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Werner Dreier 

Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. 

“We must always take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the 

tormentor, never the tormented. Sometimes we must interfere. When human lives are endangered, 

when human dignity is in jeopardy, national borders and sensitivities become irrelevant.”  

- (Elie Wiesel in his Nobel Prize acceptance speech in 19861). 

“Bystanders, Rescuers or Perpetrators?”, an anthology published by the International Holocaust 

Remembrance Alliance (IHRA), examines the topic of the neutral countries and the Shoah. It implicitly 

encourages discussion of Elie Wiesel’s position that there can be no neutrality in the face of genocide 

and questions the significance of national borders and state protection. 

This publication, compiled by Corry Guttstadt, Thomas Lutz, Bernd Rother and Yessica San Román, 

poses a key question as to the relationship of these so-called “neutral” countries to the Third Reich by 

examining how they dealt with refugees. The book does not focus primarily on military, economic or 

political cooperation. It does not address the Spanish units fighting for the Wehrmacht, the arms 

factories in Switzerland, Swedish mining or imports of key wartime commodities through Portugal or 

Spain in what was effectively a three-way business relationship with Swiss banks. 

Although the book provides no explicit answer to the question of the relationship of the “neutral 

countries” and the Third Reich, the totality of the findings in these 28 essays do paint a picture of the 

acts and failures to act committed by Sweden, Switzerland, Spain, Portugal, Turkey and Argentina. 

Speaking with Primo Levi, Irene Flunser Pimentel calls Portugal a “gray area”: a country that was 

neither complicit nor one that put up any resistance (p. 156). Other essays focus more on the 

widespread anti-Semitism and anti-communist sentiments that could be observed in the Third Reich 

but which also shaped the actions of other governments and regimes. A country’s commitment to 

Jewish refugees seeking a safe haven from Nazi persecution depended on national interests and the 

interests of those in power. Anti-Semitism was widespread, and efforts to aid refugees in democratic 

societies were influenced by public pressure and were quite sensitive to the shifting power relations 

that came with the military successes of the Allies and American intervention in particular. Overall, 

however, commitment to refugees came too late and with too much hesitation. The general public 

gained greater awareness in the post-war period of the horrors of the mass-scale crimes committed 

by the Nazis, and the myths of numerous rescues of those being persecuted protected these countries 

from collective shame. 

When the Wehrmacht defeated France and occupied Paris in June 1940, around half of the 330,000 

Jews living in France were foreign born, of which 13,000 were Turkish citizens. These Turkish citizens 

now placed their trust in the protection their citizenship would provide them, but Turkey no longer 

recognized 10,000 of them as Turkish citizens. This was because a citizenship law adopted in 1928 

authorized the government to deprive citizens living abroad of their citizenship- should the State 

                                                           
1 https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/1986/wiesel-acceptance_en.html (last viewed 
07/04/2016) 

https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/1986/wiesel-acceptance_en.html


choose to do so - if they had not registered with the Turkish embassy in the last five years. The 

government’s real intent was to prevent the return of its Jewish citizens and, as I. Izzet Bahar writes 

(p. 157 et seq.), ordinary citizens were made “irregular citizens” who lost State protection and were 

no longer recognized by Turkey. They joined the large group of “Stateless Jews” whose countries – 

including Austria, Poland, Czechoslovakia and Lithuania – had been lost to German conquest or had 

revoked their citizenship, leaving them unprotected. Citizens of neutral countries or countries on 

friendly terms with the Third Reich were not as easy to deport as those who were Stateless since they 

were better protected by both international law and the necessary foreign policy considerations. In 

1943, the Germans presented the governments of neutral countries with an ultimatum: either 

repatriate your citizens or they would be deported. The Turkish government was asked to repatriate 

the remaining 3,000 Turkish Jews in France as well as some of those imprisoned in concentration camps 

back to Turkey. However, a specific government mandate prevented the Turkish authorities from 

processing the relevant applications, which meant it took until the spring of 1944 for several convoys 

to finally bring a total of 414 Turkish Jews back to Turkey, despite ongoing pressure from the German 

authorities. The fate of the remaining 2,600 is not known, as is the case with the fate of most Jews with 

Spanish, Portuguese or Argentinian citizenship whose countries delivered them to persecution. In 

contrast, democratic countries responded to political pressure and the public interest towards these 

persecuted people. And it was not only their own Jewish citizens facing persecution whom they 

received. Sweden accepted Jews fleeing persecution even if they did not have their full papers. 

Receptiveness to receiving refugees increased throughout the course of the war in both Switzerland 

and Sweden, and met with an increasing willingness to help by the public, as knowledge of the mass 

murders being perpetrated grew. 

The essays about Turkey, Spain, Portugal and Argentina make quite clear that these countries enjoy an 

image that is significantly more favorable than their actual role would justify. However, the essays 

about Switzerland and Sweden point more toward these two countries’ refugee policies generally 

being judged too harshly. Whereas in some essays in this collection, including Susanne Heim’s overview 

(p. 38), the notorious “J” stamp in German passports is attributed to a Swiss initiative, Salomé Lienert 

(p. 46 et seq.) argues that the German side would have proposed this stamp in Jewish passport holders’ 

travel documents in order to prevent the imposition of a general visa requirement for all German 

nationals. The Swiss side accepted this proposal “despite legal and ethical concerns within the Swiss 

political leadership and the foreign policy establishment” (p. 47). And as Ruth Fivaz Silbermann 

summarizes, “Switzerland's refugee policy was not as bad as is sometimes argued” (p. 98). 

