The Burden of Bitburg

by Robert McAfee Brown

Mr. Reagan's public relations staff promised the world that his
speech at/EZigen-Belsen concentration camp would be ''very emotional,"
and would convince us that the visit to the Bitburg cemebary was appropriate.
-Emotional the speech was, convincing it was not. Although the president
spoke with great eloquence, it was too late for crafted words, written
by another hand, to overcome the sequence of insensitive presidential
deeds preceeding it.
We need to remember the sequence:
1. When the presidentiatl trip to Germany was first under discussion,
Mr. Reagan categorically ruled out a visit to the Dachau concentration
camp, site of tens of thousands of Jewish murders by SS &roops, asserting
that it was time to forget the past and think of the future. That decision "u#
daa duian_ on
Ad'rsm:'r:ssed forty years of Jewish effortsto keep the memory alive so that it
would never happen again, and made hollow the subsequent presidential
rhetoric at Bergen-Belsen that we must "never forget." It—was Ehe initial
e Phad we anz e Uit 8o d to
item on his aqendakthetzwg:meet forget.
2. At the urging of Chancellor Kohl, Mr. Reagan agreed to visit a
German cemetary at Bitburg to honor the war dead, a deed with reconciling
possibilities wuntil it was learned that Bihburg contained the graves of
49 members of the SS, those who created and administered Dachau and the other
concentration and=desth camps. The appropriate response in the face of
this infor...tion would, of course, have been to cancel the visit, as Elie
Wiesel, a survivor of Auschwitz, &#o eloquently pleaded with the president to
do. Mr. Reagan refused to do so, for fear of offending Chancellor Kohl
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and endangring our NATO ties. The decisionﬁdid d ; nd7ad 1 Jewish

survivors and the families of Jewish victims, as well asald—octhers=with
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yranyy oAun. Comansend.
" moral- sensitivities. The message Mr. Reagan's decision communicated was:
. ud To
it is appropriate to forget the murdered Jews at Dachau amd honor their
N
SS murderers at Bikburg.
justhify
. 3. Seeking to/xexmmp/this eect—ef-morei XrRREIEX¥Xk¥X insensitivity,..
?
A}ifjifvﬁeagan made things worse by telling the world that the Ggrman soldiers

were victims of Hitler's policies just as surely as those who had died in
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the concentration camps.A'Fhis appalling equatieg‘not only demonstrated
6la o o

ethical insensitivity ea—the narb-of—-the-president, butAtota] incomprehen-
sion of the tortures, the g.usings, and the burnings that were the daily
order of life and death in the Dachaus of World War II. It is no wonder
that Jews were even more deeply outraged, and that &k peop]e4wh£h ethical
sensitivity recoiled from such a judgment.

4. Bowing to the—weinht—ef public outcry, Mr. Reagan finally agreed
to visit o concentration camp rlaspite his original intention not to do so.
Unfortunately the gesture could not be interpreted as a change of heart but
only as a public relations concession, coupled as it was with the reiterated
insistence that the Bitburg visit would proceed as planned. Honoring the
murderers remained on the agenda.

5. The day before the trip Mr. Reagan moved from the defensive to
the offensive, in both senses of the latter word, by stating that he had a
"moral duty" to go to Bitbury, a conviction that even Secretary of State
Shultz echoed. To feel moraily comp~lied to lay a wreath at the resting

S S AUAARNLA . Apalit o
place of some of thegmes£=bsutal=cr$&inals in all -the.annals—eof-histery-makes-
neressary a new definition of "morality," amd No amount of subsequent oratory
can undo such a lack of moral discrimination.

6. Finally, the president, instead of taking any responsibility for

his series of moral lapses, blamed the press for the outcry.
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What are we to make of this eimest—umbelievable scenario, in which

each time Mr. Reagan spoke for himself he indicated lessening sensitivity
]- . t
to the moral issues involved’ One wants to give the leader ef—emel-s—paticen
A
the benefit of the doubt in & wma'itcr of controversy)} bet in this case one
cannot. One looks imxxaim for any acknowledgement from Mr. Reagan that a
or

mistake had been made, and;looks in vain. Only in the "emotional" script,
written for the president by a specially summoned speech writer, did a new
note begin to emerge. It was too much, too late.

One has a right to be angry, not only for the image the world now
has of the insensitivity of our president, but even more for the deep and-
trremedial pain he has inflicted on Jews over a space of several weeks.

But even more than anger, one feels sadness, sadness that the pres-
ident had no moral resources to redeem the events until the time for credib-

(Y4 at
ility had long since passed. The burden of Bitburg is that we must not forget
the episodes that led wp to it, no matter how much the White House aides
Th o

encourage us to do so. We nuerd Lo use &he episodes surreundimg—it to
initiate new reflections of our own about the meaning of remembrance, of

reconciliation, of new beginnings. But we shall no longer look to the White

House for help.



