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Publisher’s foreword

This 1s the first U.S. edition of The Jewish Question. The English
text is that of a limited edition published in Mexico City in
1950. Leon’s book and the biographical sketch of Leon by Ernest
Germain were translated from the original French edition of
1946.

This pioneering Marxist study went all but unnoticed until a
few years ago, when it began to receive much attention in schol-
arly circles. A new edition was published in France in 1968, setting
off anew the controversy which Marxist work on this question has
aroused.

The new French edition included an introduction by Professor
Maxime Rodinson, author of Israel and the Arabs and an acknowl-
edged authority in the field. Professor Rodinson’s critique of Leon’s
fundamental thesis, the theory of the people-class, reviewed Leon’s
work in the light of new scholarship. This first U.S. edition con-
tains an introduction by Nathan Weinstock which answers the cri-
tique made by Professor Rodinson.

Weinstock has contributed articles on the Palestinian problem
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12 PUBLISHER'S FOREWORD

and on Jewish affairs to several European socialist journals, includ-
ing Partisans, Revue internationale du socialisme, and Quatrieme
Internationale. Currently on the editorial board of the Belgian revo-
lutionary Marxist weekly La gauche, he is also the author of Le
sionisme contre Israel, a book that was pronounced by the London
Times Literary Supplement to be “the most consequential and up-
to-date Marxist analysis of the Israel-Arab problem yet published.”

In 1968 he wrote the foreword to the Italian edition of The
Jewish Question. The present article takes into account recent re-
search and debates on key issues of Jewish history as well as the
latest developments in Israel, Poland, Cuba, and the advanced capi-
talist countries.



Translator’s foreword

Writing in the shadow of Nazi occupation, the possibility of
conforming his work on the Jewish question to certain formal
standards of scholarship simply did not exist for the author. In
making the English translation of his work, considerable time
and effort were devoted to locating and identifying Leon’s source
material and quotations, so as to eliminate, insofar as possible, this
purely technical shortcoming. We were not always successful in
this research project, and it has considerably delayed the appear-
ance of the work in English, but it is hoped that even this limited
success will prove helpful to serious students of Jewish history
and the Jewish question.

One further word as regards quoted material: English sources
have in all cases been used as they appear in English editions—they
are not retranslations from the French text. In all other cases, we
have utilized standard English translations of foreign works, where
they exist; and where the sources remain untranslated we have
checked Leon’s text against the original French, German, or Yid-
dish editions.

Mexico City, 1950

13



14 TRANSLATOR’S FOREWORD

Addendum to the 1996 printing

Where possible quotes from, and references to, the writings of
Karl Marx, Frederick Engels, V.I. Lenin, and Leon Trotsky have
been updated to correspond to the most recent English-language

edition of their works.
New York, 1996



A biographical sketch of Abram Leon

BY ERNEST GERMAIN

The period of relative peace and prosperity experienced by
Western Europe in the era between 1876 and 1914 was hardly
propitious for the making of genuine revolutionists. In order for
the mind to free itself completely from the influence of ruling-
class ideology and in order for the will to be concentrated on a
single goal—the conquest of power by the proletariat—it is not
enough just to assimilate correctly the Marxist method and heri-
tage. Life itself must propel men outside the routine of “respect-
able” existence and drive them into direct contact with all the
violence, the cruelty, the degradation and barbarism inherent in
the capitalist system. It was in the crucible of illegality, imprison-
ment, emigration, and merciless struggle against autocracy that
the great revolutionary generation of Bolsheviks was forged in
Ruussia. In order for a new revolutionary generation to be created
in the countries of the West, mankind had to enter into the very
fire of the crises of wars and revolutions.

It was war and revolution which cradled Abram Leon, and
which later closed his eyes. On the day of his birth the footsteps
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16 ERNEST GERMAIN

of the revolution rang through the streets of his native city, War-
saw. Two rival Soviets were contending for power. On the hori-
zon, the Soviet Republic was already taking shape. Defeated armies
brought their tatters, their bitterness, and their thirst for justice
into the popular assemblies. Human beings from the obscurest
depths of mankind flowed in wave upon wave across the political
arena: men and women, young and old, all the poor and op-
pressed, all the disinherited who had lived with their mouths
shut and their backs bent and who now suddenly discovered
their voices.

But while their hands bore the red flag deeper and deeper into
the tortured city, there already fluttered over the fortress the red
and white flag with the Polish eagle, hoisted by legionnaires under
the command of a “socialist,” Pilsudski. These two symbols, these
two currents of ideas, international socialism and petty-bourgeois
social patriotism, were struggling passionately for supremacy over
the masses. The short but fruitful life of Leon was to pass entirely
under the sign of this struggle.

Partitioned at every historical turning point, Poland could not
avoid saddling its labor movement with the heavy heritage of a
miserable past: militant nationalism. The Jews of Poland, victims of
every political and social crisis, who had witnessed pogroms under
the Tsars, under the revolution, under the Whites, under the Rus-
sians, under the Poles, under the Ukrainians, and under the
Lithuanians, sought a desperate solution through the formulation
of a nationalist myth of their own: Zionism. An expression of the
complete blind alley in which Jewish petty-bourgeois thought had
arrived, this reactionary utopia was nevertheless, among the youth
and above all the proletarian youth, an expression also of the will
to realize the socialist ideal, to participate actively in the world
proletarian struggle.

The contradiction between the petty-bourgeois character of
Zionism and the rigorously internationalist conclusions of Marx-
ism drove the Zionist working-class leaders to formulate a new
theory which, by combining their socialism—which they want-
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ed to be scientific—with their Zionist aspirations, would invest
the latter with some semblance of Marxist justification. This is how
the strange theory called “Borochovism”—from the name of its
author, Ber Borochov—was born, a theory which was destined to
become the official theory of Jewish revolutionists throughout the
world for several decades.

The family in Leon’s household adhered to “official” petty-
bourgeois Zionism. On his first contact with reality, the child felt
the attraction of the Zionist myth like a religious intoxication.
The myth was to be realized in life: the family left for Palestine
when the boy was old enough to enter grammar school. The
wonderful procession of scenes on this trip became engraved in
his memory like a fairy tale. He remembered how the sun blazed
on the roofs of Constantinople, the sound of the sea among the
enchanted islands of the Archipelago, and how the rugged coast
of the Promised Land looked to him the first time. But the fairy
tale did not last long; a year later they started back for their native
country.

Amid these changing conditions of his life, the boy observes,
strives to understand, and assimilates the idea of the constant
movement of men and things. His mind goes traveling and
doesn’t as yet come to rest. We must wait until 1926, when the
family decides to emigrate to Belgium, before Abram begins to
get intensely interested in companions of his own age and makes
contact with the Zionist socialist youth movement, Hashomer
Hatzair (The youth guard). Other forces begin to act upon him.
At school he feels the barriers set up before the Jew, before the
foreigner, separating him from his classmates. How can he fail
to understand that he is “different” from the others or that he
has special problems, when he constantly notes that he is being
treated differently, that he is not allowed to participate in games
like any other little boy, but remains the butt of some comment
or ironical jest? Upon his way homeward along the swarming
streets of populous old sections of Brussels, he is sharply re-
minded of all the contradictions in modern society. He is greatly
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moved by the picture of the world’s division into the rich and
the poor. How could he help naturally taking sides with the
downtrodden, feeling himself, as he does, the victim of a double
injustice?

This is how young Leon becomes an ardent militant in the
Jewish Socialist Zionist youth. His mind begins to explain the
indignation and revolt that his heart feels. Gradually, through a
systematic Marxist education, Leon grows to understand society
and the solution toward which the struggle of the workers is
directed. Within the framework of this youth movement—which
is, despite its confused political ideas, a model organization, and
one of the best schools of morals and proletarian thought—ev-
erything begins to dissolve—family ties, traditions, heritage of
agelong petty-bourgeois calculation, heritage of submissive fear
of authorities. He grows as free in his character as in his mind; he
learns to govern himself, he lets himself be governed by reason,
he learns to subordinate himself to the pursuit of the goal. His
will becomes tempered in the ideal. His personality is formed in
concentrating upon the struggle for socialism; he finds the high-
est satisfaction in thought and action which are placed in the
service of the world proletariat.

It is not long before the young Leon outstrips his comrades
in the movement. As the most intelligent, the firmest, and the
most comprehensive, he at the same time possesses a calmness
and a reasoned confidence that completely and naturally draw
the respect of all those around him. Born to lead, he has no
need to raise his voice, or to charm with beautiful phrases, or to
attract by extraordinary deeds in order to have everybody ac-
cept his authority. He moves up rapidly along the various rungs
of the elected apparatus of the Hashomer and soon finds him-
self in the leadership of the Brussels section and also on the
national leadership.

The living conditions of his family compel him to give up
his studies for a time. Because he has to be constantly on the
move all over Belgium in order to make a livelihood, he is
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able to renew his contact with the working masses who are
once again going into the streets to demonstrate their strength
and to demand their rights. During the sunlit days in the sum-
mer of 1936 the fever spreads from the coal pits of Charleroi
to the somber villages of the Borinage miners. While the po-
lice patrol the crossroads, the workers gather to hear a new
leader. It has been years since they heard a genuine revolu-
tionary voice.

The workers come by the thousands to Flénu, to Jemappes, to
Quaregnon, to Frameries, and to the great stadium of Bouverie in
order to listen to the fiery speeches of Walter Dauge, the young
founder of the Revolutionary Socialist Party. Leon attends the
meetings of Dauge. He learns to distinguish Trotskyism from Sta-
linism. He studies and it does not take him long to side with those
ideas which appear to him to be the product of genuine Marxism,
and which are inspired by the genuine interests of the world pro-
letariat and not by the miserable falsifications concocted by the
master of the Kremlin. Concurrently the series of monstrous Mos-
cow trials leads him to take a definite position. From this year on,
as against the entire world organization of Hashomer which leans
somewhat toward Stalinism, he becomes a resolute “Trotskyist”
and defends his ideas vigorously and not unsuccessfully at national
and international congresses and gatherings.

But even while rapidly advancing in his knowledge of Marx-
ism and while pursuing deeply his study of political economy,
he remains profoundly attached to Zionism. While serving for
one year as chairman of the Belgian Zionist Federation, he de-
votes all his energy, all his revolutionary zeal in the service of
this cause. When a group of young militants departs for Pales-
tine, an enthusiastic call is launched for the establishment of a
“communist” colony there. But Leon begins to doubt. Side by
side with him are the representatives of petty-bourgeois and
bourgeois Zionist organizations. Isn’t he united with them for
the present, even though he expects to fight against them mer-
cilessly after “nationality” and the “possibility of waging an ef-
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fective struggle”' have been conquered in Palestine? Isn’t this
“social patriotism,” even if in a rather unusual form? Leon has
his Lenin at his finger tips. The lengthy and lucid arguments in
Against the Stream ring in his ears. How can he reconcile his
consistent Leninism with Zionism? Where can one find a com-
mon ground for the Jewish national struggle and the struggle
of internationalist socialism?

In this way, twenty years after Borochov, Leon in his turn took
up the trail of the Hashomer “theoretician” in order to discover a
Marxist justification of Zionism. He questioned everything; he
methodically reexplored the connections between the ideas, ac-
cepting none of the axioms of the Zionist ideology, cutting his
way through the tangled prejudices of Jews and non-Jews on the
subject of the history of the Jews, a history which seems so as-
tonishing and extraordinary and which his rigorously scientific
mind seeks to explain by the Marxist method. In the course of
his researches, he forwarded several articles to the Belgian Trotskyist
weekly, La lutte ouvriére (The workers struggle). The editors of
this periodical established contact with him. He was astonished
to find treasures of historical, economic, and political knowledge
among these simple workers. He sensed that this was the van-
guard. He turned for the last time to his past, resolving to break
with it harmoniously, with complete consciousness, after clarify-
ing to himself and to his comrades the profound reasons for his
break, after demonstrating to his friends the truth which he had
himself just discovered. His “Theories on the Jewish Question”
took form; his book The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpretation
would constitute the amplified elaboration of these theses.

Meanwhile, a wave of uneasiness had seized the Jewish masses
all over the Old Continent. They sensed the approach of war;
premonitions of the terrible catastrophe that would befall them

1. Hashomer Hatzair defends the position that Jewish workers and revolu-
tionary socialists are able to struggle “effectively” for the proletarian revo-
lution only in Palestine.
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threw them into a crisis of nervousness and fear. The world con-
gress of Hashomer convened. The menacing shadow of Hitler
was already hovering over Brussels. In heated debate the del-
egates came out either for a “conditional” support of British im~
perialism, or for “neutrality,” or for an “independent defense” of
Palestine should it be threatened by a fascist army. Despite angry
shouts of the assembly against this “renegade from Israel,” Leon,
even before breaking definitely with Zionism, defended coura-
geously the position of complete “revolutionary defeatism.”*“Woe
to those who with their own social patriotism instill chauvinism
in the workers in enemy countries. This weapon will boomerang
against those who wield it. Woe to those who sow false hopes
that the miserable lot of Jews in Central Europe will improve as
a result of the war of British imperialism against its German ri-
val! They will themselves prove to be its most sorely stricken
victims.” It was in this sense that Leon must have spoken. And
what stupefaction must his words have aroused among those
wavering centrists who seek at every turn for cheap solutions
and for compromises, who are incapable of reacting to the rigors
of history with an equally rigorous mind.

As the waves of imperialist war broke closer and closer to
Belgium before engulfing it in May 1940, Leon completed his
“Theses on the Jewish Question” and submitted them for dis-
cussion to his organization. In his attempt to grasp the meaning
of Jewish history Leon found himself in collision with
Borochov’s “metaphysical materialist” theory, and his first at-
tempt was to eliminate this obstacle. Borochov maintained that
the Jewish question was rooted in the fact that the Jews, and
above all the Jewish workers, played no important role in the
vital sectors of economy (heavy industry, metallurgy, coal, and
so on) but instead occupied important positions solely in the
peripheral spheres of economic life. The social composition of
other peoples resembled a pyramid having as its base hundreds
of thousands of miners, metal workers, railroad workers, etc.,
and then passing through large layers of handicraftsmen, topped
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oft by ever thinner strata of businessmen, industrialists, and bank-
ers. But the social composition of the Jewish people resembled
an “inverted pyramid” in which large handicraft strata rested on
narrow layers of workers—who were moreover engaged in
nonvital sectors of industry—and had to bear the full weight of
an enormous mass of businessmen.

