Israelite persuasion’.20

  Of course a sharp categorisation of this kind needs qualification. Some prominent Israelites spoke of their adherence to the Jewish people as well as of their devotion to France. Léon Blum, early in his career, on 11 January 1923 explained in the Chamber of Deputies his Frenchness and his right to consider himself perfectly assimilated, but also that ‘I feel that I am a Jew. And I have never felt the slightest contradiction, the slightest conflict between these two areas of my consciousness.' Later, in his important Luna Park speech of 6 September 1936, Blum, the first Jewish Prime Minister, asserted ‘I am a Frenchman who is proud of his country, proud of his history, nourished as much as anyone else on its tradition despite my race’21 A later Jewish Prime Minister, Pierre Mendès-France, a supporter in London of General de Gaulle’s resistance to Vichy, declared ‘I am deeply aware that I am Jewish and my children know it too.

  The self-perception of these eagerly patriotic native Jews as French Israelites stemmed from the emancipation during the French Revolution, the first such emancipation in Europe, with its principles of liberty, civic equality, religious tolerance, individual citizenship with corresponding rights and obligations, and a universalist, rationalist, secular culture, which challenged particularist loyalties. The tension between the universalism of a wider society and Jewish particularism, still an issue in varying degrees in contemporary politics, can be observed in the celebrated speech of Count Stanislas de Clermont-Tonnerre in the debate in the Constituent Assembly on 23 December 1789.22 Supporting the proposal that Jews can be granted citizenship, he asserted: To the Jews as a Nation, nothing; to the Jews as individuals, everything … They must not form a political corps or an Order in the state; they must be citizens individually.' The Abbé Grégoire, conscious of the problem, also spoke of the need for Jews to acquire ‘healthy ideas’ that would make them forget their esprit de corps.23

  If the French nation was ‘the locus of identity, a symbol of membership and allegiance7, could the Jews with their own historic identity fit in? For the next two centuries the cohesiveness of the Jews was to arouse criticism as a distinct entity threatening the national identity. Rousseau had admired the endurance of ‘a swarm of unhappy fugitives7 turned by Moses into a political body, a free people that had lasted 5000 years. He was one of the few to praise rather than condemn, as was done by critics from all parts of the political spectrum, the concept of a homogeneous Jewish separate nation within the French nation. The ambiguity inherent in the situation was symbolised early after emancipation, when a celebration was held by the Jews of Metz in a synagogue in October 1792 in a civic festival for the republican victory at Thionville, during which the ‘Marseillaise’ was sung in Hebrew.24

  Napoleon and the Jews

  Napoleon was not an admirer of the Jews: ‘They are the carrion birds of humanity … they must be treated with political justice, not with civil justice. They are surely not real citizens.” He decided to improve them. They needed civic rectitude and order, French and secular learning, ‘useful professions’, and adaptation of ritual to appropriate French standards.26 He imposed a number of restrictions on commercial activities by Jews in money lending and commerce. Intermarriage was the way to end the Jewish people. By his ‘infamous’ decree of 17 May 1808 Jewish shopkeepers had to apply to the local prefect for an annual trading licence and for permission to trade in some economic fields.27 Jews were not allowed to settle in Alsace or to move without special permission. Nor could they use Hebrew in commercial transactions. Further, limits could be put on immigration of Jews into France. Not until the end of the Napoleonic empire was freedom of religion guaranteed, by decree of i April 1814.

  Napoleon insisted that Jews be governed by French rather than by Rabbinical law. In July 1806 he therefore brought together an Assembly of French Notables chosen by his government to answer questions on the relationship between Jewish law and civil law, on the jurisdiction of rabbis and on the loyalty of Jews to France. He then convened a Great Sanhédrin, two-thirds of which consisted of rabbis, to deal with these questions and replies to them. As a result Napoleon promulgated decrees in 1808 on the organisation of the Jewish religion.28

  Did the Sanhédrin speak truth to power? Historians disagree on the degree to which it appeased Napoleon.29 It did declare that Jews in France ‘cannot but consider themselves Frenchmen in France, and they consider as equally sacred and honourable the bounden duty of defending their country’. It also proposed the use of the term Israelites’ for co-religionists instead of ‘Jew’, which suggested a nation rather than a religion.

  One of the decrees of 1808 set up a state-supervised system of consistories, thirteen by the decree of 11 December 1808, for Jews throughout the country in départements, the administrative areas, with over 2000 Jews. A synagogue was also established with each consistory, each of which was led by a rabbi and laymen chosen by Jewish notables and approved by civil authorities. Jews under a particular consistory financed the local synagogue in the département until 1831 when rabbis and cantors were paid as state functionaries.

  The functions of the consistories were to act as liaison between the local Jewish population and the government, to supervise the practice of the Jewish religion, to maintain order in the synagogue, to oversee the moral and socio-economic welfare of Jews, to collect dues, to administer educational services, and to integrate Jewish values with French values, and loyalty to France and its culture.

