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Introduction




MY DECISION TO ADD one more book to the vast literature dealing with the destruction of European Jewry is a result, indirectly at least, of that very vastness. I have witnessed in the course of the past fifty or sixty years the transformation of the Holocaust from simply one of the many atrocities committed by a brutal totalitarian regime into a central feature of the Second World War. Today vivid reminders of the Third Reich’s murderous anti-Semitic policy are to be found everywhere. There are museums, monuments, memorials, and commemorations. There are remembrances, anniversaries, scholarly meetings, and academic conferences. There are monographs, periodicals, plays, films, and television specials devoted exclusively to the Holocaust. It has become part of the college and even the high school curriculum, with various courses designed to explain its significance and entire departments devoted to the study of its background. It is now as much a part of the history of the Second World War as the siege of Stalingrad or the invasion of Normandy or the Battle of the Bulge. Is there anyone in the United States and Europe who has never heard of Auschwitz?

The Holocaust has in fact become more than an object of remembrance and mourning. It has emerged as a significant element in our culture, attracting the attention of essayists, novelists, Broadway impresarios, and Hollywood moguls. The memoirs of its survivors are being read today with great avidity. Some of those who lived through the terrible years of the Nazi occupation have achieved the status of living martyrs, Jeremiahs warning the rest of us against the evils of racism, bigotry, cruelty, and indifference to human suffering. Movies portraying the brutalities inflicted on the Jews of Europe continue to attract large audiences. Sometimes high school students are urged or even required to see those movies, although the young viewers, bored or rebellious, do not always display the expected solemn respect for what is being shown on the screen. No matter. What counts is that an unspeakable horror that was once largely ignored, often deliberately, is now receiving the attention it deserves. Those who identify with the victims of the Holocaust find a deep psychological satisfaction in the knowledge that these victims, and thus they themselves, are finally receiving the recognition that was for so long denied to them.

Here is the key to the continuing and growing preoccupation with the Holocaust. What accounts for it is not only a resolve to memorialize those who perished so cruelly, scorned and abandoned, more than half a century ago. There is also the feeling that public acknowledgment of the atrocities committed against the victims of the Holocaust represents a tacit admission of injustices that may have been committed against those related to or descended from the victims. This, no doubt, is what the historian Charles S. Maier means by suggesting that the establishment of museums to commemorate the destruction of European Jewry is not motivated solely by an intellectual interest in history; it is also “part of a memory industry.” The relationship between former perpetrators and former victims cannot be determined by paid debts or material compensations: “Confessional memory is demanded as the only valid reparation.” The sense of guilt on one side and of victimhood on the other is an essential aspect of the collective remembrance of the Holocaust. It underlies the unremitting efforts to keep the past alive by various external, material reminders.1

The success of these efforts is attested to by the growing demand of other aggrieved minorities for acknowledgment of the sufferings they have had to endure and for some form of compensation for those sufferings. Such minorities often regard the original Holocaust, the Jewish one, as a model to be studied and emulated, sometimes with a touch of envy or even resentment. Here again Maier argues that “as a claim upon official memory, the victim’s anguish comes to be seen as a valuable possession. Other peoples also want the status of victimhood.”2

His argument sounds persuasive. After all, are the Jews the only ones who suffered discrimination, oppression, brutality, and mass murder? What about the ill treatment the African American minority had to endure during centuries of slavery and even afterward? Does it not call for public repentance and commemoration as well? Is it not also part of a holocaust, a “Black Holocaust”? And what about Native Americans, who once were the proud masters of a continent but are now forced to endure hardship and discrimination on desolate, impoverished reservations? And then there are the Armenian Americans, whose grandparents and great-grandparents were the victims of mass extermination during the First World War. Don’t these victims deserve as much sympathy as those who perished in the Second World War? For that matter, there is no reason that the Irish peasants who died in the great famine of the 1840s, while the British government looked on in indifference, should not be recognized as victims of a holocaust as well. Was their fate any less tragic than that of other persecuted minorities in the Old World and the New?

In short, as Maier maintains, all oppressed groups have been encouraged by the example of the Jewish Holocaust to pursue the “general goal of seeking respect, attention and validation.” The Jews are by no means the only ones “demanding attention from others.” There are now many more. As a matter of fact, “modern American politics, it might be argued, has become a competition for enshrining grievances. Every group claims its share of public honor and public funds by pressing disabilities and injustices. National public life becomes the settlement of a collective malpractice suit in which all citizens are patients and physicians simultaneously.”3

But if there is indeed a competition among various aggrieved minority groups for the acknowledgment of past injustices, the lead in that competition belongs indisputably to the Holocaust, the Jewish Holocaust. To be sure, not all countries regard it with the same reverential respect as the United States. There is general agreement that the extermination of European Jewry was a tragedy, an atrocity. But it is also sometimes compared to or lumped with other cruelties and barbarisms committed during the Second World War. There are even occasional grumbles, especially in Eastern Europe, that the Jews are monopolizing the compassion of posterity. What about the non-Jewish victims of Nazi brutality? Did not the Poles and the Czechs and the Greeks also endure heartbreaking losses under the occupation of the Third Reich? And should not their pain and sorrow be recognized as well? Others feel that their own sufferings, though not inflicted by the Nazi regime, deserve just as much recognition, just as much pity. “Does anyone think it was fun to be a Lithuanian or a Latvian or a Ukrainian living under the tyrannical rule of the Soviet Union?” they ask indignantly. Still, while in the Old World the Holocaust, the Jewish Holocaust, has to compete at times with other holocausts for public remorse, in the United States it continues to be viewed as the unparalleled atrocity of the twentieth century.

But it was not always that way. During the 1940s, while the extermination of European Jewry was still going on, and even in the early postwar years, the genocidal program of the Third Reich was generally portrayed by the American government and viewed by the American public as only one of the many brutalities for which National Socialism was responsible. Indeed, after it had been established beyond doubt that millions of Jews had perished simply because they were Jews, their death was still widely viewed as just one among the various unspeakable crimes committed by the Germans. After all, Nazi fury had been directed against many national, ethnic, religious, political, and ideological minorities regarded as hostile to the Third Reich. Why, then, should the Jews be singled out as the chief victims? The strategy generally adopted by the shapers of American public opinion was to insist that the war was being fought in defense of all nationalities, all races, all faiths. To have suggested that the heavy sacrifices, human and material, which the United States was forced to endure during the war were being incurred, even partly, in order to save European Jewry would undoubtedly have had an adverse effect on national morale.

In fact, the popular attitude toward Jews in America had from the outset not been entirely favorable. To a considerable extent, it resembled the popular attitude in Europe. The Jews seemed different, strange, alien. They were not like most Americans, like real Americans. They were often greedy, pushy, devious, and clannish. All the charges that had been leveled against them in the Old World could be heard, though not quite as loudly, in the New. Their admission to higher education and the learned professions was still restricted. They remained excluded from fancy social clubs and fashionable resorts and hotels. In short, the various forms of prejudice that Jewish emigrants hoped to escape by crossing the Atlantic continued to confront them, even if in a less blatant form, on the other side.


Surveys of public opinion show, moreover, that distrust of Jews actually increased during the war years. Asked which national, religious, or social groups in the United States were a threat to the country—Jews, Negroes, Catholics, Germans, or Japanese—a plurality of respondents consistently named the Jews, more even than the Germans. In August 1940, 17 percent of respondents regarded the Jews as a menace, as opposed to 14 percent for the Germans. In February 1941, the figures were 18 and 14, and in October 1941, 20 and 16. The entry of the United States into the war changed the proportions briefly: 15 percent for the Jews and 18 for the Germans in February 1942. But then the earlier pattern reemerged. By December 1942 the Jews were ahead once again, 15 to 14 percent, retaining their unenviable lead throughout the war period and beyond: 24 to 6 in June 1944, 19 to 4 in March 1945, 20 to 3 in June 1945, and 22 to 1 in February 1946.4

Members of the Jewish community in the United States may have taken some comfort in the knowledge that they were regarded by fewer than a fourth of their countrymen as a threat to the nation. But it is also clear that even among those who did not view them as disloyal there was distrust and suspicion of Jewish influence and ambition. Long-standing popular misgivings about the role of Jews in national life were aggravated by the hardships of daily existence in wartime. Such misgivings were in fact more prevalent than the suspicion that the Jews were a threat to America. Responses to a public opinion survey asking whether “you think the Jews have too much power in the United States” showed a steady increase in the popular perception of excessive Jewish influence in public affairs. During the immediate prewar years, a plurality of respondents declared—though sometimes by only a narrow margin—that they did not believe the Jews had too much power. In March 1938, the percentages were 41 “yes” and 46 “no” in May 1938, they were 36 and 47; in November 1938, 35 and 49; and in February 1939, 41 and 48.

Then the balance began to change. The defeat of France in the spring of 1940, the decision of Great Britain to continue fighting, and the bitter debate in America over involvement in the war led to a growing belief that Jews did in fact exercise excessive influence and were using that influence to drag the United States into a dangerous military conflict. In April 1940, the weight of the responses shifted for the first time to the affirmative, 43 percent to 40 percent. In August 1940, the opposing views were still evenly divided, 42 to 42. But thereafter the “yes” answers grew more and more numerous, gaining first a plurality and then an absolute majority. In February 1941, they were ahead 45 percent to 41; in October 1941, the figures were 48 and 37; in February 1942, 47 and 38; and in December 1942, those responding that Jews did have too much power outnumbered the combined “noes” and “don’t knows” by 51 percent to 33 and 16, respectively.

After that the American public became increasingly convinced that the Jews did indeed have excessive influence, although by then victory was beginning to look more and more likely. In May 1944, after the American triumph in North Africa, after the fall of Mussolini, and after the Allied occupation of southern Italy, popular distrust of Jewish influence in the United States actually grew, with 56 percent of the respondents in a survey expressing concern, while 30 percent saw no threat. In March 1945, following the liberation of France and during the invasion of the Third Reich, the percentages remained almost unchanged, 56 and 29. In June 1945, after the unconditional surrender of Germany and on the eve of victory against the Japanese in Okinawa, they were somewhat more one-sided, 58 to 29. In fact, as late as February 1946, six months after the end of the war, the popular perception of Jewish power had hardly changed. The percentage of those who thought it excessive was still 55, while those who disagreed had increased only moderately, to 33.5

Such statistics will probably come as no surprise to anyone who lived through the war years, especially if he had served as an enlisted man in the armed forces of the United States, for he would then have discovered, if he did not already know, that he did not have to cross the Atlantic to encounter the Brownshirts and the SS men. He could find them right here in America, wearing the familiar khaki uniform, in his own platoon, in his own barracks, eating at the next table, sleeping in the next bunk. It was easy to recognize them. They were the ones who would insist loudly that “we should be fighting those goddamn niggers instead of the Germans,” or that “the only mistake Hitler made was not killing all the Jews.” They would become especially vociferous in the evening, after consuming a few bottles of beer in the PX or a local bar, trying to relax after a hard day’s marching and drilling.