Borochov cut his analysis short at this point; he accepted this
as a historical fact, without making any attempt at an explana-
tion, and used it as the starting point for his “solution” of the
question: It was first of all necessary to “reverse the inverted pyra-
mid,” i.e., to create a “normal” Jewish society like those of other
peoples; until this was done the Jewish proletariat could not seri-
ously undertake revolutionary struggle; and such a society could
be created only in Palestine.

Leon quickly grasped everything that was “nondialectical” in
this theory: The existing social condition of the Jews could not
be approached as a “fact,” but as the product of historical devel-
opment. How did this different historical evolution of the Jews
come about? Linking up Borochov’s thread of reasoning with
several casual statements of Marx, who with his habitual genius
had laid bare the entire “mystery” of Jewish history, Leon com-
menced to reconstruct the entire past of the Jews.

The explanation for the religion of the Jews and for their
preservation must be sought in the social role they played. Gath-
ering together the mass of existing documentation he elabo-
rated the theory of the “people-class,” astonishing in its sim-
plicity, and providing the indispensable key for understanding
the past and present role of the Jews and for finding a solution
to their misery.

Borochovism erred, however, not alone in its point of depar-
ture but even more so in its conclusions. It approached the “solu-
tion” of the Jewish problem not only outside the past historical
process but also outside the existing social reality. In the epoch of
imperialism and of capitalism in its death agony, the “will” of a
few million Jewish workers to “create a society like the rest” ap-
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peared as a pathetically weak force amid the imperialist giants
fighting over every unoccupied nook and cranny on the globe,
amid the violent collisions of classes on the world arena. Borochov
had no comprehension whatever of the law of uneven and com-
bined development in the imperialist era, whose operation pre-
vents every nation without exception from solving any of its
problems under the capitalist regime in its death throes.The tragic
peculiarities of Jewish society could not be eliminated by seek-
ing to isolate it from decaying society as a whole. The “inverted
pyramid” of the Jews could not possibly be “reversed” while the
“normal” pyramid of other peoples was itself in the process of
disintegration. The world proletarian revolution is alone capable
of normalizing Jewish history. Within the framework of decaying
capitalism no solution is possible.

This was the manner in which Leon completely settled all the
accounts with his own past. He not only exposed the petty-
bourgeois utopian character of the Zionist ideal, but also showed
how this ideal, like the rest of the petty bourgeoisie’s “own” ide-
ology, is bound to become in the imperialist epoch an instru-
ment in the hands of world capitalism. He denounced Zionism
as a brake upon the revolutionary activity of the Jewish workers
throughout the world, as a brake upon the liberation of Palestine
from the yoke of English imperialism, as an obstacle to the com-
plete unity of Jewish and Arab workers in Palestine. Candidly,
without any reservations or evasions, he condemned his own
entire past activity. He understood what had completely condi-
tioned it and how it had served as a necessary stage in his own
development. His mind, steeped in the dialectic, delighted in
presenting each clear piece of knowledge, each phase of con-
sciousness, as the product of the struggle to surmount the
countertruth and error. “In order to understand one must be-
gin by failing to understand,” he would frequently say.“No con-
viction 1s so deeply held as the one gained in the course of a
prolonged and sincere internal ideological struggle.” The few
years he lived thereafter demonstrated to him how exact these
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observations were in his own case. Having surmounted the na-
tionalist stage of his own development, Leon rooted out from
his thought every vestige of Zionism and his internationalism
was of a purity that is rarely met.

No longer constrained to pursue two contradictory paths and
to consume itself in internal controversy, his energy was hence-
forward able to strike out with all its power on a single road, that
of the Fourth International. Leaving the Hashomer with about a
score of comrades, Leon organized a study circle with the aim of
leading his followers to Trotskyism. Most significant of all was
the date of this “conversion.” When Leon came to international
communism, the workers movement seemed dead in Belgium.
Henri De Man—who began his evolution as an ardent anti-
militarist only to become in rapid succession a social patriot, a
theoretician of an insipid “revision” of Marxism, His Majesty’s
Minister, and a charlatan patcher-up of capitalism—had just
completed the circle of his “socialist” life by dissolving his party,
whose president he was, and by calling upon his comrades to
collaborate with Hitler in building a new order in Europe. Iso-
lated from the masses who had been stunned by the May—June
1940 events, the Communist Party, following instructions from
Moscow, prudently retired and even went so far as to publish a
Flemish weekly which meekly reprinted Goebbels’s interminable
anti-British tirades side by side with ritualistic paeans to the “land
where life was so joyous and so happy” The former Trotskyist
leader Walter Dauge, whose intellectual baggage proved too light
for this long ordeal, became profoundly demoralized and aban-
doned his party to its fate. The few Trotskyist cadres, dispersed all
over the country, had hardly reestablished contact. The situation
seemed to justify only resignation and watchful waiting. Any other
attitude appeared like a manifestation of desperate and impotent
revolt.

What was lacking was not so much courage to act as courage
to think, and to think correctly. Marxist analysis enabled one to
penetrate through the totalitarian lid pressing on Europe and to
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discover there gestating forces which would in the end throw it
off. Correctly establishing the reasons which we had for hope,
Leon noted that the workers movement in Europe had already
reached the lowest point of its ebb. It was now necessary to count
upon a new rise. It was necessary not to await it passively but to
prepare for it, preparing for it the cadres and insofar as possible
the masses. Even in darkest moments of history, a party that is
later capable of leading the masses in struggle can be forged only
in constant contact with the day-to-day life, difficulties, and aspi-
rations of the people. Behind every reason for despair, one must
discover a reason for hope.

This motivating thought of Leon is not only a symbol but the
beginning of action. When on August 20, 1940, we were over-
whelmed by the tragic news of the assassination of L. D. Trotsky,
Leon immediately wrote the first illegal pamphlet of the Belgian
Trotskyist movement. He established contact with several former
regional leaders of the party in Brussels. The first leadership began
to take form. The illegal Trotskyist organization was born on the
day following the death of its spiritual father. The vitality of the
ideas of the Fourth International, which are nothing else but the
conscious expression of historical reality, seeks only the occasion
and the men in order to become reaffirmed at every turn. It had
just discovered both.

There ensued a period of incessant, stubborn, and unyield-
ing work in the face of difficulties which kept constantly aris-
ing and which seemed each time insurmountable. From this
moment on, the story of Leon was linked with the history of
the Trotskyist movement in Belgium. The principal inspirer of
the party, he served as political secretary from the time the first
executive committee was set up. As a journalist, with an inci-
sive, lively, and clear style, he made his readers feel that he un-
derstood thoroughly every problem with which he dealt. The
editorial board of the illegal Voie de Lénine (Lenin’s road) worked
under his direction and its first issues contained a masterly
study from his pen of the structure and future of the various
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imperialist powers. In this study he traced the main line of
future events in the war exactly in the way in which they later
unfolded. An exemplary organizer and educator, he guided
the branches, tried to build the party under conditions of ille-
gality, and concentrated with infinite patience on winning the
confidence of workers districts and on forming a recognized
and responsible national leadership on the basis of this confi-
dence.

I met him personally for the first time on the first central
committee of the party which was reconstituted by his efforts in
July 1941.

Although he was absorbed to the exclusion of everything else
in the enormous daily tasks, organizational as well as political,
Leon did not for a moment suspend his ideological work which
constitutes the most precious heritage he left us. On the one
hand he systematically completed his book on the Jewish ques-
tion, constantly working over the details, reflecting for weeks on
a particular aspect of this or that question, devouring all the ex-
isting documentation, but prepared, once his mind was made up,
to defend his views to the end. That is how this book came to be
written. It is not only a model of the application of the Marxist
method to a specific historical problem; it not only “liquidates”
the Jewish question as a problem from the historical materialist
point of view, but it contains in addition a wealth of observations
and formulations on many problems in political economy, his-
tory, and contemporary politics.

On the other hand, he devoted himself to elaborating an exact
Leninist conception of the problem which was at the time agi-
tating all revolutionists in the occupied countries, namely, the
national question and its relation to the strategy of the Fourth
International. Let those who so readily incline to criticize the
Trotskyist policy in Europe in relation to the national question
read and study the documents which Leon elaborated during
this period. Let them find out how preoccupied he was, as was
the entire leadership of our party, with safeguarding, on the one
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hand, the Leninist program from the virus of chauvinism while,
on the other hand, defending Leninist tactics against the myopia
of sectarians, and they will see how foolish are their accusations
to the effect that we “underestimated” the national question.

Whatever he had clarified in theory he sought to execute in
practice. The smallness of our cadres did not permit us to start
consistent work among the resisters. But each time a genuine
movement became apparent, whether on the occasion when the
University of Brussels was closed, or during the first great strikes
at Liege, or during the deportations or actions against the Jews,
our party invariably applied its political line of “supporting and
promoting mass movements aimed against the occupying impe-
rialism with a view to directing them toward the revolutionary
proletarian movement.” It was with justifiable pride that Leon
pointed out at the illegal party congress in July 1943 that there
was not a single event in Belgium since 1941 in which our party
had remained on the sidelines.

As soon as the party was reconstituted, Leon began to worry
about international relations. An internationalist to his marrow,
he found it intolerable that the Belgian section should live in
isolation from its brother movements in Europe and throughout
the world. The need for contact with the other sections of the
Fourth International did not arise solely from his desire to com-
pare the political line of the Belgian party with that of its brother
parties; it also corresponded to a very clear realization that the
great military and revolutionary shocks would in the future in-
evitably assume a continental character and that no political lead-
ership could any longer function effectively on a national scale.
An attempt to establish contact with Holland failed. We had more
success in France. Thanks to this connection the last documents
of L.D. Trotsky reached us via Marseilles from where we re-
ceived the Manifesto of the Emergency Conference which was
issued as a pamphlet by our party. Later, in August 1942, in a
small village in Ardennes, the first meeting of representatives of
the Belgian and French leaderships took place, Leon and Marcel
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Hic? were the principal inspirers of this meeting. They laid the
groundwork for the future Provisional European Secretariat, which
was in its turn to reconstitute an international leadership under
conditions of complete illegality.

This period of illegal activity under the most dangerous con-
ditions, when one’s heart involuntarily jumped each time the
doorbell rang or an automobile pulled up close to the house,
was a time of extreme nervous tension, of continuous waiting
for an explosion that would finally make a breach in the walls
and bring closer the day on which would explode all the gates
of the enormous prison into which Europe had been trans-
formed. We awaited this explosion from the very depths of this
prison. Our thoughts were centered on the reserves of revolu-
tionary energy stored up during the long years of suffering by
the proletariat on the Old Continent. When Leon personally
assumed the direction of party work among the proletarian sol-
diers of the Wehrmacht or when he attended meetings of the
underground factory committees set up in the Liége metallur-
gical plants, he invariably invested these various tasks with a
meaning which transcended the present; he wished to sow that
the party would be able to reap when the decisive moment
came. Many times he would pose the question of whether we
would be capable of gathering the harvest in view of the nu-
merical weakness of our cadres. He could not foresee that he
himself would be lost to the party during the decisive days of
the “liberation” and that the absence of an eftective leadership
would prevent the party from profiting as it might have from
the extraordinary conditions of that hour.

2. Marcel Hic was secretary of the French Trotskyist party and a leading
member of the European Executive Committee of the Fourth Interna-
tional. He was editor of La vérité, the first illegal newspaper in occupied
France, and editor of Arbeiter und Soldat, a revolutionary paper circulated
among German occupation troops. Betrayed by an agent provocateur and
arrested by the Gestapo in December 1943, he was tortured at Buchenwald
and later at the Dora concentration camp, where he died. —Tr.
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Then came the downfall of Mussolini. We finally felt the ris-
ing wind of the revolution; our activities multiplied. Each of us
expended himself unsparingly; the culmination was approaching.
There took place a number of secret trips to France where Leon
participated actively in the work of the European Conference of
the Fourth International in February 1944. We halted our work
of self-preparation; it was now a question of intervening actively
in the workers struggles which were erupting everywhere. In the
Charleroi region, the Trotskyist organization took the initiative
in organizing an illegal movement of miners delegates. This move-
ment spread rapidly to about fifteen pits: in complete illegality
the party’s ideas began to take root among the masses. Under-
standing the full importance of this movement, Leon wished to
follow it step by step. He decided to locate himself in Charleroi
in order to collaborate daily with the revolutionary workers of
the region. News of the Allied landing in Europe and fears lest
connections between the various regions be broken, hastened
the preparation for the shift. After living for two years in com-
plete illegality, he went to settle at Charleroi with his wife. On
the very evening of his arrival the house into which he had moved
was searched by the police. He was arrested and sent to prison.

Then followed long days of moral and physical torture. The
Gestapo used every means to make him talk. He was torn with
worry about the party which had lost five of its first rank leaders
within the period of two years. He succeeded in gaining the
confidence of one of the soldiers of the guard. A contact was
established with the party. The letters which he sent are the most
convincing testimonial that in the most difficult hours of his life
all his thoughts were centered on the organizatior, its immediate
projects, its future. He wanted so much to continue his work
shoulder to shoulder with his comrades. Destiny willed it other-
wise. The rapidity with which he was deported frustrated the
preparations to effect his escape undertaken by the party and he
was flung into the hellish place where five million human beings
were to perish—Auschwitz.
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Leon was the type least able to withstand the regime of Nazi
concentration camps. He possessed a sense of human dignity
which found intolerable contact with the degradation and cru-
elty which became the common denominator of human con-
duct inside the concentration camps. The nobility of his charac-
ter was shattered against the implacable bestiality of desperate
egoism, just as his body became broken by physical exertions to
which it was not accustomed and by malignant disease. After
several weeks of labor in a road-building gang, he was sent to a
quarantine camp. There one had to devise tricks, grovel before
the masters, engage in petty trading, and steal in order to survive.
He could not rise above his companions in misery along these
lines. Chained to his miserable cot, he passed his last days in read-
ing and meditation. He was certain that the end was near. There
came the final “medical inspection.” The sick destined for the gas
chambers were selected. He was among them.