The (life-saving) policies of democratic countries were influenced by more than public awareness; the 

United States War Refugee Board, for example, placed considerable political pressure on Portugal, not 

to mention that sloppiness and corruption also played a role. The Swiss allowed several hundred Jewish 

children into the country when the border was officially closed, but only if they were young enough, 

were orphans or came from the border area. Switzerland later went on to adopt a semi-official policy 

of tolerating Jewish refugees, but they were at the mercy of border officials. Eduard von Steiger, the 

Swiss Federal Councillor responsible for refugee issues, officially proclaimed that “the boat is full,” but 

unofficially called for a suspension of rejections at the border, at least while the violent protests in 

Switzerland triggered by the deportations from France persisted (Ruth Fivaz-Silbermann, p. 92). As Uki 

Goni explains, although the Argentine government sought to prevent the immigration of Jewish 

refugees through a secret decree, there were still enough corrupt consular officers in Europe and 

corrupt or incompetent border officials at the Bolivian-Argentine border to allow some 50,000 Jews to 

enter Argentina between 1933 and 1950. However, Argentina delivered 100 Argentine Jews to their 

deaths by refusing to repatriate them, much to the Germans’ surprise (p. 239). 



Argentine Foreign Minister Adalberto Rodriguez unveiled a plaque at the Argentine Foreign Ministry 

in 2001 honoring 12 diplomats said to have saved Jews. The plaque was taken down in 2005 after 

research by Uki Goni indicated that the plaque portrayed a rescue that was nothing more than a myth. 

One of the diplomats commemorated on the plaque had failed to renew the passport of a non-Jewish 

Argentine he assumed was Jewish. Another diplomat honored for his rescue of Jews had steadfastly 

refused to save those 100 Argentine Jews whose repatriation had been demanded by the Nazis. 

The fourth section of the publication (following the sections on Jewish refugees before the war, Jewish 

refugees during the war and neutral countries’ responses to the Holocaust, and before the final section 

on remembrance and education) deals with rescue myths, public debates and historical studies. The 

essays in this section register the conclusion that rescue myths are most virulent precisely where public 

debate and the processing of this part of history are the least well advanced. The three essays on Spain 

(Alejandro Baer and Pedro Correa Martin-Arroyo), Turkey (Pinar Dost-Niyego) and Argentina (Uki Goni) 

discuss not only these myths but also the question of their role. They seem to be used as a kind of 

distraction from the military and economic support of the Nazi regime and, in the case of the Iberian 

Peninsula, the forced link with the West. For Argentina, the distraction is from the reception and 

integration of thousands of people incriminated as Nazis. In Spain the rescue myth also serves as a 

cover-up of the crimes committed during the Civil War and the Franco dictatorship – crimes that have 

been completely pushed aside for many, many years. In Turkey these myths serve to distract from 

dealing with the Armenian Genocide. Often projected with philo-Semitic tones and aimed at a 

rapprochement with Israel, these rescue myths tend to be supported by local Jewish communities. The 

Jewish community in Spain supported Franco’s rule in exchange for increasing acceptance. Alejandro 

Baer and Pedro Correa Martin-Arroyo are adamant that these rescue and survival narratives served to 

retroactively justify fascism, with the figure of the “Righteous Among the Nations” playing a 

particularly important role here. They also mention the phenomenon currently being observed in 

Austria today of linking the extreme right-wing with Holocaust narratives to espouse xenophobic 

propaganda against Islam: “…these groups use the Holocaust to disseminate neo-fascist xenophobic 

hate speech by metaphorically bridging it to a Holocaust ‘to come’.” The globalized “Holocaust memory 

culture” is said to have generated a new legend in Spain but has not contributed in any way to a critical 

illumination of this part of history (p. 215).  

In Turkey, Holocaust remembrance serves primarily as distraction from the Armenian Genocide and as 

a barrier to foreign countries recognizing the genocidal violence perpetrated against the Armenians. 

Here too, the Jewish community plays an important role: the role of hostage. In 1982 Turkey 

intervened against a conference on genocide studies scheduled to be held in Tel Aviv, arguing against 

examining the genocide perpetrated on Armenians and threatening reprisals against the 18,000 Jews 

in Turkey and the severance of its relationship with Israel. According to Pinar Dost-Niyego, Turkey had 

a similar response to the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. Turkey argued that an exhibit 

on the Armenian Genocide in the museum would hamper its relations with Israel and that it would no 

longer be able to guarantee the safety of its Jewish community. Both Israel and the Jewish community 

in Turkey supported this intervention, which ultimately proved successful. 

In response to this, Yehuda Bauer, Honorary Chairman of the IHRA, wrote, “For the last two years I 

have been on the receiving end of direct pressure by the Turkish representative in Jerusalem, by the 

Turkish embassy in London, by my own Foreign Office representatives and by the Jewish Community 

in Istanbul.”2  

                                                           
2 Quoted in Edward T. Linenthal: Preserving Memory. The Struggle to Create America’s Holocaust Museum, 
Columbia University Press 1995, p. 234 et seq. 



Turkey holds observer status in the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance. However, it is not 

only with regard to Turkey that the IHRA is interested in a more detailed and in-depth discussion on 

the purpose of Holocaust remembrance. The second volume of this IHRA publication series makes a 

promising start. 
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