Their numbers should not be exaggerated, to be sure. They were no more than a small minority. Yet the others seemed indifferent rather than shocked or surprised by what the hard-core bigots had to say. They had heard such sentiments before. In fact, many of them displayed a casual, unselfconscious bigotry of their own, which could at times turn quite ugly. They would tell jokes about the greediness of the Jews or the obtuseness of the Poles or the laziness of the Mexicans or the simplemindedness of the blacks. It never seemed to occur to them that what they were saying might be found objectionable. If anyone did protest, he was usually dismissed as lacking a sense of humor or being too touchy or interfering with the right of others to voice their opinions. Why should any reasonable person feel offended by a few harmless ethnic jokes or familiar racial stereotypes?

Here again, it is hard to tell how many Americans shared this scornful attitude toward various minorities. But it was a large enough number to be a source of concern to the government officials responsible for maintaining public morale in a time of war. They did not generally share the popular ethnic prejudices; in fact, most of them disapproved. But they also recognized that during a total military conflict, when the civilian population had to endure shortages and privations, when millions of young men were being conscripted and sent into battle, when day after day the newspapers were printing the names of soldiers who had been wounded or killed in combat, it was of the greatest importance to insist that these sacrifices were being made in the interest of everyone, in the defense of all Americans, for the security of the nation as a whole. To single out any particular group as the chief victim of the enemy’s brutality could prove dangerous. The hardships that all were forced to endure had to be made to appear necessary for the protection of all. And conversely, to start making distinctions between the degree of danger or intensity of suffering facing various ethnic components of the American population might undermine the unity of purpose essential for victory.

That was why the Holocaust was generally portrayed as only one of the many atrocities committed by the Third Reich. At first, reports concerning the systematic extermination of European Jews were treated by the U.S. government and the press as unconfirmed rumors—rumors that had some basis in fact, no doubt, but that were probably exaggerated, perhaps deliberately so. Even late in the war, after the evidence that the Holocaust had not only taken place but that the number of its victims had been greatly underestimated became irrefutable, public opinion continued to group the atrocities committed against Jews with the atrocities committed against Poles, Russians, Czechs, Serbs, Greeks, Belgians, the French, and the Dutch.

The reason is clear. First of all, to emphasize the mass murder of European Jewry might lend credibility to the German claim that the war had been started by the Jews in order to defeat the efforts of the Hitler regime to free its people from alien domination. But even more important was an awareness by the American authorities of the undercurrent of native anti-Semitism, which had existed for a long time but which had been greatly intensified by the hardships of military conflict.

Only in the early 1960s did the extermination of the European Jews emerge as a unique aspect of the Second World War—indeed, as its central horror. Why this change in the public perception took place so long after the event itself is still not entirely clear. But its effect is obvious. A subject that had until then been consciously and deliberately deemphasized suddenly became the focus of popular interest as well as scholarly study. A vast literature now began to emerge dealing with life and death in the ghettos, the establishment and operation of the extermination camps, the submissiveness of some of the victims and the resistance of others, and the recollections and reflections of the survivors.

Yet while the Holocaust itself has been studied and analyzed and interpreted for more than forty years, the reasons for its relative neglect in the period immediately following the Second World War have only recently attracted attention, notably in Peter Novick’s 1999 book, The Holocaust in American Life. The book is sharp, perceptive, and persuasive, though it becomes at times a little discursive, a little repetitious, hard to follow on some points, and given to musings or speculations on others. Still, it is the most systematic attempt so far to explain the emergence of the Holocaust as a focus of worldwide interest and sympathy.

According to Novick, the coming of the cold war had the effect of diverting public attention in the West from the brutalities committed by the Third Reich to those perpetrated by the Soviet Union. “The Russians were transformed from indispensable allies to implacable foes,” he argues, “[and] the Germans from implacable foes to indispensable allies.” The result was a relocation of “the apotheosis of evil—the epitome of limitless depravity” from Berlin to Moscow, from Hitler to Stalin. Since U.S. public opinion had to be reoriented to accept this new perception of the dangers threatening the nation, symbols like the Holocaust, which had reinforced the earlier view, ceased to be “functional.” In fact, they now became “seriously dysfunctional,” because they reminded Americans that only yesterday “our new allies had been regarded as monsters.” The need to maintain friendly relations with the recently established German Federal Republic thus led to an obscuration of the crimes committed by the Third Reich. The Holocaust became in a sense a victim of the cold war.6

Still, if the outbreak of the Soviet-American diplomatic conflict in the late 1940s had the effect of diverting public attention from the extermination of European Jewry, what led to its refocusing in the early 1960s? Here Novick points to several cultural and political developments which, in his opinion, helped arouse popular interest in a subject many had previously preferred to overlook. There was, first of all, the trial in Jerusalem of Adolf Eichmann, graphically reminding the world of the horrors of the Holocaust. A year later, in 1963, Hannah Arendt’s book appeared, attracting a wide readership not only with its account of the trial but also with its sharp analysis of “the banality of evil.” At the same time, Rolf Hochhuth’s controversial play The Deputy accused the papacy of moral faintheartedness for failing to condemn the genocidal policies of the Third Reich publicly. The Holocaust began to emerge in American culture as “an event in its own right, not simply a subdivision of general Nazi barbarism.”7

What completed the apotheosis of the destruction of European Jewry, Novick concluded, was the conflict between Israel and its Arab neighbors, especially the Six-Day War of 1967 and the Yom Kippur War of 1973. The successful struggle for survival of the Jewish community in the Middle East helped awaken memories of the doomed struggle for survival of the Jewish community in Europe. American Jews in particular became determined not to let the 1960s and 1970s become what the 1930s and 1940s had been. The Holocaust thus turned into a psychological weapon in the struggle over Israel. Jews and Gentiles alike were exhorted that this time there must be no deportations, no death marches, no extermination camps, no gas chambers. The Nazi genocide became a symbol and a warning. As such it attracted more and more attention, more and more reflection, inspiring not only memorials and monuments, convocations and commemorations, institutes and foundations, but also “a growing cadre of ‘Holocaust professionals.’” The genocide of European Jewry became transformed from just another atrocity into an object of veneration.8

Still, Novick’s argument, though eloquent and persuasive, cannot quite overcome some lingering doubts, some troubling questions. Could the reasons he gives for the rise of the Holocaust to prominence in American consciousness be viewed, in part at least, as effects rather than causes? Are they not perhaps consequences or manifestations rather than determinants? Could there be something else that transformed the familiar cruelties of the midcentury into the most horrifying atrocity of our age, perhaps of all time?

After all, there is little evidence that the cold war was primarily responsible for obscuring the brutalities of the Third Reich in dealing with the “Jewish question.” The wartime alliance between the United States and the Soviet Union did not turn into outright hostility as soon as the Nazi regime collapsed. There was a period of three or four years during which it was hoped that the recent partners might still settle their differences and achieve some lasting compromise. The final break did not come until after the Communist coup in Czechoslovakia in February 1948, or perhaps after the introduction of a separate currency in West Germany in June 1948, or maybe even after the establishment of the German Federal Republic in May 1949 and the German Democratic Republic in October 1949. Yet there is no evidence that the popular perception of the Holocaust in either the United States or Europe was very different in the immediate postwar period from what it became after the coming of the cold war. The American government in the late 1940s made no effort to divert public attention from the atrocities of the Hitler regime. Nor did the newly established German Federal Republic, though inclined to minimize the number of those who contributed to or knew about the Holocaust, seek to obscure the horror of what had happened. In fact, it acknowledged a moral responsibility for it by offering financial compensation not only to the survivors but to the embattled state of Israel as well.

Conversely, the rise of the Holocaust in popular awareness during the early 1960s came at a time when the cold war was still at its height, with no sign of softening or abating. What, then, accounts for that rise? Why should the trial of Eichmann have made a deeper impression than the trials of other war criminals fifteen years earlier in Nuremberg and in various countries that had been occupied by the Third Reich? Why should Hochhuth’s play have inspired more compassion than the 1952 English translation of Anne Frank’s diary? And why should the Six-Day War or the Yom Kippur War have aroused greater interest in the tragic fate of European Jewry than the war of 1948 to establish the state of Israel? Those are questions that call for answers.

To say this is not to deny the importance of the events and developments at the heart of Novick’s book. But there has to be something more that accounts for that importance. There has to be something that helps explain why mass brutalities, accepted as almost understandable, almost predictable while they were occurring, began little by little to be perceived as unspeakable atrocities. What was that something? The answer must be sought in the attitudes and events of the 1930s and 1940s that anticipated the destruction of the European Jewish community. To put it another way, there must be a careful examination of the widespread belief, not only in the Old World but in the New, that society had to deal with something called the “Jewish question” that this was a question that could not be ignored, that demanded a solution; that it was not clear what that solution should be, that there might in fact be several solutions; but that whatever the final solution was, a solution had to be found.

My growing conviction that here is the key to an understanding of the way in which our perception of the Holocaust has changed in the course of the last half-century led me first to remembering, then to reflecting, then to reading and researching, and finally to writing this book.





 

WHY WE WATCHED






1

The Siren Song of Emancipation



Thou shalt keep thy blood pure. Consider it a crime to soil the noble Aryan breed of thy people by mingling it with the Jewish breed. For thou must know that Jewish blood is everlasting, putting the Jewish stamp on body and soul unto the farthest generation.

THEODOR FRITSCH, 1883







THE POPULAR PERCEPTION that the Holocaust was the tragic culmination of almost two thousand years of anti-Semitic oppression and persecution has a certain superficial logic to it—a deceptive and misleading logic, to be sure, but a logic nevertheless. After all, the Crusaders killing thousands of Jews in Germany and Bohemia as they started out on the long march to liberate the Holy Land from the Saracens can be seen as forerunners of the Einsatzgruppen killing hundreds of thousands of Jews in their campaign to save Europe from Bolshevism. The relentless hunt of the Spanish Inquisition for marranos, who, while pretending to embrace Christianity, remained secretly loyal to Judaism, seems to prefigure the relentless hunt of the Gestapo for Jews who tried to escape mass murder by hiding out among the “Aryans.” And the bloody pogroms of Bogdan Chmielnicki’s Cossacks in the seventeenth century do not appear very different from the pogroms by Nazi sympathizers in Lithuania or the Ukraine three hundred years later. The similarity between the persecution of Jews in the past and the persecution of Jews in the twentieth century looks obvious.

And yet that similarity can be misleading. At first glance, European anti-Semitism may seem like one long, uninterrupted succession of brutalities extending over two millennia. Its policies may appear unchanging, the reasons for those policies may appear unchanging as well, and the injustices resulting from those policies certainly appear unchanging. Only the scope of the hostility toward the Jews seems to have increased over time. And yet this widespread view of the anti-Semitic movement is oversimplified and superficial. There have actually been two distinct forms of anti-Semitism in Europe, one dominant for about fifteen hundred years, the other for only two hundred, the later one appearing at first glance to be just a continuation of the earlier, though in reality the two are separate and different in origin, motivation, and goal. A recognition of the crucial dissimilarities between them is essential for an understanding of the Holocaust.