It is difficult if not impossible to give an estimation of a
revolutionary leader who reached only his twenty-sixth year.
Despite all his incessant labors he has left us few works. He did
not write a great deal; before confiding his ideas to paper he
preferred to think them out to the end. Nevertheless that which -
he did leave us, his book and a thin volume of articles, suffices to
discern in him, alongside of Marcel Hic, an individual of very
exceptional talent and of the most serious promise possessed by
the Fourth International on the Continent. By his strength of
character as much as by the maturity of his political judgment, by
his natural authority as much as by his qualities as leader, Leon
was destined to lead our movement and to guide it through in-
cessant struggles to victory. The void he leaves behind will not be
quickly filled by a figure of similar stature.

Those who knew him will retain the memory of A. Leon as
an example to emulate and a constant source of inspiration. Those
who read his book will admire the clarity and vigor of his rea-
soning and will be astounded by the maturity of a mind at the
age of twenty-four years. Among those who learn the story of his
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life there may be some who will perhaps ask why a man of such
remarkable qualities tied his destiny to a small revolutionary or-
ganization; they will praise his sincerity, his complete ideological
honesty that caused him to live in complete harmony with his
ideas. They will ask themselves: Why did the Marcel Hics, the
Martin Widelins’, the A. Leons, who were among the most gifted
European intellectuals, choose a movement which could prom-
ise them neither success nor glory nor honors nor even a mini-
mum of material comfort, but which on the contrary demanded
of them every sacrifice, including their lives, and which required
long ungrateful work, frequently in isolation from the proletariat
to whom they wanted to give everything? And if they are able to
recognize in these young revolutionists, along with their intel-
lectual gifts, exceptional moral qualities, they will then say to
themselves that a movement capable of attracting such men solely
by the power of its ideas and the purity of its ideal and capable of
leading these rationalist dialecticians to such heights of self-de-
nial and devotion is a movement that cannot die because in it
lives everything that is noble in man.

3. Martin Widelin was a leader of Hashomer Hatzair in Berlin and a close
friend of Leon. He also worked as a Trotskyist in France and Belgium. He
was an organizer of underground work among German soldiers and an
editor of Arbeiter und Soldat, a Trotskyist propaganda paper directed at the
Wehrmacht. Trapped by the French fascist “Brigade Spéciale” in Bois de
Vincennes, he was shot and initially left for dead. Later hospitalized, he was
denounced to the Gestapo and immediately shot.—T.






Introduction

BY NATHAN WEINSTOCK

Few problems, if any, have cropped up as persistently during
the last twenty-five years as the Jewish question. As a matter of
fact, the history of the socialist movement since the 1930s shows
that many of the decisive issues the working class has had to face
have involved the Jewish question.

Thus, the rise of fascism in Western Europe was accompanied
by the mass extermination of European Jewry, which stands to
this day as the most atrocious case of calculated genocide ever
perpetrated. After the fall of fascism, public opinion discovered
the plight of the “displaced persons,” the uprooted survivors of
the genocide. The birth and the consolidation of the state of
Israel in 1948 ushered in a new era in the national and social
struggle of the Arab masses. The reappearance of anti-Semitism
in the Soviet Union, abetted by the ruling bureaucracy and pub-
licized by the nauseating “Doctors’ Plot” and the Prague frame-
up trials in the early 1950s, exposed the cynicism of the Stalinist
leadership. In 1956, the Suez affair illustrated the consequences
of the Zionist alliance with imperialism in the Middle East. Mean-
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while, after the twentieth congress of the Communist Party of
the USSR, the coldblooded murder of the leading Yiddish writ-
ers and artists—a glaring instance of bureaucratic degeneration—
was revealed by the Warsaw Folksstimme. The Arab-Israeli war of
1967 and the deliberate exploitation and fostering of anti-Semitic
prejudices which followed in Poland have once again brought
the Jewish question to the fore.

So, time and again, the various aspects of the Jewish problem
have been highlighted by the rise and fall of fascism, the postwar
revolutionary upsurge in the Middle East, and the acute crisis of
Stalinism in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe.Thus, whether
one considers the advanced capitalist countries, the workers states,
or the “Third World” (at least its Arabic-speaking component),
the issues raised by the course of history appear to have put the
Jewish question in dramatic relief. And since the major Jewish
communities are presently situated in the United States, the So-
viet Union, Israel, Western Europe, and Latin America, the future
of the Jews is clearly a worldwide issue intimately related to the
future history of mankind.

True, the events mentioned above were of such tremen-
dous import that they dwarf the specifically Jewish aspects of
the problems involved—although obviously not to the Jews
themselves, who quite rightly refuse to consider their own
future a side issue. Undoubtedly, the traditional view that the
treatment of minorities—and especially of the Jews—serves
as a thermometer of civilization has received a most sinister
confirmation.

In our epoch humanity is faced with the alternative of social-
ism or barbarism. The tragedy of the Jewish people in the twen-
tieth century is certainly one of the most ghastly illustrations of
the barbaric depths to which man can sink. Such is the terrible
price mankind must pay for delay in carrying out the socialist
revolution or for failure to arrest its degeneration. And this again
corroborates the remark made above: If the Jewish problem is
linked up with the destiny of mankind, clearly the future of the
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Jews will be determined by the rhythm of the worldwide struggle
for socialism. Obviously, a problem of planetary dimensions can-
not conceivably be solved by artificially abstracting the issue from
its global context.

Even though the Jewish problem remains a live issue, periodi-
cally highlighted by new trends in world politics, there has been
an astounding lack of analysis of the question from a Marxist
angle. One good reason for this strange silence immediately sug-
gests itself: For many years, Marxist research appeared to be quasi-
monopolized by the Communist Party. And the sharp twists and
turns of the Stalinist leadership precluded a serious investigation,
as this would have exposed the leadership’s opportunism. Be-
sides, one can hardly discuss the Jewish problem in the USSR—
which has the largest community in the world after the United
States—without a thorough study of Soviet society and politics,
an undertaking no Marxist subservient to Moscow yet dares. Fi-
nally, one should not forget the sterilizing influence of Stalinist
practices on creative Marxist theory and research. It is this in-
credible impoverishment of Marxism, transformed by Stalinist
zealots from a radically critical method of analysis and action
into a self5justifying ritual, which explains why so many inde-
pendent socialists and radicals rejected Marxism as a whole, espe-
cially in countries where the Communist Party has no mass fol-
lowing and its ideology consequently does not even appear to be
relevant to reality.

In this context, Abram Leon’s brilliant essay stands out as a
unique achievement, and the present edition should be hailed
as a major step enabling the new generation of radicals to clarify
an agonizing problem. Of course, many Marxist scholars, start-
ing with Marx himself, devoted essays to the Jewish problem
before Leon did (and it is worth noting, as we shall see, that
they all were generally in agreement on the main points of
their analysis). However, Leon’s book is the first Marxist ap-
proach to be based on a thorough study of Jewish history and
sociology; the first to follow the development of the Jewish com-
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munities from the days of the Romans until the present era of
decaying capitalism; the first, too, to relate the major phases of
Jewish history to the social history of capitalism. The author had
a secure grasp of Marxist thought, and a quarter of a century
after he finished his essay it remains a classical model of Marxist
methodology. Leon also provides insight into numerous fields
besides Jewish history.

Incidentally, although The Jewish Question: A Marxist Inter-
pretation is absolutely free from sectarian bias, it is clearly no
coincidence that the author, a leader of the Belgian Trotskyist
movement, belonged to a non-Stalinist Marxist organization.
As mentioned above, in its heyday Stalinism all but succeeded
in killing creative Marxist thought. If only in the field of theory,
the Trotskyist struggle to maintain the Leninist heritage found
ample justification in that it succeeded in preserving the origi-
nal standard of Marxist thought while the main body was de-
caying and rotting. Of this historical task of assuring the con-
tinuity of the socialist heritage on a theoretical and organiza-
tional level, Trotsky himself was painfully aware—as he showed
in his spirited defense of the great figure of Rosa Luxemburg,
who had been the subject of scurrilous attacks by Stalinist
hacks.!

As mentioned above, the first Marxist to study the subject
was none other than Marx himself (“On the Jewish Ques-
tion,” 1844).? This early essay remains a high point in the de-
velopment of Marx’s thought and contains a few glimpses and
insights of genius on the Jewish question. It cannot be regarded
as a definitive analysis of the problem, however, nor even as
a thorough study. In spite of its somewhat misleading title,
the essay is primarily concerned with the Jewish question as
an illustration of the need to overthrow the prevailing world order.

1. Leon Trotsky, “Hands off Rosa Luxemburg!” Writings of Leon Tiotsky, 1932
(New York: Pathfinder, 1975), pp. 131-42.

2. Karl Marx,“On the Jewish Question,” Collected Works, (hereafter CI¥) (New
York: International Publishers, 1975- ), vol. 3, pp. 146—74.
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This explains the abstract character of the study, which contrasts
sharply with the later writings of Marx, more characteristically
painstaking in marshaling factual evidence.

“On the Jewish Question” was written to refute two major
essays on the subject by Bruno Bauer, who argued that the Jews
were not entitled to civil or political rights until they renounced
Judaism or until the state renounced Christianity. Marx retorted
that Jewish emancipation was fundamentally social, and not reli-
gious, in character. The political emancipation of the Jews was
thus a necessary but by no means sufficient condition for their
human emancipation. For human emancipation would require
nothing less than the overthrow of the prevailing world order, in
short, the emancipation of humanity from capitalism.’

So, in spite of its shortcomings (and, obviously, the hasty iden-
tification of the Jews with the capitalist spirit is one of the out-
standing weak spots), this early essay of Marx does view the Jew-
ish problem in its correct perspective, in stressing that the social
function of the Jews kept them alive, and in viewing the Jewish
question as part of the worldwide struggle for human emancipa-
tion. Furthermore, several of Marx’s observations remain invalu-
able for any study of the Jewish question from the standpoint of
historical materialism, such as his famous remark that “Judaism
continues to exist not in spite of history, but owing to history.”
Marx himself, however, never took up the subject again, though
several incidental references to the Jews can be found in later
works such as Capital.*

After Marx, many socialist scholars were induced to reopen

3. Inaccord with the prevailing opinion among left Hegelians in Germany at
that time, Marx identified Jewry (Judentum) with the bourgeois or com-
mercial spirit. This was, he wrote, the secular basis of Judaism.

4. The famous description of the “Jews [living] in the pores of Polish society”
appears in Capital (New York: Penguin, 1977-81), vol. 3, p. 447. Countless
references to foreign merchant communities living in agrarian society are
also given by Marx in his famous Grundrisse (pp. 38, 108, 146, 163, 200, and
449 of the French edition), Fondements de la critique de I"economie politique,
(Paris, 1967), vol. 1.
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the discussion, especially from the last quarter of the nineteenth
century onwards, when anti-Semitism took on the form of a
mass current in many countries of continental Europe, chiefly in
Germany. It was under these circumstances that August Bebel
uttered his scathing statement that anti-Semitism was the “so-
cialism of fools.” One of the first documented rebuttals of the
prevalent racial theories to propound a Marxist approach to the
Jewish question appeared in Die Neue Zeit, the leading theoreti-
cal journal of the socialist movement at the time.’ The author of
the anonymous essay (who was none other than Karl Kautsky)
has obviously undertaken a careful study of the question. He
dwells on the pioneering role the Jewish traders played in eco-
nomic history and remarks that other people, too, such as the
Scots in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century England, had been
the agents of monetary economy. (These points are abundantly
dealt with by Marx in his manuscript Grundrisse der Kritik der
Politischen Oekonomie that was not unearthed and published until
1958.) Kautsky points out the unique history of the Jews in Eu-
rope since the second century a.d. as a purely urban population
and stresses the fact that medieval towns usually harbored impor-
tant communities of foreigners.

But it is especially interesting that the author is fully aware of
the social and economic role of the Jewish population and rightly
views it as a key to the survival of Jewish identity:“In the Middle
Ages, to be a Jew meant not only to be a member of a particu-
lar nation, but also of a particular profession.”® Up to this point,
Kautsky merely reiterates in detail Marx’s analysis. However,
the evolution in the social structure of the Jewish population,
which was not clearly apparent when Marx took up the sub-
ject, could no longer be ignored half a century later. So
Kautsky comments on the penetration of the Jews in new
urban professions, whereby they cease to constitute a sort of

5. S.,“Das Judentum,” Die Neue Zeit (1890), pp. 22-30.
6. S.,“Das Judentum,” p. 28.
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corporation. A new diaspora 1s emerging, he observes: the mi-
gration of the Jews into the various professional occupations.
This evolution tends to undermine the former unity of the
Jews bound by a common interest, as the increasing class differ-
entiation ultimately divides the Jewish population into a Jewish
working class on the one hand (not necessarily an industrial
proletariat) and a Jewish bourgeoisie on the other. So the evo-
lution of capitalism implies the dissolution of Jewish particu-
larism.And the author finally reaches the original Marxian prog-
nosis: the emancipation of the Jewish proletariat cannot be
isolated from the general issue of the emancipation of the work-
ing class.’

Further contributions to Marxist literature on the Jewish
question were added by Karl Kautsky in later works,* and Otto
Bauer.’ The latter devoted a long chapter of his book on the
national question to what had by then become a burning is-
sue in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. His discussion of the
subject is analogous to the essay in Die Neue Zeit. He pointed
out that the Jews had been the pioneers of money economy
in the Middle Ages and that as a particular social group they
were endowed at that time with indisputably national charac-
teristics. However, capitalism had undermined these traditional
foundations of Jewish national existence since the specific func-
tion of the Jews had come to an end. Bauer was also much con-
cerned with the growth of anti-Semitism and he quoted approv-

7. The increasing class differentiation among the Jewish population, resulting
in the appearance of compact masses of Jewish workers in Eastern Europe
and, as a result of large-scale immigration, in London and New York, also
struck Engels, who commented on the combativity of the Jewish prole-
tariat and emphasized the outstanding contribution of Jewish revolution-
ists to socialism. Frederick Engels, “On Anti-Semitism: From a Private
Letter to Vienna” (April 19, 1890), CW, vol. 27, pp. 50-52.

8. Karl Kautsky, Are the Jews a Race? (New York, 1926); and Karl Kautsky,
Foundations of Christianity (New York, 1925).

9. Otto Bauer, Die Nationalitaetenfrage und die Sozialdemokraten (Vienna, 1907).
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ingly the saying that national hatred is in fact nothing else but a
perverted form of class hatred.