  At the apex of the system was the Central Consistory in Paris, headed by the Chief Rabbi, who was obliged to have a priest-like mitre; it was the co-ordinating body in charge of general affairs, administering the rabbinical school and approving the choice of rabbis. The first Chief Rabbi was David Sintzheim, German born, who had been the Alsatian delegate to the National Constitutive Assembly in August 1789, where he called for emancipation of Jews in eastern France, and also protested against acts of violence against Jews in Alsace and Lorraine.

  Jews in French Society

  Though liturgical and other differences remained between Sephardim and Ashkenazis, Judaism became part of French religious pluralism. The state-imposed institutional framework meant adherence to values of religious tolerance and civic equality, educational reform and promotion of French patriotism in Jewish schools, and acceptance of civil law as the norm with Jewish law restricted to religious ritual. With the consistories dominated by affluent laymen rather than rabbis, the way was open for the transformation of Jews into assimilated Israelites.

  In light of the fate of Jews in Vichy France It is salutary to recall that Jews in France were the first in Europe to obtain the rights, privileges and responsibilities of citizenship. They benefited from the principles of universality of liberty and equality embodied in French law. Juridical inferiority was finally eliminated in 1846 when the Cour de Cassation ended more judaïco, the obligation for defendants and witnesses to take an oath in a synagogue. At the same time, the diminution though not the end of prejudice and the growth of assimilation, together with the embracing of secular schools, free, compulsory and public, also meant a gradual process of less rigid attachment to Judaism. Emancipation meant changing sufficient social, economic and religious behaviour to function in a modern society.

  This process was fostered by organisations other than the consistories, the most significant being the Alliance Israélite Universelle set up by Adolphe Crémieux in 1860 originally to ‘reconcile Judaism with the modern world’, to combine Jewish identity for those ‘attached with [their] heart to the ancient religion of [their] fathers’ with French culture, support of universal reason and the principles of 1789. The Alliance was created for the greater emancipation and moral progress of Jews and for relief of those who suffered, for civic equality and for strengthening self-improvement. Yet, through its influential school system it became a potent force for Instilling French culture inside and outside the country, for furthering French interests, and for embodying French humanism. It was the first Jewish movement that transcended national boundaries by its international network.30

  Like the rest of society, Jews varied in religious adherence, in socio-economic class and in occupational distribution. At one extreme were the artisans and pedlars, the immigrant working class mostly from eastern Europe, many living in the Marais district in Paris, the Pletzl. By 1872, a quarter of all Jews in Paris were foreign born; by 1939, a majority of Jews in France were foreign born.

  At the other extreme were the wealthy and well regarded, a few of whom received aristocratic titles, such as Rothschild, Hirsch, Horace de Günzberg and Cahen d’Anvers. Financiers and commercial entrepreneurs, Bamberger, Reinach and Péreire with his Crédit Mobilier, were prominent in Paris society, as was Mme de Caillavet, a fashionable hostess and mistress of Anatole France. Similar success stories were evident in a variety of fields: Meyerbeer at the Opera; Adolphe Franck at the Sorbonne; Michel Levy in publishing; and others in the business of textiles, mines and railroads. Jews were present in intellectual and academic disciplines, in the Grandes Ecoles, the University, even the military General Staff. By 1895 there were already five Jewish members of the prestigious Institut, and at least five army generals. In one year, 1897-8, twenty Jews were admitted to the prestigious École Polytechnique, and four to the equally important École Normale Supérieure.

  During the Third Republic, about fifty prefects or deputy prefects in administrative départements were Jews; the Hendlé family served in these posts for three generations. Jews rose to become senior judges, presidents of the courts of appeal, members of the two houses of the legislature and cabinet ministers.

  A prominent role in French public life was played by those whom Pierre Birnbaum has called ‘state Jews7 or ‘fools for love of the Republic’.31 They served and defended the republic, and the principles of the French Revolution, in distinguished positions - political, administrative and military - without, in most cases, converting to Christianity. In the Third Republic, between 1870 and 1936, fifty-two Jews became deputies, senators or ministers, a number of whom, starting with Crémieux in 1870, were Ministers of the Interior.

  In administrative and judicial posts, Jews were admitted to the Conseil d’État, the Grands Corps and all branches of the judiciary. Some fifty were prefects, deputy prefects or presidents of Conseils de Préfecture. Another twenty-five were army generals; some families, such as the Brisacs in Metz, evolved into dynasties of generals for about a century. Often forgotten was the fact that in the First World War, over 40,000 Jews served in the forces, of whom 7500 died and 3800 received citations.32 Of the 12,000 foreign Jewish volunteers, 2000 were killed. Paradoxically, in that war the Jewish Jules Moch, later to become a prominent politician and Minister of the Interior, received a fourth medal from Marshal Pétain personally.33
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