The initial form of hostility toward Jews, prevalent during the Middle Ages and in the early modern period, was rooted essentially in religious faith. At a time when belief in Christianity was the chief cohesive force in European society and culture, members of the Jewish community were viewed as aliens, as perpetual outsiders. How could it have been otherwise? They were committed to doctrines and beliefs fundamentally different from those of the dominant religion, and that difference was the source of the distrust and dislike with which they were generally regarded by their Christian neighbors. Their unwillingness to accept the official faith was taken to mean civic disloyalty and social separateness. Although this perception did not as a rule lead to the expulsion of Jews, it did result in their segregation and isolation. The two communities, the Christian and the Jewish, remained divided by differences so basic as to be insurmountable.

Admittedly, behind the hostility toward Jews derived from religious differences were differences of another kind, generally disguised as disagreements over faith or ethics. Members of the Jewish community had to face a constant litany of complaints about their greediness, deviousness, dishonesty, and unscrupulousness. Their exclusion from the traditional occupations of medieval society forced them into marginal, questionable pursuits like commerce and moneylending, where popular disapproval of their economic role reinforced popular resentment of their religious nonconformity. Shylock was a well-known figure long before Shakespeare wrote about him. The widespread dislike for him and his coreligionists was expressed in perpetual grumbling about the sinister influence of those faithless Jews, about their rapacity or their cunning or their dishonesty or their mendacity. Jewish unscrupulousness was perceived as the natural result of Jewish infidelity. Those who were blind to the sacred teachings of the true religion could hardly be expected to observe its moral precepts. Their deviousness was the logical and inevitable result of their faith. Prejudice based on theological differences thus became reinforced by resentment arising out of economic hostility.

The anti-Semitism of medieval Christendom was most acute in times of political or military conflict, especially when the foe was an infidel. After all, what difference did it make whether that infidel was a Muslim or a Jew? Both were enemies of the true faith, some of them external, others internal, but both were dangerous, both had to be defeated. That was why the four hundred years from the end of the eleventh century to the end of the fifteenth were the most tragic period in the history of West European Jewry, at least prior to the Third Reich. Some 12,000 Jews were killed in Speyer, Worms, Mainz, and Cologne at the outset of the First Crusade. Each of the succeeding Crusades was accompanied by massacres as well, usually on a smaller scale, but inspired by the same zeal to settle scores with the infidels at home before seeking to defeat those abroad.

Such local, spontaneous attacks on the Jewish community often prepared the way for royal decrees expelling the Jews from one country or another. In 1180, Philip Augustus of France issued an order banishing them from the region under the direct control of the crown. In 1290, Edward I ordered them to leave England. And in 1492, Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain exiled more than 100,000 Jews, members of the largest and most influential Jewish community in Europe. By then anti-Semitism had reached a peak that was not exceeded until the twentieth century.

Still, the religious foundation of this hostility toward Jews made it possible for them to escape its consequences, though at a price. Conversion to Christianity meant exemption from the persecution to which the unyielding adherents of Judaism remained exposed. It is thus not surprising that in every country some Jews converted—usually not very many, but sometimes a substantial number—seeking to avoid the penalty for theological nonconformity. In 1492, for example, there were as many conversos as unconverted Jews in Castile, 150,000 in each category, while in Aragon the former actually outnumbered the latter, 40,000 to 30,000. Since these conversions were in most cases a result of expediency rather than conviction, it was to be expected that some of the new Christians would secretly continue to practice their old faith, exposing themselves to distrust and punishment by the Church authorities. Even those who accepted the teachings of their new religion without reservation were often viewed with suspicion. Were they really sincere? Had they become true Christians? And were they quite free of the greediness and deviousness fostered by their former faith? How could anyone be sure?

While hostility toward Jews was prevalent among all classes of society, significant differences related to economic position and social status could be found. In general, anti-Semitism was most pronounced among the masses, which often saw in the Jewish community the source of the bitter privations they had to endure. Village rustics and small-town artisans never met the wealthy aristocrats for whom they toiled or the royal administrators who imposed the taxes they had to pay, but they knew only too well the Jewish innkeeper who provided them with a brief escape from the drudgery of their daily existence. They had frequent encounters with the Jewish pawnbroker or moneylender in whose back room they would receive a small loan at what seemed to them an exorbitant rate of interest. They could see almost every day some prosperous Jewish banker or businessman riding by in his coach, appearing to look down with disdain at the dirty, ragged rabble crowding the streets. Was it fair that these aliens, these infidels, should prosper while devout, churchgoing Christians suffered and went hungry? Shouldn’t the exploited turn against their exploiters? Shouldn’t they try to take back what was rightly theirs? Were not the riots and massacres of Jews a form of rough justice? It is not hard to understand the anti-Semitism of the masses in medieval Europe.

The well-to-do classes, on the other hand—the princes, nobles, warlords, courtiers, landowners, and even many prelates—were in general less hostile. They still regarded Jews as aliens, as eternal outsiders. Being infidels, Jews could never be accepted into Christian society as equals. And yet they might prove useful as financiers and bureaucrats, performing tasks essential for the welfare of the state, tasks that members of the aristocracy would not or could not assume. Some patricians even felt that while the Jews remained disqualified by their religion from receiving the same honors and distinctions that Christians aspired to, they should at least be treated with some courtesy, some consideration, perhaps even humaneness.

Bishop Johannsen of Speyer, for example, opposed forced baptism during the First Crusade, going so far as to order the execution of some of the crusaders because of their brutality. At the same time Bishop Hermann III of Cologne was vainly trying to save the Jews of his city by providing them with refuge in neighboring towns and villages. In France during the Second Crusade, the famous Saint Bernard of Clairvaux urged the faithful to oppose the murder of Jews. The Jews should be spared so that at some future time they might be converted to Christianity. Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis, an influential adviser to Louis VII, opposed the anti-Semitic massacres that accompanied the eastward march of the crusading army. The same Philip Augustus who banished the Jews in 1180 readmitted them eighteen years later, almost as an afterthought, apparently as a gesture of defiance toward the clerical critics of his second marriage. The final expulsion of the Jews from France did not come until almost two hundred years later, in 1394, with the issuance of a decree of banishment by Charles VI.

In short, anti-Semitic prejudices were as a rule far less violent among the patrician classes than the plebeian ones. The Jews did not appear nearly as threatening to those in authority as to the oppressed and impoverished masses. The ups and downs of official policy regarding the Jewish community reflected expediency, indecisiveness, and sometimes simply indifference rather than a deep-seated hostility. In normal times, the issue just did not seem very important to the ruling patriciate.

Here lies the fundamental difference between European anti-Semitism before the French Revolution and the anti-Semitism underlying the Holocaust. In his widely read and widely debated study, Hitler’s Willing Executioners, Daniel Jonah Goldhagen argues that those participating in the Third Reich’s genocidal program were motivated by an “eliminationist” attitude toward Jews, which led logically to extermination. He writes, somewhat convolutedly, that “the elective affinity between the development of the notion of the unchanging and unchangeable nature of the Jews, conceptualized primarily in explicitly racial terms, and seeing the ‘solution’ to the ‘Jewish Problem’ to be their physical annihilation, is unmistakable.” He concludes by emphasizing that “the eliminationist mind-set tended toward an exterminationist one.” In other words, what distinguished the hostility toward Jews in the twentieth century from the hostility of the preceding fifteen hundred years was its logical and almost inevitable culmination in systematic mass murder.1

This distinction is crucial. It suggests that there is no direct connection between the murderous rampages of the Crusaders or the pogroms of Chmielnicki’s followers and the gas chambers of Auschwitz. On the contrary, these manifestations of animosity toward Jews are entirely separate in motivation, justification, and purpose. If the anti-Semitism of the Third Reich can be characterized as “eliminationist” or “exterminationist,” then the anti-Semitism of the medieval and early modern period is best described as “segregationist” or “exclusionary.” At a time when prescribed piety was regarded as the most important cohesive force in the community, when civic loyalty was believed to be dependent on religious conformity, those who refused to accept Christianity were bound to be regarded as aliens and subversives. They could not be recognized as equal members of society, entitled to the same rights as the faithful. A sharp distinction between the two had to be maintained. Still, while the Jews must be treated differently from Christians, they should at least be permitted to lead a separate, semiautonomous existence, living in their own quarters, following their own customs, obeying their own leaders, and praying in their own houses of worship. The purpose of the restrictions imposed on them was segregation and subordination, not extermination.

The Jews themselves were in general agreement with the underlying assumptions of the official separation between them and the Christians. They too believed that civic loyalty was based on religious doctrine, that private behavior was bound to reflect spiritual faith, and that the unifying force of a community had to be a shared piety. What they objected to was not separation but discrimination. They thought it unjust that because of their religion, they were being denied the rights and opportunities that others enjoyed. They resented the indignities and insults they had to endure, the humiliations, provocations, taunts, and curses. But most of all they feared and condemned the sporadic violence directed against them, the riots, robberies, assaults, and massacres. They did not seek to tear down the barriers dividing them from the Christians but rather to lead undisturbed a separate collective existence based on beliefs and values different from those of the dominant community.

The end of feudalism in Western Europe and the emergence of absolute monarchy as the prevailing form of political authority seemed to make the Jews’ attainment of a separate but equal status more likely. There were now fewer princes to appease, fewer authorities to conciliate, fewer warlords to flatter or bribe. The new rulers by divine right were more interested in service and obedience than in theological conformity. What they wanted from their subjects was revenue and compliance, and the Jewish community was prepared to provide both. Religious faith ceased to be a test of civic allegiance, becoming instead a largely formal, external expression of social conformity. There was no longer any reason that the absolute monarch and his Jewish subjects should not reach some mutually advantageous modus vivendi.

Such an arrangement was delayed for about a hundred years, however, by the religious wars that raged in Europe from the middle of the sixteenth century to the middle of the seventeenth century. When Catholics were denouncing Protestants as heretics and Protestants were condemning Catholics as idolaters, it was almost inevitable that both would turn against the infidels living among them who did not even believe in the divinity of Christ. The bitter conflict within the Christian community was bound to lead to an intensification of anti-Semitism.

Its most violent polemical expression was Luther’s diatribe of 1543, On the Jews and Their Lies, attacking those sworn enemies of the true faith in terms that have a disturbingly twentieth-century ring. After describing the theological errors and distortions the Jews were guilty of, he went on to complain that “they let us work in the sweat of our brow to earn money and property while they sit behind the stove, idle away the time, fart, and roast pears. They stuff themselves, guzzle, and live in luxury and ease from our hard-earned goods. With their accursed usury they hold us and our property captive.” Worse than that, “they mock and deride us because we work and let them play the role of lazy squires at our expense and in our land. Thus they are our masters and we are their servants, with our property, our sweat, and our labor.” And worst of all, “by way of reward and thanks they curse our Lord and us!” Luther sounds here almost like Joseph Goebbels or Julius Streicher.2

Still, his attack on the Jews made a deeper impression on German public opinion in the 1930s than in the 1540s. While the religious wars were still going on, the usual anti-Semitic excesses did occur in many parts of Europe, but not nearly on the same scale as at the time of the Crusades, four centuries earlier. Moreover, once the Treaty of Westphalia was concluded in 1648, a new period of relative stability and tranquillity opened for the Jewry of Western Europe.