Lenin was also much concerned about the Jewish question,
since he feared that the increasingly nationalistic and separatist
tendencies of the Bund (Jewish Labor Party) would jeopardize
the unity of the Social Democratic Party in Russia. However, he
did not undertake any personal research on the subject, relying
heavily on Kautsky and Otto Bauer. He counterposed the situa-
tion in the advanced capitalist states, where Jewish particularism
was disintegrating as a result of the disappearance of Jewish spe-
cific economic functions and the abolition of religious discrimi-
nation, to that in the Tsarist empire with its barbaric oppression
of the Jewish people. Here the Jews—“the most oppressed na-
tion”—were “forcibly kept in the status of a caste.”" Clearly Lenin
had grasped the social roots of the Jewish problem. As for the
causes of anti-Semitism, who could possibly have ignored the
deliberate exploitation of national antagonism by the Tsarist re-
gime in a desperate effort to divert the masses from the class
struggle?

These classical theses of the Marxist analysis of the Jewish ques-
tion were finally synthesized in Otto Heller’s Decline of Jewry
(1931), a notable work unfortunately marred by the author’s
unconditional allegiance to Stalinism."

Finally, reference should also be made to Trotsky for, although
he disclaimed “any special authority” in this subject, his views
are unquestionably of importance as he witnessed the mount-
ing wave of anti-Semitism and fascism, the development of the
Zionist enterprise in Palestine, and the unfortunate Birobidjan
experiment in Soviet Russia. In an interview granted to the
representatives of the Jewish press in Mexico in 1937 he admit-

10. V. I. Lenin, “Critical Notes on the National Question,” Collected Works,
(hereafter CW) (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1960-70), vol. 20, p. 26.

11. Otto Heller, Der Untergang des Judentums (Vienna, 1931). Among the lesser
essays devoted to the subject by authors of the Stalinist school one should
mention I. Rennap, Anti-Semitism and the Jewish Question (London, 1943).
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ted that he now no longer believed in his former prognosis that
the Jewish problem would disappear in a quasi-automatic fash-
ion in the different countries by means of assimilation.” “The
historical development of the last quarter of a century has not
confirmed this perspective,” he noted. “Decaying capitalism has
everywhere swung over to an exacerbated nationalism, one part
of which is anti-Semitism.”This trend, combined with the growth
of Jewish culture, meant that “one must therefore reckon with
the fact that the Jewish nation will maintain itself for an epoch to
come.”"” But Trotsky’s conclusion did not difter from that of his
predecessors. Foreseeing the mass extermination of Jewry—the
next development of world reaction signifies with certainty the
physical extermination of the Jews,” he wrote in 1938—he warned
that “the fate of the Jewish people—mnot only their political but
also their physical fate—is indissolubly linked with the emanci-
pating struggle of the international proletariat”’™

In view of the importance of this book, which presents a fun-
damentally new approach to Jewish history and a stimulating
interpretation of its development, it is quite surprising how little
response it evoked from the specialists. Although The Jewish Ques-
tion: A Marxist Interpretation conforms to the traditional aca-
demic standards, the political persuasion of the author appar-
ently accounts for the book having remained virtually ignored
in learned circles until Professor Maxime Rodinson of the
Sorbonne raised it to scientific respectability in 1968 by provid-
ing a thought-provoking preface to the second French edition.”
One of the very rare exceptions to this deathlike silence comes
from Professor Werner J. Cahnman, and his tribute to Leon is all
the more remarkable as he disagrees with Leon’s interpretation

12. Leon Trotsky, “Interview with Jewish Correspondents in Mexico (January
18, 1937),” On the Jewish Question (New York, 1970), pp. 20-22.

13. Trotsky, “Interview with Jewish Correspondents in Mexico,” p. 20.

14. Leon Trotsky, “Appeal to American Jews Menaced by Fascism and Anti-
Semitism (December 22, 1938),” On the Jewish Question, p. 29.

15. Abram Leon, La conception materialiste de la question juive (Paris, 1968).
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of Jewish history. Mention should also be made of Professor Os-
car Handlin’s stimulating review of Leon’s work in Commentary."®

The present book can be considered in a certain sense as the
spiritual testament of Abram Leon, who assumed the heavy duty
of leading the Trotskyist organization in Belgium during the Nazi
occupation. It provides a striking illustration of his exceptional
capacities. All the more so since the reader should bear in mind
that the author was compelled to gather his material and write
his manuscript under extremely difficult circumstances and in
the midst of exceedingly demanding activities devoted to the
cause of the revolution. These formidable obstacles notwithstand-
ing, the book he left us may certainly be ranked among the mas-
terpieces of Marxist historiography.

Proceeding from Marx’s comments on the fact that the se-
cret of Jewish survival resides in Jewish history, Leon devel-
oped his concept of the people-class as the key to Jewish his-
tory. It is the historical role fulfilled by the Jews during their
history which provides the explanation of their survival as a
distinct community. Analyzing the successive economic func-
tions assumed by the Jews in the precapitalist era, under
manufacturing and industrial capitalism, and finally under
imperialism, the author succeeds in unraveling the various
Jewish modes of existence corresponding to those stages in
social history. The discovery of this periodization enables Leon
to rebut in a most convincing manner the idealistic premises
that are commonly resorted to in order to interpret Jewish
history. He leads us through the intricate maze of the Jewish
saga, describing the growth of modern anti-Semitism gener-

16. Werner J. Cahnman,““Socio-Economic Causes of Antisemitism,” Social Prob-
lems (July 1957), vol. 5, no. 1, p. 22. Oscar Handlin, “Does Economics
Explain Racism?” Commentary (July 1948), vol. 6, no. 1, pp. 79-85. Handlin
holds that racial prejudice arises out of a total situation in which both the
prejudiced and the object of his prejudice are victims. But as capitalism
permeates every aspect of social life, this thesis does not invalidate Leon’s
economic determinism, though he is right in warning against schematic
excesses.
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ated by the incapacity of crisis-ridden capitalism to integrate
the Jewish masses from Eastern Europe who had been evicted
from their traditional occupations by the disintegration of the
feudal economy. Leon also provides us with an explanation that
sheds light on the psychological mechanisms that support the
fascist ideology and its exploitation of the persisting medieval
stereotype of the Jewish usurer in order to pervert the spontane-
ous elementary anticapitalism of the masses into anti-Semitism.
Finally, having sketched the decline of East European Jewry from
the nineteenth century onwards, he explains the development of
the Zionist utopia as an ideological reflection of the problems of
the declassed Jewish petty bourgeoisie, supplanted in the economy
by the rising indigenous middle class and deprived of all pros-
pects in the framework of decadent capitalism.

The conclusion of Leon’s analysis is that no lasting solution to
the Jewish question is conceivable under capitalism. The position
of the Jews in society remains precarious so long as the menace
of a major economic crisis looms in the future, with the atten-
dant peril that the ruling class will once again resort to racist
slogans. Insofar as the Jewish problem is intimately linked up
with the social structure, clearly only a socialist revolution can
offer a definitive answer to the problem, just as none of the vital
problems of society can be solved under the present class struc-
ture.

This masterly work remains the only attempt to provide a
general Marxist interpretation of Jewish history. Obviously it bears
the stamp of its epoch: more than a quarter of a century has
elapsed since Leon was deported by the Nazis—an unspeak-
able loss for his next-of-kin and his comrades. Since then the
Jewish question has acquired new and terrifying dimensions.
The present-day reader will regret that Leon’s untimely death
prevented him from analyzing the consequences of the genocide
perpetrated on European Jewry, the effects of the Stalinist de-
generation on the Jewish communities in the workers states, or the
significance of the establishment of the state of Israel. However,
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armed with the results of his research, other militants will re-
sume the task where he was compelled to leave off. And, truly,
compared to the considerable achievement of this pioneering
work, the remainder will prove a much less arduous undertak-
ing.

Yet the case of the Jews is not absolutely unique in history,
although the Jews are doubtless the most perfect illustration of a
process which many other peoples have experienced. It would
certainly be a rewarding task to apply Leon’s theory of the people-
class to a large number of other allogeneous communities which,
in the midst of host populations, have survived with their par-
ticular religious, linguistic, and cultural traits by virtue of their
specific social and economic functions. Examples of these are the
Gypsies, the Armenians living in exile, the Chinese merchants of
Southeast Asia, the Copts, the Indian usurers in Burma, the Ger-
man communities in Slavonic regions, etc. Such cases simply gen-
eralize the original pattern of an initially foreign group surviving
in precapitalist society as an agent of monetary economy. Ameri-
can readers might be tempted to carry this line of reasoning a
step further: in a sense the Afro-Americans in the United States
who were shipped to the continent as slaves and who represent
today an essentially proletarian community, in fact the lowest
stratum of the American working class, can also be held to illus-
trate Leon’s theory. Possibly a study of their history in this per-
spective could enrich our understanding of their present situa-
tion and future outlook.

Most historians tend to take an idealist view of Jewish history
and explain the survival of the Jewish people by the intensity of
their religious feelings or of their national consciousness, an in-
terpretation that at best begs the question of why the religious or
national consciousness arose in the first place.

Some sociologists, however, have anticipated the main lines
of Leon’s thesis or have independently expounded a similar in-
terpretation, being naturally inclined to seek the answer to so-
cial problems in social processes. The most striking example is
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that of Max Weber who coined the term “pariah capitalism” to
describe the capitalism of socially ostracized marginal traders,
originally strangers among host nations, who fulfill economi-
cally necessary but morally impugned functions.”” The Belgian
sociologist Eugene Dupreel observed in one of his essays that
during the Middle Ages the Jews had practiced professions
based on exchange value in rudimentary civilizations, fulfill-
ing the role of specialists.™ A somewhat similar view is taken
by Howard Becker in his reference to the Jews as a marginal
trading people.”

Substantiations of Leon’s concept of people-class can be found
in the work of an Israeli historian, Michael Avi-Yonah, who has
described the gradual process of assimilation of Palestine Jewry
in the second century a.d., except for the small minority en-
gaging in trade and allied occupations, a point that we will
elaborate below.™ Much the same can be said of Professor
Goitein’s study of the metamorphosis of the Jews in Islamic
civilizations who entered en masse into commerce, and this point
too will be discussed below.” Nor should we forget the fate of
the Jewish congregations which were converted wholesale to
Christianity (the Chuetas of the Balearic Isles) or to Islam (the
Dunmeh of Turkish Salonika) and which retained their com-
mon identity in spite of conversion because the socioeconomic
feature that differentiated them from the surrounding popula-
tion had not been modified. These instances offer a negative
proof of Leon’s theory.

17. See C.Wright Mills and Hans Gerth, Character and Social Structure (London,
1965), p. 216; and Max Weber, Gesammelte Aufsetze zur Religions-Soziologie
(Tibingen, 1923), 2nd edition, vol. 2, p. 39.

18. Eugene Dupreel, “Le probleme de I'antisémitisme,” Revue de I’Institut de
Sociologie (Brussels, 1948), no. 1, p. 8.

19. Cited by Werner J. Cahnman,“Role and Significance of the Jewish Artisan
Class,” Jewish Journal of Sociology (December 1965), vol. 7, no. 2, p. 207.

20. Michael Avi-Yonah, Geschichte der Juden im Zeitalter des Talmud (Berlin, 1962).

21. S.D. Goitein, Jews and Arabs (New York, 1955).
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In accepting the assignment to write the preface to the second
French edition of The Jewish Question: A Marxist Interpretation,
Professor Maxime R odinson enhanced Leon’s book with his con-
siderable scientific and personal prestige. And credit is due to
him for consenting to lend his authority to Leon’s work. The
major part of his long introduction—forty-two pages—is de-
voted, however, to a sharp criticism of the author’s thesis. Al-
though in Rodinson’s opinion Leon proved himself “above all
capable of sketching in a substantially correct manner the main
outline of the ‘Jewish question,” and notwithstanding the fact
that he is praised for having “been right on what is essential, the
fundamental point,” the reservations that R odinson makes are so
important that they practically call into question the validity of
the concept of the people-class as an explanatory principle of
Jewish history.

The purpose of this discussion should not be misunderstood.
Nothing could be further from my thoughts than an absurd faith-
fulness to the letter of the text. It would be unworthy of a Marx-
ist to deny scientific evidence and to cling morbidly to outworn
conceptions for the sake of some sort of misguided “fidelity” to
the writer, an attitude that would amount in fact to betraying
Leon’s spirit. Nonetheless it is important to examine whether
Rodinson’s observations really blast Leon’s conclusions. In my
opinion this is not the case at all. In order to be brought into line
with present-day knowledge, the concept of people-class calls
for a reinterpretation rather than a revision.

We will start by summarizing Rodinson’s criticisms. On the
strength of the writings of various specialists, he comes to the
conclusion that the theory of the people-class “within certain
limits has a certain value regarding Western Christianity, espe-
cially from the Crusades onwards. . . .” But it would seem that
this factor played no part at all for a period of “[at least] a thou-
sand years.”” In these regions, as well as in the West before the

22. Leon, La conception materialiste, p. xiv.
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eleventh century, it would appear that no functional specializa-
tions of the Jews have been recorded: all Jews were not mer-
chants nor were all merchants Jews. The explanation of the en-
during existence of the Jewish people, then, should be sought in
the characteristic pluralism of the precapitalist states of Islam and
of Western Christianity prior to the Crusades. It is this “open”
character of these multinational societies which would appear to
account for the triumph of the “normal tendency of communi-
ties to persist in their existence and defend their interests and the
aspirations of their members on a communal level.” It is only in
Western Europe from the late Middle Ages onwards that the
orientation of many Jews towards trade in general and money-
lending in particular seems to have crystallized, finally resulting
in the effective transformation of the Jews into a people-class.
This is the gist of Rodinson’s refutation.

Before attempting to assess the value of these objections, it is
necessary to provide an accurate definition of the meaning of the
concept people-class, which is quite often interpreted by Rodin-
son in so schematic and narrow a sense that it borders on carica-
ture.