Farther to the east, beyond the Vistula and the Danube, the situation was different. Here the growing tension between the various distinct but intermingled ethnic communities—Poles and Ukrainians, Hungarians and Romanians, Lithuanians and Belarussians—had the effect of intensifying hostility toward the one minority whom they all viewed with distrust. Each suspected that the Jews were in collusion with its enemies.

But elsewhere in Europe the hundred and fifty years before the outbreak of the French Revolution produced a mood of rising hope and confidence in the Jewish community. In the last years of the Commonwealth, Oliver Cromwell opened the door slightly to the readmission of Jews to England after a banishment of almost four centuries, and under the Stuart Restoration the slow trickle became a steady stream. Even more exciting were developments on the other side of the Channel. Here the riots, assaults, confiscations, and expulsions that the Jews had had to endure in the past gradually diminished. They were now gaining acceptance, toleration, even grudging respect. They could move more freely outside the walls of the ghetto; they could mingle more easily with their Christian neighbors; they could even object more loudly to the restrictions and disabilities imposed on them.

A few Jews even managed to gain admission to the royal court as administrative experts or financial advisers. Their experience in commerce and banking could prove useful to a ruler seeking to establish a skilled professional bureaucracy in his newly centralized state. These Hofjuden, or “court Jews,” as they were called in Germany, were generally regarded by the proud aristocrats in the ruler’s entourage with condescension and even resentment. How could these coarse, pushy aliens be accepted as equals by noblemen who had dominated state and society throughout their nation’s history? Yet the newcomers could not be entirely ignored, either. Their expertise was valuable, their experience useful. Besides, they had access to the king, who was by no means free of prejudice but to whom usefulness was more important than aristocratic exclusivity. And while the “court Jews” were loyally serving the prince, they were also trying to use their newly acquired influence to improve the position of their coreligionists. Never did the Jewry of Western Europe seem as close to attaining the status of a separate but equal community as in the eighteenth century.

Yet an even more enticing prospect was now opening up. Why settle for segregation if they could achieve acceptance? Why be content with the position of tolerated aliens when the privileges of full citizenship were within reach? The liberal ideal emerging in European political thought, the ideal of an equality of rights for all, regardless of religion or ethnicity, was bound to prove irresistible to Jews.

The concept of an enlightened social order dissolving the distinctions of faith, class, custom, and origin in a common devotion to the progress of humanity was one that even some of the rulers of Europe, the “benevolent despots,” were willing to accept. This concept did not threaten the principle of monarchical authority. On the contrary, it might strengthen that principle by transforming the ruler from a defender of tradition into a champion of progress. Nor did most members of the aristocracy or the bourgeoisie challenge the ideal of a better society based on justice, tolerance, kindness, and goodwill, especially since that ideal did not affect the existing distribution of power and wealth. The new secular faith was in fact vigorously propagated by a school of progressive intellectuals, the philosophes, most of them from the middle class but a few from the nobility, who denounced the prejudices bred by religious superstition and social intolerance, preaching instead faith in the essential harmony of all mankind.

No one embraced these teachings of the Enlightenment more eagerly than the Jews. How could they oppose the principle that all people were equal, regardless of faith or custom or ethnicity? Here was a philosophy that promised to end the injustices which they had been forced to endure for more than a thousand years. Once that philosophy triumphed, they would no longer have to fear riots, assaults, and massacres. They would no longer have to cajole or bribe those in power for the right to be left in peace. They would even be free to emerge from the ghetto, to live wherever they liked, to practice any occupation they wanted, and to aspire to any position for which they were qualified.

Yet the emancipation that now seemed within reach did not come without cost. If Jews expected to be treated like Christians, they would have to start behaving like Christians. They might continue to attend religious services in a synagogue rather than a church, if that was what they wanted. But they would have to free themselves from all the moral blemishes and defects that had become deeply imbedded in their collective character. They would have to cease being greedy, cunning, bigoted, and clannish. They would have to become more honest in their dealings with Gentiles, more willing to associate with their Christian compatriots. While continuing to be Jews, they would have to stop behaving like Jews.

Even reformers who supported emancipation agreed that the Jewish character had become corrupted, that it displayed serious weaknesses and dangerous tendencies. Indeed, emancipation was desirable not only because it expressed some abstract principle of equality and justice but because it would make the Jews better, kinder, gentler, and nobler. And that the Jews needed to become better, kinder, gentler, and nobler seemed beyond dispute. Those opposing the discriminations that the Jewish community had to suffer did not as a rule deny the validity of the traditional accusations against that community, accusations of dishonesty or selfishness or exclusivity. Their argument was rather that failings in the behavior of the Jews were not really their fault but the result of the persecutions they had been forced to endure for so long. End the persecutions and you end the failings. It was that simple. The process of Jewish redemption might take time, to be sure. Some of the Christians waiting for this redemption might become impatient or discouraged. But sooner or later the Jews, having breathed the air of freedom, would turn into useful, productive citizens of the state, like their non-Jewish countrymen. Though perhaps still clinging to their ancestral faith, they would in a sense cease being Jews.

Such was the conviction of Christian Wilhelm von Dohm, scholar and civil servant, a familiar figure in the enlightened circles of Berlin society, who in 1781 argued that the widespread hostility toward Jews was not the result but the cause of their selfish and unscrupulous behavior. He conceded that “the Jews may be morally more corrupt than other nations,” that “they are guilty of a relatively greater number of offenses than the Christians,” that “their character is in general more inclined to usury and deceit in commerce,” and that “their religious prejudice is more divisive and antisocial.” But whose fault was that? Dohm explained the underlying assumption of his argument: “This supposed greater depravity of the Jews is an inevitable and natural result of the oppressive condition in which they have been living for so many centuries.” Once the “oppressive condition” ended, the “greater depravity” would end as well.

How could it be otherwise? The Jew would obviously prove loyal to any state “in which he could freely acquire property and freely enjoy it, in which his taxes were no heavier than those of other citizens, and in which he too could gain honor and respect.” He would stop hating people who no longer enjoyed “offensive privileges” that he was excluded from but who shared with him “equal rights and equal obligations.” Clearly, “the novelty of this good fortune…would make it all the more precious to the Jew, and gratitude alone would necessarily transform him into a patriotic citizen.” He would begin to look at his country differently, with the eyes of “a son who has until now been misjudged, and who only after a long banishment has regained his filial rights.” Acceptance would end disloyalty; patriotism would replace clannishness. “These human emotions would speak louder in his heart than the sophistical reasonings of his rabbis.” But Jewish emancipation would do more than fulfill some universal principle of civic justice. It would also provide the practical means for achieving ethnic rehabilitation. Everyone, Jew and Christian alike, would benefit.3

Voltaire, the most prominent of the philosophes, was less generous in his assessment of the Jews. To him, Judaism, even more than Christianity, embodied the myths and bigotries of supernatural religion. Those who embraced it were bound to become corrupted. Hence Voltaire’s battle cry in the struggle for a better society became “écrasez l’infâme,” crush the infamy of superstition. And nowhere could that infamy be seen more clearly than in Jewish history. His essay on the Jews, published originally in 1756 and included eight years later in his Philosophical Dictionary, is essentially a long list of the various distortions, fabrications, and prevarications that they had embraced, especially in Biblical times. No wonder that a nation with such a history had become debased and demoralized. “We find in [the Jews] only an ignorant and barbarous people,” Voltaire maintained, “who have long united the most sordid avarice with the most detestable superstition and the most invincible hatred for every people by whom they are tolerated and enriched.” Then he added a modest, grudging concession, almost as an afterthought. “Still, we ought not to burn them.”4

In 1762, Voltaire offered an apology for the harsh things he had said about the Jews a few years earlier. Responding to the objections raised by Isaac de Pinto, a Jewish philosopher and economist living in Holland, he admitted that he might have been a little hasty. “The lines about which you complain, monsieur, are extreme and unfair.” He assured de Pinto that he was convinced that in fact “there are among you very learned and very respectable men.” Then came a little polite breast-beating. “When one is wrong, he must correct his mistake, and I was wrong to attribute to an entire nation the vices of several individuals.” He did not retreat from the view that superstition, whether Jewish or Christian, was “the most abominable scourge on earth.” Yet there was no need to prolong the dispute. “Remain a Jew, since that is what you are,…but be a philosopher. That is the best thing I can wish for you.”5

Here was the gist of Voltaire’s attitude toward organized religion in general. He was prepared to accept nominal adherence to Judaism or Christianity as a social convention, a ceremonial gesture. But the right-thinking person, especially the right-thinking Jew, should be a philosopher at heart, a deist, a rationalist. As such he would deserve admission to the company of other enlightened, progressive thinkers. But if he persisted in believing the fairy tales and superstitions of his ancestral faith, then he ought to be treated with scorn. For the Jews, in Voltaire’s view, the only means of achieving liberation was the abandonment of Judaism, in spirit even more than in practice. Thereby they would become more rational, more understanding, more broad-minded, in short—more like Voltaire himself.

Actually, Jewish emancipation came much sooner than either the benevolent despots or the enlightened philosophers or even the Jews themselves had expected. The great revolutionary movement originating in France in 1789 and then spreading throughout the continent fundamentally altered the structure of state and society in Europe. Even many of the rulers who opposed the subversive principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity thought it expedient to make some concessions to a rising popular demand for reform. By adopting a policy of cautious liberalization they hoped to avoid the danger of democratic extremism. After all, acceptance of the doctrine that all citizens, regardless of class, wealth, or religion, are equal before the law would not alter the traditional distribution of property and power. The fate of Louis XVI, moreover, was a warning to every monarch against the danger of remaining too closely identified with the old order. Napoleon, in contrast, seemed to demonstrate that it was possible to maintain absolute power behind a facade of reformism and that the best defense against republican agitation was royal progressivism, or at least its appearance. There could be no doubt which course was preferable.

The result was that in the twenty years following the fall of the Bastille, most of the states on the continent embraced a policy of reform, varying in scope and intensity but generally intended to demonstrate the abandonment of absolutism, even enlightened absolutism. Some of the rulers genuinely believed in the progressive measures they were adopting. Others regarded them as a means of ingratiating themselves with the greatest power in Europe, the French empire. And a few even hoped secretly that reform would prepare the way for a future struggle against the Napoleonic hegemony. Whatever the reason, the growing acceptance of the principle that the rights of citizenship were independent of economic, social, or religious status led to the legal emancipation of European Jewry after more than a thousand years of hostility, discrimination, and oppression.