When he stated that the Jews were a people-class, Leon did
not at all mean to imply that all Jews without any exception what-
ever had been distinguished in the past by a history of functional
specialization from which all the non-Jews of the country with-
out any exception whatever were excluded. We are obviously deal-
ing with a tendential law, admitting of numerous exceptions. In
fact, the essence of the theory does not lie in the statement that
Jews were traders but in the finding that Jewish professional occu-
pations appeared as a visible materialization of monetary economy in a
society that rested essentially on use values. The point will be made
further on that, paradoxically, the very structure of the people-
class presupposes the existence of other, noncommercial Jewish
strata. Besides, Leon never denied the existence of these atypical

23. Leon, La conception materialiste, p. XXxi.
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Jewish social strata. In fact, his thesis is precisely that the catego-
ries of Jews independent of commercial and usurers’ capital tend
to melt away in the mass while those that specialized in these branches
retained their group identity thanks to their specific function.*

It 1s also erroneous to ascribe to Leon the view that the
specific function of Jews in precapitalist society implies that
they were all traders (or usurers). On the contrary, he insisted
on the fact that in the Roman Empire “the majority was cer-
tainly made up of small people, some of them making their
living directly or indirectly from trade: peddlers, stevedores, petty
artisans, etc.”” This information is of prime importance as, in
the East, Jewry happens to have maintained to a large extent a
professional structure akin to that of the Jewish communities of
Roman antiquity.

Leon described how the Jews were transformed into a people-
class—the key to their conservation by history—as a process of
permanent selection extending over several centuries and which
has been continuously starting anew and going on since the ini-
tial functional specialization.”

Now that these preliminary points have been settled, we can
systematically grapple with Rodinson’s objections. We will suc-
cessively examine his observations pertaining to the belated ap-
pearance of functional specialization, the existence during the
Middle Ages of Jewish professions in Western Christianity that
appear to be incompatible with the status of a people-class, the
atypical social structure of the Jews in the East, and the explana-
tion of the survival of the Jewish people by the multinational
character of precapitalist states.

1. The belated appearance of functional specialization
The long description Goitein devotes to the process of trans-

formation of the Jews, a population until then mainly plying

24. See pp. 4243 and 83-84.
25. See p. 77.
26. See pp. 83-84.
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manual trades, into a group whose chief occupation was trade
and commerce—a mutation that was accelerated by the eco-
nomic evolution of the Muslim Empire after its decomposi-
tion—does not at all represent a refutation of Leon’s theory;
far from it.” On the contrary, it offers a remarkable illustra-
tion of his perception of the formation of the people-class.
The same applies to Baron’s analysis of the metamorphosis of
the Jews into a predominantly mercantile population, with a
strong emphasis on the money trade, a process which had been
going on for centuries until it finally reached its climactic stage
in the thirteenth century.” These basic trends which took place
most distinctly under Western Christendom precisely illuminate
the process portrayed by Leon. And to these accounts of the
formation of the people-class should be added a third cor-
roboration which is supplied, as mentioned above, by Michael
Avi-Yonah, who has studied the progressive assimilation of Pales-
tinian Jewry, especially the Galilean agriculturists, by the
surrounding population.” Only the small fraction of the com-
munity that stood out through its commercial pursuits sur-
vived as such, that is, in the very measure in which it exhib-
ited the socioeconomic peculiarities characterizing the Jewish
communities of the diaspora.” Surely it is rather paradoxical
to strive to rebut Leon’s theory by referring to the selection
process that happens to highlight the formation of the people-
class.

Moreover, while the authors quoted above insist on the
belated completion of the selection process, they explicitly add
that the transformation itself had started several centuries be-
fore. Now Leon never claimed that the changeover in Jewish

27. Goitein, Jews and Arabs, pp. 115-24.

28. Salo W. Baron, A Social and Religious History of the Jews (New York, 1957),
2nd edition, vol. 4, p. 150.

29. Avi-Yonah, Geschichte der Juden im Zeitalter des Talmud, especially pp. 85 and
133.

30. Avi-Yonah, Geschichte der Juden im Zeitalter des Talmud, p. 272.
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professions had been an abrupt or rectilinear process: like all
tendential laws, the constitution of a people-class should be viewed
through the actual dialectics of history which do not preclude a
priori the possibility of intermittent fluctuations.

2. The professions at variance with the hypothesis of a people-class
which were practiced by the Jews during the early Middle Ages in
Western Europe

Relying heavily on Bernhard Blumenkranz’s research,
Rodinson emphatically challenges that the Jews had under-
gone a functional specialization during this period of history.”
Incidentally, attention should be called to a recent study by a
Dutch historian, based on firsthand research, which upholds
in all its main points the peculiar social structure of the West-
ern Jews during the reign of the Merovingians and the Carolin-
gians.”

But, as a matter of fact, the result of Blumenkranz’s investi-
gations are far from being as decisive as Rodinson would have
us believe. According to this author’s enumeration of the pro-
fessions practiced by the Jews during this period, they were
mainly connected with trade (traders, merchants, proprietors
of handicraft workshops, moneylenders, shipowners, slave trad-
ers, goldsmiths, and silversmiths).” Nevertheless, on the list of
occupations he has drawn up one does come across some pro-
fessions which appear at first sight to invalidate the theory of
the people-class. Such is the case, for instance, of the poor
Jews of Sicily who were often small peasants (although
Blumenkranz points out, and this remark is obviously of prime

31. Bernhard Blumenkranz, Juifs et Chrétiens dans le monde occidental 430-1096
(Paris and The Hague, 1960).

32. Lea Dasberg, Untersuchungen ueber die Entwertung der Judenstatus im 11.
Jahrhunderts (Paris and The Hague, 1965), pp. 93.

33. See Blumenkranz, Juifs et Chrétiens, pp. 30-32, 336; and Bernhard Blumen-
kranz, Les auteurs chrétiens latins du moyen age sur les juifs et le judaisme (Paris
and The Hague, 1963), especially p. 74, note 6.



INTRODUCTION 51

importance, that they soon became converted to Christianity:
so Leon’s thesis on the assimilation of the strata which lose their
specific function is proved to be correct after all*) and that of the
Jewish vinegrowers and landowners.

As far as landed property is concerned, Leon directed atten-
tion to the fact that the land belonging to Jews essentially repre-
sented the fruits of speculative operations of a usurious or com-
mercial nature, whereas the real Jewish landowners soon became
assimilated after they had lost their specific features.” As for the
Jewish agriculturists and the vinegrowers in particular, we shall
deal with them a little further on.

3. The atypical social structure of the Jews living in the Muslim world

The diversified professional structure of the Oriental Jewish
communities unquestionably constitutes Rodinson’s main chal-
lenge to the validity of the people-class concept. Most research
work on Oriental Sephardic Jewry was published after the Sec-
ond World War so that Leon was not able to get acquainted with
it. These studies underscore the fact that the Jewish population in
the East differs from Western Jewry mainly by the exceptional
importance of the artisan class, a characteristic that is common to
Mediterranean Jewry in general.”

Therefore we must examine the role and significance of this
stratum that most historians have disregarded. If one takes the
trouble to try and define the structure of this Jewish artisan
class, it will be found to consist of three distinct groups of pro-
fessions.

The first comprises the corporations whose members ca-
tered directly for the internal needs of the Jewish community
(bakers, millers, butchers, barbers, etc.) and who appear to be

34. Blumenkranz, Juifs et Chrétiens, p. 32. See also Cahnman, “Role and Sig-
nificance of the Jewish Artisan Class,” pp. 209, 211.

35. This is corroborated by Baron, Social and Religious History, p. 13.

36. Cahnman,“Role and Significance of the Jewish Artisan Class,” especially p.
209.
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absolutely necessary for the very maintenance and conduct of
the community.” Clearly, Rodinson was wrong in supposing that
the concept of people-class excluded the coexistence in the midst
of the Jewish people of noncommercial occupations side by side
with commercial activities. Perhaps we should include the
vinegrowers in this category (ritualistic importance of wine), al-
though their profession is linked up with international trade, as
well as the communal bureaucracy (scribes, rabbis, etc.)™

The second group of occupations derives directly from the specific
trading activity of the people-class and constitutes its natural exten-
sion. Artisans belonging to this group generally enjoy a privi-
leged status: silversmiths, goldsmiths, jewelers, silk workers, and
people producing luxury articles.” So this labor force derived its
livelihood directly from the main trading activity.

Here one is fully justified in resorting to Rodinson’s de-
scription of a community centered around its members who
are engaged in trade, without considering this state of affairs
to be, as he suggests, an exception to the theory of the people-
class.*

The last series of occupations is that of the depressed crafts, the
marginal artisan sector that developed out of the degradation of
the former Jewish merchant status, as in the Yemen.*

37. Cahnman,“Role and Significance of the Jewish Artisan Class,” p. 213. See
also Baron, Social and Religious History, pp. 157-58, 164.

38. Baron, Social and Religious History, p. 215.

39. Baron, Social and Religious History, p.211;and Cahnman,“Role and Signifi-
cance of the Jewish Artisan Class,” pp. 213—15. See also S. D. Goitein, “Jew-
ish Society and Institutions under Islam,” Cahiers d’histoire mondiale (1969),
vol. 11, nos. 1-2, p. 179.

40. Leon, La conception materialiste, p. xxxviii.

41. Cahnman, “Role and Significance of the Jewish Artisan Class,” p. 211. See
also Sidney Mendelssohn, The Jews of Asia, Especially in the Sixteenth and
Seventeenth Centuries (London and New York, 1920), pp.176.

It should be noted, however, that things are not as simple as they
appear on first sight. In a recent study Goitein has shown that the
despised work imposed on the Yemenite Jews (cleaning latrines, etc.) most
certainly represented the deliberate humiliation of a non-Muslim com-
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This downfall is strangely reminiscent of the status of the
declassed Jews in Western Europe at the close of the Middle
Ages: ragmen, peddlers, dyers.” Here we can observe a particu-
lar case of the interstitial nature of Jewish economic activity—
the tangible expression of capitalism in a predominantly agrar-
ian society—which undoubtedly flows from the intermediary
functions fulfilled by the people-class.” One is reminded of
Marx’s striking description of the Polish Jews living in the pores
of society.

On the whole, the Jewish artisan class naturally belonged to
the Jewish middle layers situated between the aristocracy and
the laboring classes.* It can be said to have been directly or
indirectly dependent on trade, in accordance with Leon’s de-
scription of the Jews in the Roman Empire. Moreover, the ma-
jority of the Jewish artisans were small entrepreneurs selling their
wares to the customer in their own booths on credit. Thus, to a
certain extent, their condition was similar to that of the money-
lenders.* Finally, Cahnman emphasizes the fact that all of these
craftsmen without exception were employed exclusively by Jew-
ish employers, and this clearly points to their position in a spe-
cific economic circuit as well as to the marginal character of
their activity.* So the diversity of the Jewish professions does
not contradict the specific character of their social function. Oriental
Jewry simply represented a differentiated people-class. It is true,
however, that here we are manifestly dealing with a borderline
case.

munity, but that paradoxically it did not in the least affect the social status
of the members of the Jewish community. Jewish artisans were addressed
respectfully as “Master” by their fellow citizens, a token of deference in-
deed. Goitein, “Jewish Society and Institutions,” pp. 175-176.

42. See p. 115.

43. Cahnman, “The Jewish Artisan Class,” p. 215.

44. Cahnman, “The Jewish Artisan Class,” p. 219.

45. Cahnman, “The Jewish Artisan Class,” p. 216.

46. Cahnman, “The Jewish Artisan Class,” p. 216.
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The existence during certain periods of history of a class of
Jewish agriculturists does not invalidate the theory, provided one
does not confuse them with Jewish farmers (who did not till the
soil themselves)—and this was the most frequent case—whose
way of life is proof of Jewish landed property being a result of
commercial transactions. Indeed, Jewish cultivators were not
ordinary peasants. They specialized in viticulture, the cultivation
of orchards, or dairy or truck farming, all of which, as Baron is
careful to point out, were forms of agriculture intimately linked up
with the urban economy, requiring heavy capital investments, and pro-
ducing for exchange.™ It is precisely because this intensive agricul-
ture was integrated into the monetary economy that it was prac-
ticed in the immediate vicinity or sometimes even within the
confines of the medieval towns.

Obviously this is a far cry from classical feudal agriculture based
mainly on use values!

As regards the traditional Jewish agriculture that dates from
the times preceding the process of selection which converted
the Jews into a people-class, it declined steadily from the end of
antiquity onwards and finally disappeared with the rise of Is-
lam.”

4. The explanation of the preservation of the people-class by the multi-
national character of the precapitalist states

Finally, one cannot help feeling disappointed on reading
Rodinson’s unconvincing interpretation of Jewish survival in
precapitalist society. No doubt the atmosphere of tolerance pe-
culiar to the pluralistic “barbarian” states elucidates up to a cer-
tain point the comparative absence of religious coercion (though
this line of reasoning awkwardly reminds one of Moliere’s pun

47. Baron, Social and Religious History, p. 155; and Goitein, “Jewish Society and
Institutions,” p.175.

48. These features of Jewish agriculture are specifically stressed by Baron, So-
cial and Religious History, p. 29 and especially p. 162.

49. Baron, Social and Religious History, pp. 151, 164.
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on the dormitive virtue of opium as an explanation for its action
as a soporific). But it does not provide us with a key to under-
standing the survival of the Jewish community in history—in
contradistinction to other peoples of the Ancient East—and still
less with the reason for that community’s remarkable class struc-
ture. In fact, it is rather astonishing that such a distinguished
Orientalist as Rodinson was not struck by the obvious parallel-
ism between the preservation of the Jewish minority and the
survival of other religious communities, such as the Copts or the
Nestorian Christians in the Near East. This comparison suggests
that the correct interpretation of the phenomenon consists in a
generalization of the theory of the people-class in order to extend
its scope to the whole spectrum of socioreligious or allogeneous
minorities fulfilling intermediary economic functions within
precapitalist society. In this connection, it is worth remember-
ing the point Lenin made in his Agrarian Program of the Russian
Social Democracy (1902), namely that in precapitalist society, class
differentiation is accentuated by the division of society into
castes, each caste having a specific legal status.” The crystalliza-
tion of people-classes becomes especially significant within this
context.