Once France opened the gates of acceptance in 1791, the other states followed in rapid succession, until by the late 1870s almost every one except the Russian empire had repealed the disabilities imposed on the Jews. In 1796, Holland, briefly renamed the Batavian Republic, led the way with a decree of Jewish emancipation. Next came several of the German states, all of them vassals of Napoleon: Baden and Hessen-Darmstadt in 1808, Frankfurt am Main in 1811, and Mecklenburg in 1813. Prussia, which secretly regarded reform as an ideological weapon in a coming struggle against Napoleon, granted the Jews legal equality in 1812. Denmark followed in 1814. The defeat of the French empire in 1814–15 temporarily put an end to the liberal reform movement, but Württemberg in 1828 and Hessen-Kassel in 1833 revived the policy of piecemeal Jewish emancipation in Germany. The revolutionary upheaval of 1848–49 promised to hasten the process of liberation, while the reaction that followed may have delayed it, but only for about a decade. Then came the final emancipatory spurt: England in 1858, Italy in 1859, Austria and Hungary in 1867, the North German Confederation in 1869, the German empire in 1871, Switzerland in 1874, and Spain—in a purely symbolic gesture, since no Jews had lived there for almost four hundred years—in 1876. Except for the stubbornly reactionary eastern regions of the continent, European Jewry was now free, or so it seemed.

It was an intoxicating moment for those who had waited so long and so impatiently for acceptance as equals. They were now witnessing a miraculous transformation, the most momentous change in the history of their people since the departure of the Jews from the Holy Land. How could they resist a sense of excitement and exhilaration, a feeling that they were at last free from the oppressions and injustices that they had been forced to endure for so many centuries? In the thousands and tens of thousands they came pouring out from the gates of the ghetto, from the mean streets of the Jewish quarter. They set out to realize the promise of liberation, the promise of equal rights, equal opportunities, and equal rewards.

They were not disappointed—at least, not at first. The long years of exclusion and segregation had fostered among them skills that proved highly useful in the changing economy of nineteenth-century Europe. Peddling and moneylending may have seemed demeaning occupations in an agricultural society, where landownership was the foundation of wealth and status. But in an age of emerging capitalism, of industrialization and commercialization, they provided valuable training for financial success. The penny-pinching Jewish shopkeeper and pawnbroker of the old order became transformed into the well-to-do Jewish merchant and banker of the new age. Not only that, the devotion to book learning and theological disputation which had characterized Judaism when its adherents were excluded from most of the important worldly occupations had prepared them for success in those same occupations during the era of emancipation. Soon many of them became prominent as physicians and lawyers, as scholars and teachers, as authors, musicians, composers, and artists, and as reporters, columnists, and publishers. Some even turned to politics, gaining influential positions in the liberal parties to whose ideology they owed their new freedom. The success that the Jews of Europe achieved in the course of the nineteenth century was far out of proportion to their number.

That helps explain the persistence of anti-Semitism in an age committed, in theory at least, to the principle of equal opportunity for all. The Jews, who were among the chief beneficiaries of that principle, soon discovered that more than a stroke of the pen or the promulgation of a decree was needed to overcome prejudices that had in the course of centuries become deeply imbedded in the popular consciousness. While enlightened rulers and liberal statesmen were proclaiming their faith in the universality of human rights, the masses remained skeptical. They resented the sight of those upstarts who only yesterday had been scorned and despised but who now were flaunting their newly acquired wealth, riding in fancy carriages, hobnobbing with aristocrats, attending exclusive dinner parties, and assuming the air of grand seigneurs while simple, ordinary folk, devout Christians, loyal subjects of the king, had to bow and scrape, wait cap in hand, and take orders from the sly, alien parvenus. Was that fair? Sometimes the undercurrent of popular resentment would rise to the surface in the form of mass assaults against the Jews not very different from those so common in the bad old days. Clearly, stirring declarations of liberty, equality, and fraternity were not enough to overcome the traditional bigotry of impoverished masses in need of scapegoats.

But more ominous than the persistence of the familiar lower-class animosity toward Jews was the emergence of a new form of anti-Semitism among members of the political, economic, and cultural elite. Before emancipation, noble landowners and prominent philosophers had regarded the Jews with disdain and distaste rather than outright hostility. After all, they had nothing to fear from these outlandish outsiders in their squalid ghettos, who were practicing such dubious, demeaning occupations. They did not have to haggle with the Jewish shopkeeper or borrow from the Jewish pawnbroker. It seemed best simply to ignore them.

After emancipation, however, that attitude began to change. Now the strange, foreign-looking figures emerging from the ghetto could no longer be ignored or dismissed as a minor or at times even useful annoyance. They were becoming rivals, competitors, often equals, occasionally superiors. Some of the Jewish bankers and merchants were richer than many of the noble landowners. Some of the Jewish physicians and jurists were acquiring a reputation equal to, sometimes greater than, that of their Christian colleagues. Jewish scholars, Jewish writers, and Jewish artists were beginning to play an increasingly important role in the culture of Europe, frequently at the expense of non-Jewish scholars, writers, and artists. Even national parties were being influenced more and more by Jewish journalists, publicists, orators, and members of the legislature. Was this what the enlightened statesmen and philosophers advocating the emancipation of the Jews had intended? Was the outcome of their progressive ideals and principles to be the Judaization of state and society? At first such doubts were expressed cautiously and only sporadically. They remained largely unspoken. But it was clear that beneath the surface there were growing resentments of the success achieved by the Jews following their emancipation.

What made this new form of anti-Semitism so much more dangerous than the old form was not only its different social basis—that is, its appeal to the affluent and educated rather than the poor and ignorant. It was also the new rationalization or justification of hostility toward the Jews. That hostility had traditionally been defended on theological grounds, as a result of the refusal of the adherents of Judaism to conform to the dominant faith of the community in which they lived. To be sure, the religious arguments were often reinforced, openly or covertly, by economic, social, or political considerations. But those Jews who were willing to abandon their faith could free themselves from the burden of anti-Semitic bigotry by becoming Christians. Even those who did not convert—and that meant the great majority of Jews—were slowly gaining a grudging tolerance as religious fervor cooled into religious conformity and conventionality.

The most important difference between the old form of anti-Semitism and the new was the abandonment of the theological justification for hostility toward Jews. In effect, those who formulated the basic tenets of the latter variety secularized, modernized, and rationalized anti-Semitism. They maintained that the fatal error of Judaism was not its adherence to false religious doctrines but its acceptance of greed, materialism, and clannishness as guiding principles. Its ultimate heresy, in other words, was not theological in nature but moral and cultural. That heresy had the effect of corrupting the spirit, debasing the mind. Consequently, a conversion to Christianity had little effect on the inherent character or mentality of the Jews. Whether they worshipped in a synagogue or a church, their insidious influence on society remained unchanged.

The extent of this new anti-Semitism should not be exaggerated. Throughout the nineteenth century the process of Jewish emancipation continued, not only in the form of legal equalization but in growing acceptance, acculturation, and assimilation. There was a widespread expectation, among Christians as well as Jews, that the two would continue to draw closer together, work together, communicate with one another, and eventually accept one another. The underlying assumption, usually unspoken, was that the Jews would in time become indistinguishable from the Christians, except perhaps in the form of their worship, constituting a small, independent religious community like the Quakers or the Moravians or the Mennonites, different but respected, separate but integrated. As late as 1914, that was the expectation of liberals, and especially of Jewish liberals.

Yet at the same time several eloquent and influential exponents of the new anti-Semitism emerged, warning their countrymen against the designs and machinations of world Jewry. They were most outspoken in the east, where discriminatory legislation was still in force and where genteel bigotry was regarded as one of the social graces of elegant society. In 1877, the great Russian writer Fyodor Dostoyevsky cried out in anguish at what he perceived to be the steadily growing Judaization of state and society:



It is not for nothing that…the Jews are reigning everywhere over stock-exchanges; it is not for nothing that they control capital, that they are the masters of credit, and it is not for nothing—I repeat—that they are also the masters of international politics, and what is going to happen in the future is known to the Jews themselves: their reign, their complete reign is approaching! We are approaching the complete triumph of ideas before which sentiments of humanity, thirst for truth, Christian and national feelings, and even those of national dignity, must bow. On the contrary, we are approaching materialism, a blind, carnivorous craving for personal material welfare, a craving for personal accumulation of money by any means—this is all that has been proclaimed as the supreme aim, as the reasonable thing, as liberty, in lieu of the Christian idea of salvation only through the closest moral and brotherly fellowship of men.



Wherever Dostoyevsky looked, he saw the gradual erosion of traditional spiritual and moral values through the corruptive influence of Judaism.6

Farther to the west, criticism of the Jews was much more restrained, at least in the beginning. In Germany, for example, the common theme of writers warning against the danger of Jewish emancipation was that the Jews, though admittedly the victims of centuries of prejudice, were not without fault for arousing that prejudice. There was Jewish as well as Christian bigotry, each reinforcing and aggravating the other. The intolerance of the Christians intensified the clannishness of the Jews; the exclusivity of the Jews exacerbated the bigotry of the Christians. Each should therefore learn to be more understanding and sympathetic, more broad-minded, more generous. But the Jews in particular must show greater tolerance. They must learn to be like their non-Jewish countrymen in appearance, manner, outlook, and behavior. In other words, they must renounce their Jewishness, except perhaps as a form of worship. Once they ceased to be different, they would cease to be treated differently. Assimilation was surely not too high a price to pay for emancipation.

Bruno Bauer, theologian and philosopher, critic of both religious conservatism and political radicalism, maintained in the 1840s that emancipation was not a Jewish but a general problem; indeed, “it is the problem of our age!” Both the Jews and the Christians had been struggling to achieve liberation. At a time when no one else was free, the Jews could not expect to be free either. “We all were surrounded by barriers.” That was admittedly beginning to change. But if the Jews really wanted to gain acceptance, they would have to start behaving differently; they would have to assimilate. “They cannot achieve [equality] in their chimerical nationality, only in the real nations of our time living in history.” Bauer reemphasized this point because of its central importance. The Jews must give up “the chimerical prerogative which will always alienate them from the other nations and history.” They must abandon “their disbelief in the other nations and their exclusive belief in their own nationality.” Only if they renounced their self-centeredness would they be able “to participate sincerely in national and state affairs.” The Jews would have to earn equality by appropriate conduct, just as they had previously invited discrimination by inappropriate conduct.7

Karl Marx agreed with the contention that the achievement of Jewish emancipation depended to a considerable extent on the Jews themselves. He too believed that the oppression of the Jewish community could not be separated from the oppression of society as a whole. Yet while Bauer saw the source of that oppression in religious and political bigotry, Marx blamed the capitalistic system, which rested on economic exploitation and injustice. And capitalism in turn reflected the materialistic, acquisitive spirit of Judaism. Though born into an old rabbinical family, Marx, the grandson of Rabbi Marx Lewi of Trier, argued that the Jews had already become emancipated in a sense, not only by acquiring the “power of money” but by making money a “world power.” The “practical spirit” of Jewry was now spreading among the Christian nations as well. “The Jews have become emancipated insofar as the Christians have become Jews.” But for Marx, Judaism had ceased to be a religious, ethnic, or cultural concept. It had become transformed into an economic and social category transcending national boundaries. That is what he meant by declaring that “bourgeois society is constantly producing the Jew out of its own inner being.”

Marx saw “practical concern and selfishness” as the secular basis of Judaism, usury as the secular object of its worship, and money as its secular god. He described it in summary form as “a generally present antisocial element which has been elevated to its present prominence by a historical development to whose unfortunate outcome the Jews have eagerly contributed.” The anti-Semitism they were encountering was thus partly the result of impersonal economic forces that ranked profit above justice and wealth above compassion. But they themselves had encouraged it as well. By enlisting the destructive forces of commerce and banking to promote their own interests, they had aroused the resentment of those who were the victims of a rapacious capitalism. Jewish greed had bred anti-Jewish hostility.

Yet Marx did not condemn the Jews collectively as a distinct religious or ethnic community. What he criticized was the “spirit of Judaism,” which, while common among Jews, was also gaining many adherents among Christians. Jewishness, in other words, was not a manifestation of theological belief or cultural heritage: it was a form of social behavior which, despite its name, had little to do with the Jewish community. It was rather a product of the rapacious new forces of capitalism, which were enslaving Jews as well as Christians. Once capitalism, which seemed to Marx synonymous with Judaism, was abolished, anti-Semitism would disappear as well. That is what he meant by concluding that “the social emancipation of the Jew is the emancipation of society from Judaism.” Marx, like Bruno Bauer, thus believed that the key to the acceptance of Jews by society was a change in the role of Jews in society. But while Bauer insisted that this change meant the renunciation of Jewish exclusiveness, Marx maintained that it meant the rejection of Jewish acquisitiveness.8

The contentions that though hostility toward the Jews was in theory incompatible with the fundamental principles of an enlightened society, the Jews themselves had contributed to it by their antisocial behavior, and that this hostility was bound to persist as long as the behavior persisted, appear over and over again in nineteenth-century writings about what was now increasingly called the “Jewish question.” Even Theodor Mommsen, the eminent historian of ancient Rome, a liberal member of the Prussian legislature as well as the German parliament, a sharp critic of Bismarck, and an outspoken opponent of anti-Semitism, believed that the fault was not entirely one-sided. Writing in 1880 about “our Jewry,” he asked his countrymen rhetorically: “What gives us the right…to exclude our fellow citizens who happen to belong to this or that [ethnic] category from the ranks of the Germans?” The only conclusion, based on logic as well as experience, was that the Jews should be recognized as Germans “who have had to bear a double burden of original sin.” Citizenship should not be denied to anyone because of allegations of inherited collective shortcomings or transgressions. Equal treatment under the law was the only just principle for dealing with those seeking acceptance as members of the national community.

Yet Mommsen also felt that anti-Semitic prejudice was at least partly the fault of the Jews themselves. Why did they insist so stubbornly on clinging to their ancestral faith? Could they not see that the acceptance of Christianity had become more a token of national loyalty than of religious conviction? And even if they could not bring themselves to worship in a church instead of a synagogue, why did they have to continue to support various organizations and societies composed exclusively of Jews? After all, only a decade earlier the Hanoverians and the Hessians and the Schleswig-Holsteiners and all the other Germans had transferred their allegiance from their native states to the newly established national empire. Why couldn’t the Jews do the same? Why couldn’t they make the same sacrifice for the sake of the “common fatherland”? It was the duty of the Jews, Mommsen concluded, “insofar as they can do so without acting against their conscience,” to abandon their tribalism, their exclusivity, and “to tear down resolutely all the barriers between them and their German fellow citizens.” Surely assimilation was not too high a price to ask in return for emancipation.9

To many Jews, such advice was superfluous. As soon as the gates of the ghetto were opened, thousands of them, especially in Western and Central Europe, but even in the Russian empire, resolved to show themselves worthy of their new status as more or less equal citizens. Black caftans and skullcaps were replaced by cutaway coats and silk cravats. The dialects and jargons of the Jewish marketplace were supplanted by the elegant locutions of bourgeois society. The haggling and huckstering of the shopkeeper became only an embarrassing memory. Newly well-to-do merchants and financiers conducted their business affairs respectably, sedately, in tastefully furnished offices and conference rooms. And as for the familiar charge of clannishness, the new Jewish elite sought eagerly to be accepted by the old established Christian patriciate. There were dinners, balls, banquets, and parties at which the recent outsiders mingled with the established insiders, exchanging civilities and compliments, though not always with complete sincerity. If the cost of acceptance was acculturation, many of the recently emancipated Jews were willing to pay it.

Yet they soon discovered, like Tantalus in the underworld, that as they drew closer to their goal, their goal drew farther away from them, always almost within their reach, always just beyond their grasp. They always did something that was not quite right. They spoke a little too loudly, they gesticulated a little too vigorously, they dressed a little too ostentatiously, they behaved a little too familiarly. Usually behind their backs but sometimes within their hearing, those they were so assiduously courting would tell jokes, anecdotes, and stories about Jewish attempts to play the gentleman and how obvious the difference was between the authentic and the spurious members of the patriciate. Indeed, a genteel, drawing room form of anti-Semitic prejudice became one of the distinguishing marks of high society. Well-bred ladies and gentlemen would generally treat the parvenus with courtesy, but there could be no question of true equality between the two. Clearly, more than money was required to gain admission into the ranks of the social elite.

Well-to-do Jews who worked so hard to make themselves indistinguishable from well-to-do Christians were aware of the invisible barriers to their acceptance as equals by the upper classes. Many of them complained to each other about the discrimination they still had to face, not as blatant now as in the old days of the ghetto, but all the more insidious because it was less overt. Was this how the established order rewarded their efforts at assimilation? Was this how it kept its word that the end of Jewish exclusivity would lead to the achievement of Jewish equality?

Other Jews maintained, however, usually privately but sometimes openly, that their own people were at least partly responsible for the prejudices and discriminations that continued to confront them. There was something about the way they looked or talked or behaved or thought that invited Christian scorn. It was not enough to dress like Christians or socialize with Christians or live among Christians. The Jews must change their appearance as well as their character, their conduct as well as their mentality, before they could become fully accepted. In the face of continuing bigotry, subdued but widespread, some members of the Jewish community succumbed to a mood of self-deprecation or even self-contempt, to what might be called a Jewish form of anti-Semitism.

In 1897, Walter Rathenau, a well-known German industrialist, publicist, and statesman, who was assassinated twenty-five years later by anti-Semitic ultranationalists while serving as foreign minister under the Weimar Republic, published pseudonymously an article expressing this sense of guilt among Jews. “Look at yourselves in the mirror!” he urged his coreligionists. Nothing could be done about the fact that “you look frighteningly alike,” so that the misdeeds of any one Jew were often attributed to all. Similarly, “your southeastern appearance does not appeal in any way to the northern tribes.” Rathenau’s advice to Jews was to avoid doing anything that might arouse scorn or ridicule on the part of their non-Jewish compatriots. They should be careful “not to make yourselves a laughingstock by a slouching and indolent way of walking amid a race which has been raised and bred in a strictly military fashion.” They should become aware, moreover, of “your flabby build, your raised shoulders, your clumsy feet, [and] the soft rotundity of your shape.” Indeed, it would take at least a few generations to change their outward appearance. In the meantime they should not try to look like “lean Anglo-Saxons,” because that only made them resemble “a dachshund imitating a greyhound.” They simply could not “alter nature” by wearing a sailor’s costume on the beach or long stockings in the Alps. Rathenau was not sure what Jews had looked like in Biblical times, but it was obvious to him that “two thousand years of misery have left marks too deep to be washed away by eau de cologne.”10

Forty years later, the National Socialists flaunted Rathenau’s article as evidence that even Jews had to admit indirectly that the differences between Aryans and non-Aryans were ineradicable. But at the turn of the twentieth century, this view seemed to make sense to many of his coreligionists. After all, there was nothing wrong with the advice that Jews should behave with discretion and restraint, avoiding ostentatious displays of wealth or influence. Time was on their side. By simply exercising patience, they would sooner or later achieve the goal of acceptance and acculturation. In France, the struggle between monarchists and republicans culminating in the Dreyfus affair had ended with a decisive victory for the forces of democracy, which opposed religious discrimination. In Germany, the parties favoring parliamentary government and social reformism were gaining strength at the expense of the old-style traditionalists. Even in Russia, where royal absolutism had been most deeply entrenched, the revolution of 1905 revealed widespread dissatisfaction with the established order. By the time of the outbreak of the First World War, European Jews could look forward with confidence to the approaching hour of complete equality.

Yet in fact they were threatened by a far greater danger than ever before. By a cruel irony, their liberation had prepared the way for their destruction. By transforming the old-style anti-Semitism into a new form of anti-Semitism, emancipation produced a greater threat to European Jewry than any it had faced in almost two thousand years. But no one could have foreseen that. At the time all prospects seemed so bright, so inviting. Jews were gaining acceptance, not only in Western and Central Europe but even in Eastern Europe. They were becoming prominent in the economy, culture, and politics. They were acquiring influence in national and even international affairs. The future had never appeared so promising. The Jewish community in 1914 felt more hopeful, more confident, more secure than ever before.

But there were ominous signs that the growing importance of Jews was arousing growing hostility. Beneath the surface of civility and cordiality with which Jews were being widely received, there was noticeable uneasiness, even resentment of the role they were beginning to play in public life. Usually such feelings were expressed in whispers and mutters, but sometimes they could be heard with unmistakable clarity. Was it right that these newcomers, these pushy interlopers, should be competing more and more successfully with the traditional patriciate in the pursuit of wealth and influence? Was this how trusting, kindly, good-natured Germans or Austrians or Hungarians or Frenchmen were being rewarded for their willingness to accept the eternal aliens? Where was all this leading? How would it all end?

By the opening of the twentieth century, the uneasiness aroused by the Jews’ talent for enhancing their wealth and influence under the capitalistic system was reinforced by the perception of another unwelcome Jewish talent. The socialist movement, with its advocacy of the collective ownership of the means of production and transportation, was finding support among the urban proletariat of an industrializing economy. Workers joining that movement saw in its doctrines the promise of a new social order free of oppression and exploitation. But for many Jews who had abandoned their ancestral faith, especially among the younger generation, socialism also seemed to be the key to ending ethnic bigotry, to establishing a society based on equality and justice in which they would be free at last of the eternal burden of anti-Semitism. A disproportionately large number of Jews were therefore attracted to the parties of the far left, and many of them rose to positions of leadership. This served only to reinforce uneasiness about the perceived excessive influence of world Jewry. Some of those who expressed alarm at Jewish success in using capitalism to acquire power now began to express alarm at Jewish success in using anticapitalism to acquire power. Whether as greedy capitalists or as rabble-rousing radicals, the Jews were increasingly seen as a threat to traditional social values and loyalties.