One of the most striking illustrations of the case for extending
the concept worked out by Leon to other ethnic communities is
that of the Chinese in Southeast Asia.>" Like the Jewish mer-
chants of the Middle Ages, they were the traders in luxury ar-
ticles; like the Jews also, they formed in the Southeast Asian cities
a community of merchants and usurers. And when an indig-
enous bourgeois class developed, the Chinese were forced to face
oppressive governmental measures (in Indonesia, the Philippines,
Burma, etc.) and even, occasionally, actual pogroms (Indonesia).*

50. V.I. Lenin, “The Agrarian Program of Russian Social Democracy,” CIW/
vol. 6, p. 115.

51. See Lois Mitchison, The Overseas Chinese (London, 1961).

52. The title of one of the first anti-Chinese pamphlets that was published in
Siam [Thailand] in 1914 and which is written in a frankly “anti-Semitic”
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It 1s significant that the agriculture of the Overseas Chinese in
Malaysia, for instance, is specifically oriented towards highly prof-
itable crops produced for the urban market economy. Finally, the
growing mass of Chinese proletarians overseas is an indication of
the gradual breakdown of the people-class into antagonistic so-
cial classes—a process quite similar to the evolution of the Jewish
communities in Eastern Europe since the end of the eighteenth
century.

These remarks do not purport to exhaust the subject. Their
only purpose was to try and show that the facts that have been
marshaled in order to criticize the theory of the specific function
of the Jews as representatives of capital in a society based on
natural economy, can be easily dealt with within the framework
of the people-class concept.

Professor Rodinson’s brilliant and controversial introduction
to Leon’s book reopens a debate which will undoubtedly enrich
Marxist thought.

The rise of capitalism ushered in the liberal era which re-
sulted in the emancipation of the Jews and the demolition of
the walls of the ghettos. Leon describes how the loss of their
specific function, coupled with the disappearance of discrimi-
nation, hastened the process of integration of the Jews of West-
ern Europe and was followed by the rapid assimilation of the
Jewish communities in that part of the world. This process
was particularly evident in Germany.” In Eastern Europe,
however, where the feudal structure of the countryside ham-
pered the development of capitalism, this perspective never
really materialized. The Jewish masses lost their traditional role,
but the feeble growth of capitalist economy prevented their
absorption in industry. The same structural weakness of capi-

style is revealing: The Jews of the East.

53. For a typical description of the scale of the conversion movement among
German Jews, see A. Menes,“The Conversion Movement in Prussia Dur-
ing the First Half of the 19th Century,” Yivo Annual of Jewish Social Science
(New York, 1951), vol. 6, pp. 187-205.
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talist society in Eastern Europe explains why the ruling class,
faced with a permanent social and economic crisis, was com-
pelled to resort to Jew-baiting and persecution in order to divert
the masses from revolutionary struggle. This situation forms the
backdrop to the Jewish tragedy of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries in Eastern Europe.

As a result of the massive emigration of the Jews from Central
and Eastern Europe between the last quarter of the nineteenth
century and the First World War, the Jewish problem was “ex-
ported” to Western Europe and North America. But, in its de-
caying phase, capitalist society racked by periodic economic cri-
ses was no longer able to absorb the immigrants permanently
into the social structure. Moreover, as Leon has shown, imperial-
ism is reflected in the ideological sphere by the emergence of a
jingoistic and racist ideology and chauvinism. Now racism and
anti-Semitism soon proved to be invaluable instruments for the
nationalist capitalist oligarchies who sought to channel the bud-
ding anticapitalist consciousness of the petty bourgeoisie and the
class consciousness of the workers into politically harmless direc-
tions. Like fascism itself, fascist racism represented a desperate
attempt to consolidate the crisis-ridden capitalist regime imper-
iled by the rising militancy of the working class.

It is significant that the Jews were not, as commonly believed,
the only minority to suffer mass extermination under fascism.
An identical fate awaited another people-class in Nazi Europe:
the Gypsies.

If this interpretation of anti-Semitism is correct, then clearly
there is nothing to warrant that a similar catastrophe will not
occur in the future. The systematic use of weapons specifically
designed to annihilate civilian populations, as demonstrated by
American imperialism in Vietnam, is sufficient proof that there
are no inherent limits to the barbarism of decaying capitalism.
And there is no safeguard to guarantee that imperialism would
refrain from resorting to the time-honored weapon of anti-
Semitism if faced once again with a major economic and po-
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litical crisis. As a matter of fact, the experience of the last few
years in the country which presently harbors the largest Jewish
community in the world, the United States, is that the ruling
class is getting ready to use the most sophisticated armament
(nerve gas, for instance) against the Afro-American people and
their class allies. And, incidentally, the treatment meted out to
the Afro-Americans should serve as a useful reminder of the
ripe experience accumulated by the American power elite in
manipulating race hatred. So there is no reason to vouch for
the fact that it “couldn’t happen here.” This was the sober warning
addressed to the Western Jewish communities by Isaac Deutscher.
And as George Novack has pointed out: “Such a prediction
may seem farfetched and unduly alarmist to those privileged
and shortsighted Anglo-American Jews who have been sun-
ning in the prolonged prosperity and social stability of the post-
war decades. Yet it is based upon a keen insight into the ulti-
mate direction of the main motive forces of capitalist devel-
opment in our time.”**

The only safeguard consists in uprooting the system that gen-
erates the evil: capitalism cannot be reformed.

Any attempt to convince the Jewish masses of the accuracy of
Leon’s analysis will unfailingly raise the following retort: “Well,
assuming you are right about this, how do you account for what
happened in the Soviet Union or in Poland?” And this indeed
calls for some explaining.

The reasons why the Soviet Union did not succeed in solving
the Jewish problem have been dealt with most competently by
Isaac Deutscher in his essay on the Russian Revolution and the
Jewish problem.” He describes how the Lenin era brought forth
an unparalleled Jewish (especially Yiddish) cultural flowering in
the Soviet Union, in accordance with the Bolshevik program for

54. George Novack, How Can the Jews Survive? A Socialist Answer to Zionism
(New York: Pathfinder, 1969), p. 14.

55. Isaac Deutscher, “The Russian Revolution and the Jewish Problem,” The
Non-Jewish Jew and Other Essays (London, 1968).
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the national minorities. No pains were spared in attempting, with
considerable success, to resettle the impoverished Jewish petty
bourgeoisie. Many found employment in the agricultural sector;
the majority, however, were absorbed in industry after the first
Five Year Plan was launched.

But the Jews could not remain unaffected by the retrogres-
sion of the Russian revolution, which became manifest in ev-
ery field after Lenin’s death and the defeat of the left-wing
opposition. Trotsky was the first, in Thermidor and Anti-Semitism
(1937), to warn that the growth of chauvinism under the
Thermidorian reaction implied the rebirth of the anti-Semitic
tendencies the Revolution had eradicated.* He pointed out
the anti-Semitic innuendoes implicit in the Moscow trials of
1936. And it is now a well-established fact that the anti-Jewish
drive initiated in the late 1920s was intensified just before the
Second World War, reversed altogether during the struggle against
Nazi Germany, and pursued again with renewed energy from
1948 onwards, culminating in the closing down of all Jewish
cultural institutions (press, theater, schools), the wanton murder
of the foremost Yiddish writers, and the sinister anti-Semitic
“Doctors’ Plot” in 1953, a frame-up trial halted in the nick of
time by Stalin’s death.

The connection between the persecution of Jewish culture
and the discriminatory measures against Soviet Jewry, on the
one hand, and the bureaucratic degeneration of the regime, on
the other hand, is obvious. And it is highly significant that
Yevgeny Yevtushenko, the author of Stalin’s Heirs, a bitter in-
dictment of the Soviet bureaucracy, is also the author of Babi
Yar, a poem that ends with the defiant assertion that “The In-
ternational shall ring when the last anti-Semite will have disap-
peared.” Yevtushenko has apparently made his peace now with
the Soviet leadership; but the new vanguard of Russian in-
tellectuals and workers are carrying on the struggle against

56. See Trotsky, On the Jewish Question, pp. 22-29.
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the perversions of Stalinism, and fortunately they are made of
sterner stuff.

So it is hardly astonishing that the criminal record of Stalinism
has disgusted a whole generation of Jewish militants with the
Soviet regime. Unfortunately, the shock of Nazi genocide and
the subsequent disillusion with Stalinism often resulted in people
despairing of socialism altogether as a solution for the Jewish
problem. Nor is it surprising that the Communist movement has
been unable to offer a Marxist analysis of the Jewish problem in
the USSR, a task that would imply, as stated above, a clear-cut
denunciation of the Soviet bureaucracy.”

But the fate of Soviet Jewry is not an isolated case. Chauvinis-
tic Great Russian tendencies are equally manifest in the national
oppression of the Ukrainian people, the Baltic nationalities, and
especially in the wholesale deportation of the Kalmuks, the
Crimean Tartars, the Volga Germans, and a host of other com-
munities—all that was officially admitted by Khrushchev in his
famous “secret” speech at the twentieth congress of the Soviet
Communist Party. So the Jewish problem in the USSR is but an
aspect of national oppression in the Soviet Union. The problem
is to regenerate socialism altogether, a task that implies over-
throwing the whole parasitical bureaucratic structure that de-
faces the land of October.

The case of Poland is quite similar. Although Stalinist Poland
initially took great pride in its effort to help the remnants of the
Jewish community, it should not be forgotten that the new re-
gime started by driving out the German minority in 1945-46,
using German workers as slave labor on Russian state farms in

57. A typical instance of this helplessness is the introduction the well-known
Italian Communist senator Umberto Terracini has provided for a collec-
tion of highly critical essays on the Jews in the Soviet Union. The remark-
able fact is that while Terracini has had the courage to edit the book, none
of the contributors, least of all Terracini himself, offers a Marxist interpre-
tation of this flagrant case of degeneration. Umberto Terracini, Gli Ebrei
nel’URSS (Milan, 1966.)
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and outside of Poland, and deporting them en masse (including
the women) to Russia in an attempt at calculated revenge.™ All
this on the basis of the Stalinistic assumption that the German
proletariat was “guilty” of the crimes of the Nazi rulers who had
oppressed them—as if the German workers had not been the
very first victims of Nazism! Members of the German minority
left in Poland were not even recognized as Polish citizens until
1950, and German schoolchildren were deprived of German
schools until 1951.¥ Much the same could be said of other
“People’s Democracies” as regards their treatment of national
minorities (the Germans and the Hungarians in Czechoslovakia,
the Hungarians in Rumania, etc.)

So, as we can see, Polish Stalinism was linked with racism
and chauvinism from the very beginning of its regime. Nor is
this the whole story: the bureaucratic nature of the regime and
the subservience of its leaders to Moscow made it especially
unpopular. In order to gain the allegiance of the population,
the government embarked on a program of extreme chauvin-
ism, pandering to the prejudices of the Nationalists, often former
fascists. A well-known instance of this unholy alliance is the
privileged position of Mr. Boleslaw Piasecki, leader of the “Pax”
movement and enterprises (press, publishers, dealers in religious
articles), who gained wide notoriety in prewar Poland as a
pogromist and fascist. Apparently, the idea was that in patroniz-
ing this unsavory figure the Stalinist leadership would some-
how earn the gratitude of the Catholic working class. On top
of all this, the direct executors of the policy were often of Jew-
ish origin, a fact that naturally fed the traditional popular anti-
Semitic prejudices; nor were some bureaucrats averse to en-
couraging these racist feelings, since they provided a “harmless”
outlet for political opposition.

The Polish October of 1956 brought the hope of a new turn

58. Elisabeth Wiskemann, Germany’s Eastern Neighbours (London, 1956), pp.
89-95, 113.
59. Wiskemann, Germany’s Eastern Neighbours, p. 271.
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in Polish politics with the appearance of workers councils and
the awakening of the masses. But the “liberal” bureaucrats like
Gomulka, propelled to power by the workers and students, were
able with consummate art to liquidate the emerging workers
democracy within a few months.®” A new opposition—enlight-
ened by this bitter experience—started to take shape around 1965,
centered around the Warsaw students and a number of revolu-
tionary intellectuals. The student demonstrations of March 1968,
supported by Polish Communist intellectuals such as Kolakowski
and by the vanguard of the industrial proletariat, indicated the
extent of popular support for the program of the left opposition
(2,330 people were arrested). At this juncture, Jozef Kepa, first
secretary of the Polish CP, denounced the sinister designs of the
“Zionists”*" and laid stress on the alleged Jewish origin of the
leaders of the student movement.

True, officially sponsored anti-Jewish tendencies were already
perceptible since the end of the June war in 1967—although the
alleged rejoicing over Israel’s victory was certainly not restricted
to the Polish Jews who, incidentally, were mostly stalwart oppo-
nents of Zionism with a lifelong record of fidelity to the Com-
munist movement. But now the so-called “anti-Zionist” drive—
directed against nonexistent Zionists—became the major theme
of an official campaign meant to rally the masses around the au-
thorities and against the students. The so-called “spontaneous anti-
Zionist” meetings were supported by a sickening press campaign
which included statements in the Polish parliament on the “ex-
cessive concentration and representation in key areas” of Jews.
Clearly, once again the Jewish problem sidelights the shameful
degeneration of the bureaucratic caste.

This is how the promise that the October Revolution held
out for the Jews and other oppressed minorities has been
turned into bitter mockery: a reflection of the worldwide ef-

60. Jacek Kuron, Karol Modzelewski, et al., Revolutionary Marxist Students in
Poland Speak Out (New York: Pathfinder, 1968).
61. Tribuna Ludu, March 12, 1968.
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fect of the Stalinist distortion of socialism.

Yet, only ninety miles from the American shore, one can catch
a glimpse of what socialism really could mean for the Jews. Al-
though the present-day Cuban Jewish community has been re-
duced by emigration to a thousand souls, its situation illustrates
the deeply humanitarian approach to all problems socialism im-
plies. To quote an American conservative rabbi’s report: “Speak-
ing with many Jews of varying outlooks—some sympathetic to
the revolution, some neutral, some hostile—I found unanimous
agreement on one point: the revolutionary government of Cuba
has been beyond criticism in its respect for and consideration of
Jewish religious needs.”* ©® Not only do the synagogues function
in Havana, but in spite of the severe food rationing in Cuba, the
government also provides special rations for the Jewish commu-
nity to ensure that a weekly kosher meal is available to the entire
community as well as appropriate dinners for the Holy Days. Any
Jewish child who wishes to may attend the Albert Einstein school,
now nationalized (as are all schools) but still giving classes in
Jewish studies, and bus transportation is provided to and from the
school for all those who live at any distance. The Jewish cem-
etery is state-supported so that free ritual funerals are available to
all. Jewish cultural activities are regularly engaged in at the com-
munity center.