The most ominous sign of this persisting hostility was the increased militancy of the theorists of the new anti-Semitism. No longer content to dwell on the moral failings and deficiencies traditionally ascribed to the ghetto pawnbroker and marketplace peddler—greed, cunning, dishonesty, and obsequiousness—they began to emphasize the secret designs of world Jewry for domination over a society that had generously but naively opened its doors to these so-called victims of persecution. A realization that what the Jews really wanted was not acceptance and assimilation but influence and power would explain the seeming discrepancy between their simultaneous embrace of capitalism and anticapitalism. These were not really contradictory but complementary manifestations of a collective purpose. They were different strategies for achieving the same goal, namely, complete control over state and society. Unless the nations of Europe woke up to the danger confronting them, they would soon find themselves forced to abandon their time-honored traditions and submit to the rule of a cunning, ruthless, alien minority.

It was at this time that the “Jewish question” became a subject of serious discussion in many works dealing with the future of European society and culture. In his analysis The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century, Houston Stewart Chamberlain charged that “our governments, our law, our science, our commerce, our literature, our art…practically all branches of our life have become more or less willing slaves of the Jews.” And this had happened in the space of barely a hundred years, only since the granting of Jewish emancipation. “The Indo-European,” Chamberlain explained, “moved by ideal motives, opened the gates in friendship: the Jew rushed in like an enemy, stormed all positions and planted the flag of his, to us, alien nature—I will not say on the ruins, but on the breaches of our genuine individuality.” If this situation were to continue, there would be in all of Europe “only one single people of pure race,” namely, the Jews. All the others would become “a herd of pseudo-Hebraic mestizos,” a hodgepodge of various races and nationalities, “degenerate physically, mentally and morally.” The glory of Western civilization would come to an end in a society based on corruption and enslavement.11

What could be done to avert such a catastrophe? Chamberlain offered no solution, but a number of others did. In France, Édouard-Adolphe Drumont proposed a plan that seemed simple, obvious, and yet without risk of serious opposition: the expropriation of Jewish wealth by the state. No one, except of course the Jews themselves, could object to that. Such wealth was clearly of a “special character.” It was essentially “parasitic and usurious.” It was the fruit not of “the labor of countless generations” but of “speculation and fraud” by Jewish businesses, which “have enriched their founders while ruining their stockholders.” And yet it would take so little to confiscate those ill-gotten riches. All that was required was “an officer who is brave,” perhaps “five hundred determined men,” and “a regiment surrounding the Jewish banks.” It would all be over in a single day. And as for the public reaction, “people would embrace in the streets” at the news that the economic tyranny of the Jews had come to an end. It would be so easy.12

The most prophetic of the spokesmen for the new anti-Semitism, however, was the German philosopher and economist Eugen Dühring. What made his views regarding the “Jewish question” so ominous was his contention that the pernicious qualities in the Jewish character were not the result of religious belief or historical experience or cultural tradition; they were hereditary, rooted in the genetic composition of the Jews, reflecting on unchangeable racial character. These qualities could not be overcome or modified by adaptation or acculturation or assimilation. They could only be obscured or disguised. However compliant the behavior of the Jews might appear, however familiar their appearance, however conventional their discourse, in their inner being they would always remain unalterably and incorrigibly alien. To ignore this hard reality, to embrace the generous but naive belief that all people were essentially the same, to pretend that there were no irreconcilable differences between Jews and non-Jews, must lead to the corruption of the innocent majority by an unscrupulous minority. It must end in social disaster.

Dühring argued that the Jews were “not a religion but a racial tribe” whose true nature had been “hidden to some extent by the admixture of religion.” In fact, a “Jewish question” would exist even if “all Jews had turned their back on their religion and had gone over to one of the leading churches among us,” for experience had shown that baptized Jews were precisely the ones who penetrated furthest into the various branches of society and politics. Their conversion to Christianity had provided a “master key” that enabled them to enter those areas of public life which had remained closed to religious Jews. The result was “the spread of racial Jewry through the seams and crevices of our national structures.” But that could not go on indefinitely. Sooner or later there would be a reaction. Sooner or later the Germans were bound to realize “how irreconcilable with our best impulses is the infusion of the qualities of the Jewish race into our [national] environment.” It was only a question of time.13

Half a century later, these views would serve as a justification for an official policy of racial extermination. But when Dühring was expounding them, they seemed to most Jews and to many non-Jews as well to be simply the fulminations of a dying social order. The future clearly belonged to a new and different vision of society, more generous, more understanding, more humane. Such optimism seemed justified in light of the momentous changes that had taken place in the previous hundred years: the growth of the economy, the rise of social welfare, the spread of representative government, and the advance of religious toleration. There was no reason that the nations of Europe should not continue on the road to freedom and equality.

What destroyed this optimistic view of the future was the First World War. Unforeseeably, paradoxically, tragically, a military conflict that Woodrow Wilson had described as a struggle to make the world safe for democracy made the world disillusioned with democracy. The hopeful outlook of the years before 1914 was replaced by insecurity and disenchantment after 1918. The losers were embittered by their defeat; the winners became disappointed in their victory. Whereas peace and prosperity had fostered the growth of liberalism in the nineteenth century, war and depression led to a revival of authoritarianism in the twentieth. As for the Jews, their fate was linked to doctrines and policies that seemed in the ascendant before the outbreak of war but came to be increasingly challenged after the return of peace. The question can thus be legitimately asked whether the emancipation of the Jews, which had been greeted with such high hopes and expectations, did not lead ultimately to the destruction of the Jews.

To be sure, the disastrous consequences of the First World War were not immediately apparent. At first it looked as if the world, or at least Europe, had indeed been made safe for democracy. In the defeated nations of Central Europe—in Germany, Austria, and briefly in Hungary—republican regimes replaced the traditional semiauthoritarian monarchical system. Russia, now governed by Communists, who denounced bourgeois liberalism, proclaimed its unequivocal rejection of racial and ethnic discrimination as well. Equally encouraging were the constitutions adopted by the succession states of Eastern Europe—Poland, Lithuania, and Latvia—which granted freedom and equality to all citizens regardless of origin or religion. Even Romania at last bestowed full rights of citizenship on the Jews. Admittedly, many of these reforms were inspired less by democratic conviction than by a desire to win the approval of great powers like England, France, and the United States. But whatever their motivation, to European Jewry they appeared to represent the final step in emancipation.

Yet beneath the appearance of the new, seemingly tolerant republicanism, the old anti-Semitic prejudices persisted and actually gained strength. The 1920s were a decade of economic insecurity, social conflict, and political upheaval. A mood of growing disillusionment spread, not only among the losers in the war but among the winners as well. Was this what they had fought and suffered and sacrificed for? The only ones to have profited appeared to be the Jews, jubilant at their achievement of full equality, at least on paper, who were assuming an increasingly important role in national life. Was this what democracy meant?

The growing postwar undercurrent of anti-Semitism was further intensified by the disproportionately large number of Jews who, aware of the hostility they were arousing among their non-Jewish compatriots, became supporters of the Communist movement. This in turn reinforced anti-Semitic fears among those who felt threatened by Bolshevism. Was this how the Jews were showing their gratitude for being accepted as equals? Was there no limit to their appetites and ambitions? Was their real goal not toleration or emancipation but domination? The questions, doubts, and resentments continued to mount.

Even many liberals, in theory believers in the equality of all citizens regardless of ethnic origin, began to wonder whether the growing prominence of the Jews was really a good thing. Perhaps it would be better for everyone if they were less ambitious, less aggressive, less successful. Twenty years later, after the Second World War, the eminent German historian Friedrich Meinecke, who had been a cautious supporter of the Weimar Republic, explained and even half justified this growing suspicion of Jewish influence during the 1920s. “Among those who drank too hastily and greedily of the cup of power which had come to them were many Jews,” he recalled. “They appeared in the eyes of persons with anti-Semitic feeling to be the beneficiaries of the German defeat and revolution. Everyone else in Germany, aside from these beneficiaries, seemed irrevocably consigned to misery.” No wonder that more and more people, including some who had previously been generous and tolerant, were beginning to turn against “these beneficiaries” of the national misery.14

A growing feeling that the Jews were gaining wealth and power at the expense of non-Jews was not confined to Germany. It appeared even stronger farther to the east, where anti-Semitic prejudice was often regarded as a manifestation of national pride and religious devotion. There was throughout Europe a rough correlation between the proportion of Jews in the total population and the intensity of the hostility toward them. Poland, where Jews constituted 10.4 percent of all inhabitants, was at the top of the list. There anti-Semitism had become a widespread and deep-rooted popular attitude, especially since the end of the eighteenth century. Not far behind were Hungary, with a Jewish population amounting to 5.9 percent of the total, and Romania, with 4.8. Then came countries in the middle range of anti-Semitic prejudice, like Austria, with 3.5 percent, and Czechoslovakia, with 2.4 percent. The states in which hostility toward Jews seemed least intense were those with the lowest proportion of Jews: the Netherlands, with 1.7 percent; Great Britain and Belgium, with 0.7 percent each; France, with 0.5; and—though this may seem hard to believe in light of what was to happen later—Germany, with 0.9. But in all countries, distrust and fear of what was perceived as growing Jewish influence continued to mount throughout the 1920s.15

What finally persuaded both public opinion and governmental bureaucracy that something had to be done to solve the “Jewish question” was the financial crash of 1929 and the ensuing Great Depression. Amid the mounting problems of unemployment and impoverishment, economic insecurity and social unrest, the rhetoric of anti-Semitism began to sound increasingly plausible. Perhaps it was true after all that the crisis facing European society was a result of Jewish speculation, that it was enlarging Jewish wealth through the exploitation of Christian misfortune, that it had in fact been deliberately started to increase Jewish power by encouraging class conflict and political instability. To more and more people in the early 1930s, those contentions did not sound far-fetched. Some governments, moreover, under growing public pressure to adopt drastic measures to restore stability, agreed, whether out of conviction or expediency, that something must be done to find a solution to the “Jewish question.” That solution would have to be credible, it would have to be effective, but above all it would have to deal with the matter once and for all. At last, one way or another, Europe had to arrive at a final solution.








PART ONE

The Great Depression and Anti-Semitism



People in those democracies deplore the “unspeakable cruelty” with which Germany…is trying to get rid of the Jewish element…. Now that complaints [against the Jews] have at last become very loud and our nation is no longer willing to let itself be further impoverished by those parasites, people are wailing about it. But they are not trying to solve the so-called problem once and for all by some constructive action on the part of those democratic countries. Quite the contrary, they inform us very coolly that there is of course no room [for Jews] over there…. They offer no help, but, oh, the moralizing!

ADOLF HITLER, NUREMBERG, SEPTEMBER 12,1938
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Eastern Europe in Crisis




THE 1930S BECAME the decade in which the last remaining illusions regarding the inevitable triumph of the democratic ideal vanished. Those illusions, widely accepted as realities at the turn of the century, were first challenged by the experience of the devastating war that broke out a few years later. The enormous sacrifices of life and property exacted by that war gradually began to arouse doubts about a political system that had led to such a vast international catastrophe. No amount of propaganda regarding the sinister plots and cruel atrocities of the enemy could overcome the feeling that the fault was not entirely one-sided, that all the belligerents had contributed in some measure to the calamity now confronting them. The greater the hardship a country had to endure, the greater its disillusionment with the established order. The overthrow of czarism in Russia and the establishment of the Bolshevik regime while the conflict was still going on demonstrated that what had started out as a war against a foreign enemy was beginning to turn into a rejection of the existing system of authority.