62. Rabbi Everett Gendler,“Holy Days in Habana,” Conservative Judaism (Winter
1969), vol. 23, no. 2, p. 19.

63. Marxists certainly believe that socialism will ultimately ring the knell of
religion—not as a result of the suppression or the curtailment of religious
activities or feelings—but as a logical consequence of the disappearance of
the social roots of alienation of which religious alienation is a particular
aspect. To persecute religion would not merely be contrary to socialist
ethics, it would also be self-contradictory for those who hold, as Marx
wrote, that social being determines consciousness. See Karl Marx and
Frederick Engels, “Preface to a Contribution to the Critique of Political
Economy,” CW, vol. 29, p. 263; Frederick Engels,“Anti-Diihring,” CW vol.
25;V.1. Lenin, “The Attitude of the Workers’ Party Towards Religion” (1909),
CW, pp.402-13; Otto Bauer, Sociaaldemocratie, Godsdienst en Kerk (Amsterdam
and Brussels, 1928), pp. 79-94.
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And the results of this absolutely correct approach to the Jew-
ish problem by the Cuban leadership are rewarding indeed: deeply
religious Jews who were formerly unconcerned with politics have
been won over to the revolution! Rabbi Gendler quotes the que-
ries of practicing Jews “who related the biblical tradition to the
Cuban experiment.” And it is certainly appropriate to quote his
conclusion:

“Numerically, the Cuban Jewish community is much dimin-
ished, and it will likely be reduced yet further by continuing
emigration. Institutionally, despite basic governmental respect and
consideration, it faces powerful challenges from the whole spirit
of Cuban life today, and like other religious communities both
there and elsewhere it must develop new relevance for society if
it 1s to survive as a vital part of life. Yet, personally, for a small
number of deeply dedicated and intensely aware Jews, Cuba rep-
resents, at this period of its history, a vivid reenactment of the
desert period of our own people, a period of radical change, se-
vere trial, and the formation of a new generation of human be-
ings. Strange as such notions may be to our established ways of
thinking, and despite some misgivings which I may have about
the Cuban experiment, it seems to me, on reflection, that this
seemingly perverse judgment of this tiny minority of Jews may
yet prove more correct than the prevailing negative assessments
of the Cuban experiment.

“Why do I say this? Because nowhere in the Western Hemi-
sphere have I seen a society in which there is such morale,
such social dedication, such feelings of fellowship, such con-
cern for children and young people. Nowhere have I seen in
practice such a radical interpretation of human brotherhood
expressed in the attempt at economic equality and sharing
(not yet fully achieved) which converts from theory to fact
the notion of our human interdependence. Nowhere out-
side Israel have I seen such social concentration on education
or such respect for teachers and learning, and nowhere else
have I seen such attention and resources focused on the pre-
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viously poorest and least esteemed.”*

Socialism, then, not only means rooting out racial discrimina-
tion—as the Cuban record shows in regard to the Negro popu-
lation—it also holds out the challenge to all who are seriously
committed to their religious faith, of acting out their principles
in a fraternal society.

Last but not least, the results of the Zionist enterprise in Pales-
tine offer further proof of the impossibility of finding a lasting
solution to the Jewish problem within the framework of capital-
ism. Zionism is based on the assumption that the concentration
of the Jewish masses in a national homeland would insulate them
from anti-Semitism. For the Zionist considers anti-Semitism to
be an inevitable phenomenon in non-Jewish society—or, as
Pinsker put it, a psychosis peculiar to the gentiles—and not an
outgrowth of the social structure. But it is an illusory solution.
Aside from the fact that at most it could only provide a partial
answer to the Jewish problem (since more than four-fifths of
world Jewry live outside Israel) it ignores the fact that the funda-
mental roots of anti-Semitism lie in the worldwide crisis of capitalist
society. If a new wave of fascism were to arise, there is no reason
why its racist policies should mysteriously stop short at Israel’s
frontiers. After all, if Hitler had conquered Palestine would he
have exempted Palestine Jewry from the gas chambers?

Still, it is true of course that within the almost purely Jewish
society of Israel (at any rate before the 1967 conquests), anti-
Semitism is out of the question. But it is a dubious achieve-
ment: ironically, the Israelis appear to be today the only Jewish
community in fear for their physical existence. Nor does Israel
extend help to world Jewry. On the contrary, its emissaries
tour the world begging for support in every Jewish commu-
nity. Israel has not proved to be an independent Jewish state
standing on its own. Quite the reverse: Israel is absolutely de-
pendent (economically, politically, diplomatically) on the assis-

64. Gendler, “Holy Days in Habana,” pp. 23-24.



66 NATHAN WEINSTOCK

tance of imperialism. And surely, in a world in which the power
of imperialism is steadily declining, especially in the underde-
veloped countries, this should be a source of preoccupation to
all those who are sincerely concerned with the future of the
Israelis.

Now that the Israelis are engulfed by a wave of mounting
hostility to Zionism, how prophetic Trotsky’s warning sounds
that Palestine might prove to be a bloody trap! And how true
Leon’s premonition that a Jewish state in Palestine would inevi-
tably become a pawn of Anglo-American imperialism!

But let us recall how the present situation arose. The Zionist
enterprise could not but reflect European colonial expansion of
the nineteenth century. (In his Judenstaat, Theodor Herzl pat-
terned the “Society of the Jews” he wished to set up as the back-
bone of Jewish colonization on the model of the British char-
tered companies in Africa.) And its aim—the establishment of a
Jewish state in an Arab land—obviously had to clash, sooner or
later, with the interests of the native population. Now it is a fact
that the Zionist pioneers, imbued with socialistic ideals—and
there is no reason to question their dedication or their ideal-
ism—hoped to evade the consequences of colonialism.They were
bitterly opposed to the exploitation of the cheap Arab labor they
were competing with, and they set out to build their own segre-
gated economy, based on Jewish investments, exclusively Jewish
labor, and inasmuch as feasible, exclusively Jewish produce. This
policy of deliberate separatism had a lasting effect on the outline
of Zionist colonization. If Israel appears to be a full-fledged na-
tion today, a society consisting of a Jewish bourgeoisie exploiting
a Jewish proletariat (and not as a mere layer of colons thriving on
Arab labor), this is unquestionably the result of their ideology.
And it was in this spirit that the exclusively Jewish trade union,
the Histadrut, the collective and cooperative rural settlements (kib-
butzim and moshavim) were founded.

But for the Arab peasants, the fellaheen, the policy of exclu-
sively Jewish labor had dramatic results. It meant not only that
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they were evicted from the land they tilled after the Arab land-
owner had sold it to the Zionist concerns, but also that they
were prevented on principle from finding employment on the
Jewish farms or in industry. Likewise the policy of Jewish pro-
duce (i.e., the boycotting of Arab produce) impeded the devel-
opment of an Arab bourgeoisie and proletariat in Palestine. Thus
Arab resentment to Zionist colonization could be channeled
into neither bourgeois nationalism nor proletarian socialism,
since the social classes that normally convey these policies re-
mained embryonic owing to the Zionist segregationism which
blocked their emergence.” Therefore, the embittered Arab masses
of Palestine fell prey to the rapacious, obscurantist, feudal lead-
ership (the very same people who were selling their land to the
Zionist settlers at a handsome profit, thus preparing the evic-
tion of the fellaheen). And, as the feudal leadership was reaction-
ary and leaned heavily on British support, they diverted the
Arab Palestinian masses from their real interest—the struggle
against imperialism and Zionist colonization—and initiated a
chauvinistic anti-Jewish policy.

The implementation of the Zionist program also served to
alienate the Jewish immigrants from their long-term interests.
The Zionist enterprise could only be put in force against the
wishes of the local population and with the help of foreign
rulers (first the Turks, then the British). So the growing Jew-
ish community became the mainstay of the hated foreign rule.
This fitted in wonderfully with imperialism’s traditional ex-
ploitation of religious and national prejudices in the Middle
East in order to divide its opponents. In the past this policy
had been used to pit Christians against Muslims, Turks against
Arabs, Sunni Muslims against Shia Muslims, Copts against

65. Arab opposition to Zionism had nothing to do with anti-Semitism. They
would probably have reacted in the same way if the Zionists had been
Hottentots or Mongolians. It is worth recalling in this connection that the
Afro-American settlers had to fight some bloody battles against the native
African population in Liberia when they landed and colonized the country.
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Muslims, Druse against Maronites, etc. The new antagonisms
between Jews and Arabs followed the same pattern and served
the same ends. Furthermore, the policy of class collaboration of
the Zionist leadership (motivated by the so-called common in-
terests of the Jewish bourgeoisie and working class in Palestine)
widened the rift between the Jewish and Arab masses, for the
common benefit of the Arab feudalists, the Zionist bourgeoisie,
and the British administration.

The Palestine war of 1948 highlighted this distortion of
the social and national currents in the Jewish and Arab soci-
ety. The Jews (who had by now become Israelis, a new He-
brew-speaking nation with its own economy and society dis-
tinct from other Jewish communities) fought under a bourgeois
leadership, assisted by American imperialism and the Soviet
bureaucracy. Their aim was to set up a purely Jewish state in
Palestine, as large as possible. They succeeded in forcing this
program on British imperialism and in conquering close to
80 percent of the Palestinian territory. But the result of their
victory was the expulsion of some 750,000 Palestinian Arab
refugees. And the new state of Israel, surrounded by a hostile
sea of Arabism, was compelled to seek the helping hand of
Uncle Sam. Israel has become increasingly dependent on U.S.
imperialism ever since, while embarking on a policy of insti-
tutionalized oppression of the Arab minority. On the Arab
side, the war—though basically progressive since it was part
of the worldwide anticolonial struggle—was fought under the
guidance of British imperialism and the corrupt feudal
leaderships which led their armies and peoples to disaster. The
wars of 1956 and 1967 merely repeated the 1948 pattern: Israel
was proving itself to be more and more dependent on imperi-
alism and hostile to the forces of Arab liberation. And the Arab
leadership was meanwhile unable to set the issue in its true
perspective: a struggle of the popular masses of the Middle East
(Arab and non-Arab) under a revolutionary socialist leadership
against the forces of imperialism, Zionism, and Arab reaction.
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Since 1967 Israel has occupied vast expanses of Arab territory,
expelling many inhabitants (many of them refugees of 1948). It
would seem that this new situation will eventually lead to the
implementation of an officially segregationist policy, since the
Zionist leadership does not wish to relinquish its new conquests
but insists on maintaining a purely Jewish power structure. On
the Arab side, hostility to the presence of the Zionist enclave has
increased, and since 1965 the new militancy of the Palestinian
refugees has been expressing itself in guerrilla warfare, to which
should now be added the passive and active resistance of the
population in the occupied territories.

It is obvious that the continuation of the present Zionist
policy (and there is no other way of maintaining an exclusively
Jewish power structure) of oppression of the Arab masses and
cooperation with imperialism can only pave the way of the
Israeli masses to catastrophe. The Israeli position is becoming
untenable: the authorities admit their failure to crush the Pal-
estinian partisans, who are eating away at the foundations of
the surrounding Arab bourgeoisies, Israel’s secret allies. And the
Israeli authorities have no outlook to offer the Jewish popula-
tion except further warfare. On the other hand, the growing
left wing of the Palestinian freedom fighters is increasingly aware
that the Israeli population is a victim of exploitation and ma-
nipulation and that it must be won over. They also realize that
the outcome of their struggle depends in the first place on the
elimination of the enemy waiting to shoot them in the back:
the Arab reaction.

The Middle Eastern scene is in a state of flux. The Palestin-
ian guerrilla is radicalizing the coming generation of Arabs and
forcing the Arab bourgeoisie to admit that they prefer peaceful
coexistence with Zionism and imperialism to the perils of revo-
lution. The Arab petty bourgeoisie, which is mirrored in
Nasserism, now appears to be thoroughly discredited in the
eyes of the vanguard after having demonstrated its utter cor-
ruption during the war of June 1967 (a political defeat as well as
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a military defeat). The essential task now is to combine the
struggles of the revolutionary elements of the Arab world, spear-
headed by the Palestinians, into one common front including the
Israelis who raise their banner against the Zionist power struc-
ture, the revolutionary Kurds, the South Sudanese, etc. The fu-
ture of the Israeli population rests in its integration, with due
respect of its right to national self-determination, in a united
socialist Middle East. As Deutscher pointed out, the Zionist policy
has turned the Israelis into political scapegoats. The only way out
of this trap is an alliance with the forces of the socialist revolu-
tion.”*

So, whether one considers the advanced capitalist countries,
the workers’ states, or Israel, the lesson of history is the same: the
solution of the Jewish problem is indissolubly bound up with the
victory of socialism. Therefore, assuming that one could spell out
a “Jewish” stand in the political struggle, it could only be the
admission of the fact that the Jewish people have a vested interest
in the emancipation of humanity and that socialism has a par-
ticular relevance to their fate. Socialism is the only road to Jewish
survival.

Autumn 1969

66. For a full discussion on the Zionist issue, see my Le sionisme contre Israel
(Paris, 1969).
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The premises for a scientific study of
Jewish history

The scientific study of Jewish history is yet to transcend the
stage of idealist improvisation. Serious historians have boldly at-
tacked the field of history as a whole in the spirit of Marx, and
have in large measure conquered it for the materialist outlook.
Jewish history, however, still remains the chosen land of the “god-
seekers” of every variety. It is one of the few fields of history
where idealist prejudices have succeeded in entrenching and
maintaining themselves to so great an extent.

How many oceans of ink have been spilled to celebrate the
famous “miracle of the Jew!”“What a strange spectacle are these
men who have, in order to preserve the sacred trust of their faith,
braved persecutions and martyrdom,” exclaims Bédarride.'

The preservation of the Jews is explained by all historians as
the product of their devotion through the centuries to their reli-
gion or their nationality. Differences among these historians be-
gin to appear only when it comes to defining the “goal” for which

1. I.Bédarride, Les juifs en France,—en Italie et en Espagne (Paris, 1867), p. i.
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the Jews preserved themselves, the reason for their resistance to
assimilation. Some, taking the religious point of view, speak of
the “sacred trust of their faith”; others, like Dubnow, defend the
theory of “attachment to the national idea.” “We must seek the
causes for the historical phenomenon of the preservation of the
Jewish people in their national spiritual strength, in their ethical
basis, and in the monotheistic principle,” says the General Encyclo-
pedia which contrives in this way to reconcile the various view-
points among the idealist historians.?