The end of the war seemed at first to quiet this dissatisfaction with the status quo, at least among the victor states. After all, the parliamentary democracies had succeeded in defeating the conservative empires. The new constitutions adopted by several European nations after 1918 seemed to reflect a growing commitment to liberal policies and principles. Statesmen in almost every country were now proclaiming their resolve to reject the inherited dogmas and prejudices of the past and pursue the path of political freedom and social justice. Perhaps all the wartime sacrifices of manpower and wealth had not been in vain after all. Perhaps the world was really becoming or about to become better. There was a brief revival of optimism regarding the future of Europe during the 1920s, an optimism that was not always unshakable or spontaneous or entirely sincere. Still, the mood of despair that had become widespread during the latter stages of the war seemed to be dissipating.

Yet there were troubling signs that the victory of the democratic ideal had been less than complete. Although the revolution in Russia failed to spread to other states and its supporters in Poland, Hungary, and the Baltic states had been defeated in their efforts to establish a similar regime, the Communist movement continued to gain support among urban workers throughout the world. At the other end of the political spectrum, the Fascist Party came to power in Italy on a program embracing nationalism, militarism, and authoritarianism. Hungary, after brief experiments with a democratic republic and a Communist dictatorship, turned to what was in theory a monarchy but in reality a traditional oligarchy under Admiral Nicholas Horthy. These were troubling signs that the victory of democracy had not been quite as complete as its adherents would like to believe.

To be sure, manifestations of an undercurrent of authoritarianism in the political sympathies of Europe could be explained away as the last gasps of an old order refusing to admit defeat. The Russians had always been backward, submissive, and superstitious. It would have been too much to expect such a people to go directly from unquestioning acceptance of traditional authority to a commitment to democratic principles. There were bound to be relapses and setbacks. Moreover, there were already signs that even the Russians were beginning to see the light. The defeat of the Kremlin’s attempt to export communism by military force had served to isolate the Bolshevik regime, to make it less aggressive, less dangerous. Now the emerging struggle between pragmatists and militants in the Soviet Union, between the followers of Stalin and the supporters of Trotsky, between the advocates of “socialism in one state” and the proponents of “permanent revolution,” was evidence that the Communist system was in trouble. Sooner or later it would make way for a more tolerant and democratic form of government.

Many liberals expressed a similar optimism, sometimes genuine, sometimes merely professed, about the future of Fascist Italy. Here again, they maintained, was a nation whose bark was worse than its bite, whose militant rhetoric was designed to disguise a cautious policy. Mussolini might continue for a while to strut and posture, declaim and bellow. But little by little he was becoming more moderate, more reasonable. In time he would turn into just another middle-of-the-road Italian prime minister like those of the prewar period, Francesco Crispi and Giovanni Giolitti: prudent, reasonable, and flexible; a little calculating, perhaps, a little shifty at times, but willing to accept the constraints of a parliamentary system. Besides, had not Mussolini succeeded in crushing the danger of a left-wing revolution in his country? That was surely an important achievement. Just give him time to free himself from the burden of his own inflammatory rhetoric.

As for Hungary, that country was a political freak, neither fish nor flesh nor good red herring. A monarchy without a monarch, ruled by an admiral without a fleet, defiant but isolated, revanchist but powerless. Why should anyone worry about what Hungary did? Its situation was simply further evidence of the futility to which a rejection of the democratic ideal, or at least an open rejection, was bound to lead.

The Great Depression put an end to all such comforting assumptions. Doubts regarding liberal principles and institutions, which had first emerged during the war and had then been suppressed or disguised during the brief years of stability, now reappeared in a much more dangerous form. Amid the hardships and privations of a crippled economy, while millions of people were hungry and impoverished, public opinion turned against a political system that seemed powerless to cope with the crisis confronting society. Political movements that had been dismissed a decade earlier as futile or irrational suddenly began to attract large numbers of converts desperate to find a way out of the depression.

Communism had languished during the ephemeral prosperity of the late 1920s, but now it rapidly began to gain strength, becoming once again a threat to the established order. Even more dangerous was the appearance of a new form of authoritarianism which insisted that economic collapse and social disintegration were the inevitable consequences of a liberal ideology emphasizing individual freedom at the expense of collective welfare, ranking material gain more highly than national greatness. Since liberalism was responsible for the crisis of European society, only the rejection of liberalism could overcome that crisis. The parliamentary system was nothing more than a screen for class conflict and party rivalry, for an unending struggle of selfish interests indifferent to the well-being of the community as a whole. Only a return to the traditional values of loyalty, discipline, selflessness, and patriotism could protect Western civilization against cruel, materialistic communism. The Soviet Union was a warning to all the states of Europe of what would happen if they continued on the path of popular democracy and unrestrained individualism.

The new right-wing authoritarianism assumed two distinct forms, sharing a common objective but differing in rhetoric and strategy. The more moderate one looked to the historically dominant forces in society to take the lead in the struggle against the liberal hegemony. It regarded the monarch, if there was one, as the logical choice for commander of the forces opposing the tyranny of the parliamentary system. Or a successful general or admiral, inspired by the military virtues of courage, chivalry, and hierarchical authority, might become the savior of society. Members of the old aristocracy, recently forced into the background, were likely to support a return to the historic distribution of power and influence. For that matter, many members of the bourgeoisie, frightened by the specter of left-wing radicalism, would probably welcome the restoration of a traditionalist form of government which opposed proletarian revolutionism with armed force. And then there was the established church and its faithful followers, dismayed by the “materialism” of the liberal ideology, alarmed at the spread of secularism and “immorality,” eager to revive the role of religious faith in public life.

The radical wing, though more militant in rhetoric and theory than in policy or practice, was nevertheless quite different. It rejected a reliance on the traditionally conservative forces in society—crown, aristocracy, and church. It preached instead an egalitarianism under which all citizens, regardless of class or occupation, would be enlisted in the struggle for national salvation. It emphasized the importance of military strength and territorial expansion. It condemned restraint and compromise in foreign affairs as well as plutocracy and capitalism in domestic affairs, or at least too much plutocracy and capitalism. It was nativistic and xenophobic, often racist, and almost always anti-Semitic. Above all, it demanded the subordination of personal gain and class interest to the national welfare. The greatness of the state must be recognized as the prime concern of all loyal citizens.


Political organizations embracing this ideology began to appear in all the nations of Europe, even those with a long tradition of democratic government, such as England, France, the Low Countries, and the Scandinavian states. At first such organizations were regarded, especially in Western Europe, as something of a curiosity, an aberration; they were so different from other political movements, with their members wearing dark shirts or quasi-military uniforms, marching in step with soldierly precision, shouting defiant slogans, and exchanging strange greetings and salutes. To many critical observers, their processions and demonstrations resembled a noisy circus parade.

The coming of the Great Depression changed this dismissive attitude. Facing growing economic hardship and social disorder, alarmed by the radicalization of the industrial proletariat, and fearful of the spread of communism, more and more people began to see in the revival of some form of hierarchical authority the only alternative to class conflict and the triumph of the far left. For the time being the established order in Western Europe could still feel secure, but even there the increasing strength of authoritarian organizations reflected the spread of dissatisfaction with the parliamentary system. The Croix de Feu in France, the British Union of Fascists, the Rexists in Belgium, and the Nasjonal Samling in Norway were all warnings of a rising tide of disillusionment with the liberal ideas and ideals of the prewar years.

Even more ominous signs of a bitter ideological conflict could be seen in Central Europe. There the Great Depression led to the failure of the brief, tentative experiments in democracy initiated in the aftermath of military defeat. The decline of the Weimar Republic in Germany and its replacement in 1933 by a National Socialist dictatorship seemed far more disturbing than the establishment a decade earlier of the authoritarian Horthy regime in weak, isolated Hungary. This time the second most populous country in Europe, the most industrialized power on the continent, embraced the new authoritarianism in its most extreme form. The effect on other countries with a recently established, still struggling democratic government was bound to be profound. Indeed, barely a month after Hitler’s victory in Germany, Chancellor Engelbert Dollfuss of Austria established a dictatorship of his own, more moderate than the one in Berlin, more in sympathy with the traditionalist authoritarianism of the old school, but equally opposed to both middle-of-the-road liberalism and left-wing radicalism.

The democratic statesmen of Western Europe were troubled, moreover, by developments in the Iberian Peninsula. The fate of Portugal may not have been one of their major concerns, even after a succession of military coups and strong-man regimes culminated in 1932 in the establishment of the dictatorship of Antonio de Oliveira Salazar, whose Estado Novo, or “New State,” was based on a combination of moderate authoritarianism and amorphous corporatism similar in many respects to the Dollfuss regime in Austria. Yet while this turn to the right in Portuguese politics could be ignored by the rest of the continent, it did reinforce the common feeling that the direction of historical development, which had seemed to favor parliamentary democracy, was now shifting toward some form of authoritarianism.

This feeling was intensified a few years later by events in neighboring Spain. What happened in Portugal could be dismissed as a local aberration in a remote corner of Europe. There was no compelling reason to pay too much attention to it. But no one could ignore the bloody civil war raging from 1936 to 1939, which ended with the overthrow of the Spanish Republic. Not that Spain had been a model of thriving democracy during the previous two decades. There were unending struggles for autonomy or independence in Catalonia, the Basque provinces, and Morocco. There were ideological conflicts between monarchists, traditionalists, and clericalists on one side and socialists, Communists, and anarchists on the other, not to mention that the leftists fought against each other almost as fiercely as they fought against the rightists. There were military mutinies and attempted coups; there was the dictatorship or semi-dictatorship of General Miguel Primo de Rivera; then came the establishment of the republic in 1931; and then, early in 1936, the victory at the polls of various centrist and leftist parties united in the Popular Front. This led finally to the revolt of the traditionalist forces under General Francisco Franco, which, at the cost of some 750,000 lives, succeeded by the spring of 1939 in defeating the republican regime and establishing a dictatorship of the right.

What made the civil war in Spain seem so important to the rest of Europe was the feeling that here was a conflict whose outcome was bound to have consequences far beyond the Iberian Peninsula. The struggle reflected the opposing interests of the winners and the losers in the recent world war; it confronted the interests of an international order established by the peace treaties with the interests of a revisionist camp which insisted that those treaties must be repudiated. Diplomatic disagreements were further aggravated by ideological disagreements between liberal states defending the postwar status quo and authoritarian states demanding a new balance of power. That was why the civil war in Spain became a rehearsal for the world war that was about to begin, with Italy and Germany sending troops and warplanes to support the Franco forces; England and France, more restrained or more timid, siding, but only diplomatically, with the republican regime; and the Soviet Union providing the government in Madrid with financial resources and Communist volunteers to fight the enemies of the left. The victory of those enemies was a sign that the military and ideological preponderance in Europe was shifting from the liberal middle to the antiliberal right.

The most fertile soil for the ideas and policies of the new authoritarianism, however, was not Central or southern Europe but Eastern Europe.
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