But while it is possible to reconcile these idealist theories with
one another, it is hopeless to try to find some ground for recon-
ciling these same theories with the elementary rules of historical
science. The latter must categorically reject the fundamental er-
ror of all idealist schools, which consists of putting under the
hallmark of free will the cardinal question of Jewish history, namely:
the preservation of Judaism. Only a study of the economic role
played by the Jews can contribute to elucidating the causes for
the “miracle of the Jew.”

To study the evolution of this question is not exclusively of
academic interest. Without a thorough study of Jewish history, it
1s difficult to understand the Jewish question in modern times.
The plight of the Jews in the twentieth century is intimately
bound up with their historical past. Every social formation rep-
resents a stage in the social process. Being is only a moment in the
process of becoming. In order to undertake an analysis of the Jew-
ish question in its present phase of development, it is indispens-
able to know its historical roots.

In the sphere of Jewish history, as in the sphere of universal
history, Karl Marx’s brilliant thought points the road to follow.
“Let us not look for the secret of the Jew in his religion, but let
us look for the secret of his religion in the real Jew.”” Marx

2. Ben-Adir, “Anti-Semitism,” General Encyclopedia (Yiddish) (Paris, 1936),
vol. 3, pp. 454-55.

3. Karl Marx,“On the Jewish Question,” Collected Works (hereafter CW) (New
York: International Publishers, 1975-), vol. 3, p.169.
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thus puts the Jewish question back on its feet. We must not start
with religion in order to explain Jewish history; on the contrary,
the preservation of the Jewish religion or nationality can be ex-
plained only by the “real Jew,” that is to say, by the Jew in his
economic and social role. The preservation of the Jews contains
nothing of the miraculous. “Judaism continues to exist not in
spite of history, but owing to history.”*

It is precisely by studying the historical function of Judaism
that one is able to discover the “secret” of its survival in his-
tory. The struggles between Judaism and Christian society,
under their respective religious guises, were in reality social
struggles. “The contradiction between the state and a particu-
lar religion, for instance Judaism, is given by us a human form as
the contradiction between the state and particular secular ele-
ments.”’

The general pattern of Jewish history is presented (with vari-
ous slight nuances) somewhat as follows according to the reign-
ing idealist school: Up to the destruction of Jerusalem, as late as
the rebellion of Bar Kochba, the Jewish nation was in no wise
different from other normally constituted nations, such as the
Roman or the Greek. The wars between the Romans and the
Jews resulted in dispersing the Jewish nation to the four cor-
ners of the world. In the dispersion, the Jews fiercely resisted
national and religious assimilation. Christianity found no more
rabid adversaries in its path and despite all its efforts did not
succeed in converting them. The fall of the Roman Empire
increased the isolation of Judaism which constituted the sole
heterodox element after the complete triumph of Christianity
in the West.

The Jews of the Diaspora, in the epoch of the barbarian inva-
sions, did not at all constitute a homogeneous social group. On
the contrary, agriculture, industry, commerce were widely preva-

4. Marx, “On the Jewish Question,” CW] vol. 3, p. 171.
5. Marx, “On the Jewish Question,” CW] vol. 3, p. 151.
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lent among them. It was the continuous religious persecutions
which forced them to entrench themselves increasingly in com-
merce and usury. The Crusades, by reason of the religious fa-
naticism they engendered, violently accelerated this evolution
which transformed the Jews into usurers and ended in their
confinement in ghettos. Of course the hatred against the Jews
was also fanned by the latter’s economic role. But the historians
attribute only a secondary importance to this factor. This con-
dition of Judaism continued up to the French R evolution, which
destroyed the barriers that religious oppression had raised against
the Jews.

Several important facts challenge the truth of this pattern:

1. The dispersal of the Jews does not at all date from the fall of
Jerusalem. Several centuries before this event, the great majority
of Jews were already spread over the four corners of the world. It
is certain that well before the fall of Jerusalem, more than three-
fourths of the Jews no longer lived in Palestine.

For the great masses of Jews dispersed in the Greek Empire,
and later in the Roman Empire, the Jewish kingdom of Pales-
tine was of completely secondary importance. The tie with
the “mother country” was manifested solely in religious pil-
grimages to Jerusalem, which played a role similar to that of
Mecca for the Moslems. Shortly before the fall of Jerusalem,
King Agrippa said to the Jews: “There is no people upon the
habitable earth which have not some portion of you among
them.”’

The Diaspora was consequently not at all an accidental thing,
a product of acts of violence.” The fundamental reason for Jewish

See Arthur Ruppin, The Jews in the Modern World (London, 1934), p. 22.
Flavius Josephus, Works (London, 1844), p. 693.

“In the first place we know of no hostile power which might have forced
our people before the final destruction of Jerusalem to spread out through
all of Asia Minor, the Mediterranean islands, Macedonia, and Greece.” Dr.
L. Herzfeld, Handelsgeschichte der Juden des Alterthums (Braunschweig, 1879),
pp. 202-3.
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emigration must be sought in the geographic conditions of Pal-
estine. “The Jews in Palestine were the possessors of a mountain-
ous country which at a certain time no longer sufficed for assur-
ing its inhabitants as tolerable an existence as that among their
neighbors. Such a people is driven to choose between brigand-
age and emigration. The Scots, for example, alternately engaged
in each of these pursuits. The Jews, after numerous struggles with
their neighbors, also took the second road. . . . Peoples living
under such conditions do not go to foreign countries as agricul-
turists. They go there rather in the role of mercenaries, like the
Arcadians of antiquity, the Swiss in the Middle Ages, the Alba-
nians in our day; or in the role of merchants, like the Jews, the
Scots, and the Armenians. We see here that a similar environment
tends to produce similar characteristics among peoples of differ-
ent races.””

2. The overwhelming majority of Jews of the Diaspora un-
questionably engaged in trade. Palestine itself since very remote
times constituted a passageway for merchandise, a bridge between
the valleys of the Euphrates and the Nile. “Syria was the inevi-
table highway of the conquerors. . . . Trade and ideas followed
the same route. It is easy to see that from a very early date these
regions were thickly populated, and possessed great cities whose
very situation lent itself to commerce.”"

The geographic conditions of Palestine therefore explain both
the Jewish emigration and its commercial character. On the other
hand, among all nations, at the beginning of their development,
the traders are foreigners.“The characteristic of a natural economy
is that each sphere produces everything consumed by it and con-
sumes everything it produces. There is consequently no pressure to
buy goods or services from others. . . . Because what is produced
is consumed in this economy, we find among all these peoples

9. Karl Kautsky in Neue Zeit.
10. Adolphe Lods, Israel from Its Beginnings to the Middle of the Eighth Century
(London, 1932), p. 18.
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that the first traders are foreigners.”"'

Philo enumerates many cities where the Jews were established
as traders. He states that they “inhabited countless cities in Eu-
rope, in Asia, in Libya, on the mainland and in the islands, along
the coasts and in the interior.” The Jews who inhabited the Hel-
lenic islands, as well as the mainland and further to the west, had
installed themselves there with commercial objectives.” “As well
as the Syrians, the Jews were to be found in all the cities, living in
small communities; they were sailors, brokers, bankers, whose
influence was as essential in the economic life of the time as was
the Oriental influence which made itself felt at the same time in
the art and the religious thought of the period.”"

It is to their social position that the Jews are beholden for the
wide autonomy granted them by the Roman emperors. The Jews,
“and they only were allowed to form, so to speak, a community
within the community, and—while the other nonburgesses were
ruled by the authorities of the burgess body—{they were permitted]
up to a certain degree to govern themselves.”™* Caesar advanced the
interests of the Jews in Alexandria and in Rome by special favors
and privileges, and protected in particular their peculiar worship
against the Roman as well as against the Greek local priests”””®

11. Lujo Brentano, Die Anfinge des Modernen Kapitalismus (Munich, 1916), pp.
10, 15.

12. Herzfeld, Handelsgeschichte der Juden des Alterthums, p. 203.

13. Henri Pirenne, Mohammed and Charlemagne (New York, 1939), pp. 18-19.

14. Theodor Mommsen, The Provinces of the Roman Empire (New York, 1887),
vol. 2, p. 179.

15. Theodor Mommsen, The History of Rome (London, 1911), vol. 4, p. 509.

Sombart, in his work of such uneven value, The Jews and Modern Capital-

ism (London, 1913), wherein the worst of absurdities are mixed with highly
interesting researches, states: “I think that the Jewish religion has the same
leading ideas as capitalism.” (p. 205) This affirmation is correct provided we
understand by “capitalism,”—precapitalist trade and usury. (As we shall see
later (chapter 4), it is false to attribute a preponderant role to the Jews in
the building of modern capitalism.) In support of his thesis, Sombart cites
many passages from the Talmud and other Jewish religious books which
reflect this close connection between the Jewish religion and the com-
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3. Hatred for the Jews does not date solely from the birth of
Christianity. Seneca treated the Jews as a criminal race. Juvenal
believed that the Jews existed only to cause evil for other peoples.
Quintilian said that the Jews were a curse for other people.

The cause of ancient anti-Semitism is the same as for medi-
eval anti-Semitism: the antagonism toward the merchant in ev-
ery society based principally on the production of use values.
“Medieval hostility toward merchants is not solely of Christian
or pseudo-Christian inspiration. It also has a ‘real’ pagan source.
The latter was strongly rooted in a class ideology, in the disdain
which the leading classes of Roman society—the senatorial gen-
tes as well as the provincial curia—felt, out of a deep peasant
tradition, toward all forms of economic activity other than those
deriving from agriculture.”'®

mercial spirit. Here are, for example, several of these quotations: “He that
loveth pleasure shall be a poor man, he that loveth wine and oil shall not be
rich.” Proverbs, 21.17.“Thou shalt lend unto many nations, but thou shalt not
borrow.” Deuteronomy, 15.6.“The righteous therefore is prosperous here, and
the wicked here suffers punishment.” “Rabbi Eleazar said: ‘The righteous
love their money more than their bodies.”” Sota xiia.“And Rabbi Isaac also
taught that a man always have his money in circulation.” Baba Mezia, 42a.

It is naturally difficult to get a complete picture from a confused welter
of texts, written and supplied with commentaries at different epochs and
in different countries. The imprint of the commercial spirit is nevertheless
clearly discernible in most of these writings. The work of Sombart is in
this sense only an illustration of the Marxist thesis that religion is an ideo-
logical reflection of a social class. But by maintaining that it is religion
which must have been the primary factor, Sombart, like other bourgeois
scholars, strives to invert the causal relation.

16. Henri Laurent, “Religion et affaires,” Cahiers du libre examen.

Aristotle says in his Politics (Jowett translation, Oxford, 1885, vol. 1, p.
19):*“The most hated sort [of moneymaking], and with the greatest reason,
is usury, which makes a gain out of money itself, and not from the natural
use of it. For money was intended to be used in exchange, but not to
increase at interest. And this term, usury, which means the birth of money
from money, is applied to the breeding of money, because the offspring
resembles the parent. Wherefore of all modes of making money this is the
most unnatural.” Further (p. 221), “citizens . . . must not lead the life of
mechanics or tradesmen, for such a life is ignoble and inimical to virtue.”



78 CHAPTER ONE

However, while anti-Semitism was already strongly developed
in Roman society, the condition of the Jews, as we have seen, was
quite enviable there. The hostility of classes that live from the
land toward trade does not eliminate their dependence upon the
latter. The landowner hates and despises the merchant but he
cannot get along without him."”

The triumph of Christianity did not bring any notable
changes in this regard. Christianity, at first the religion of the
slaves and the downtrodden, was rapidly transformed into an
ideology of the ruling class of landed proprietors. It was
Constantine the Great who laid the foundation for medieval
serfdom. The triumphal march of Christianity across Europe
was accompanied by an extension of feudal economy. The re-
ligious orders played an extremely important role in the
progress of civilization, which consisted in that epoch of de-
veloping agriculture on the basis of serfdom. There is little
astonishing in the fact that “born in Judaism, formed at first
exclusively of Jews, Christianity nevertheless nowhere during
the first four centuries found more difficulty than among them
in acquiring partisans for its doctrine.”" As a matter of fact,
Christian mentality during the first ten centuries of our era
viewed everything connected with economic life from the
basic standpoint “that a merchant can with difficulty do work
pleasing to God” and that “all trade implies a greater or lesser
amount of cheating.”"” The life of the Jews appeared com-
pletely incomprehensible to St. Ambrose who lived in the

17. Contrary to the opinion of some historians, ancient economy was, despite
a fairly important development of commercial transactions, based essen-
tially on the production of use values. “This system [of home or family
economy] prevails not only in primitive societies but even in those of
Antiquity. . . . Under this system . . . each group suffices unto itself, con-
suming hardly anything but what it has itself produced, and producing
almost nothing beyond what it will consume.” Charles Gide, Principles of
Political Economy (Boston, 1905), p. 132.

18. Jean Juster, Les juifs dans empire romain (Paris, 1914), vol. 1, p. 102.

19. Laurent, “Religion et affaires.”
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fourth century. He despised the wealth of the Jews profoundly,
and firmly believed that they would be punished for it by eternal
damnation.

The fierce hostility of the Jews toward Catholicism and their
determination to preserve a religion which admirably expressed
their social interests are therefore quite natural. It is not the loy-
alty of the Jews to their faith which explains their preservation as
a distinct social group; on the contrary, it is their preservation as
a distinct social group which explains their attachment to their
faith.

Nevertheless, like the hostility in antiquity toward the Jews,
Christian anti-Semitism in the first ten centuries of the Chris-
tian era never went to the extreme of demanding the anni-
hilation of Judaism. Whereas official Christianity mercilessly
persecuted paganism and heresies, it tolerated the Jewish re-
ligion. The condition of the Jews continued to improve dur-
ing the decline of the Roman Empire, after the complete
triumph of Christianity and up to the twelfth century. The more
economic decay deepened, all the more did the commercial
role of the Jews grow in importance. In the tenth century,
they constituted the sole economic link between Europe and
Asia.

4.1t is only from the twelfth century on, parallel with the
economic development of Western Europe, with the growth of
cities and the formation of a native commercial and industrial
class, that the condition of the Jews begins to worsen seriously,
leading to their almost complete elimination from most of the
Western countries. Persecutions of the Jews take on increasingly
violent forms. As against this, in the backward countries of East-
ern Europe, their condition continued to flourish up to a fairly
recent period.

From these few preliminary considerations, we can see
how false is the general conception prevailing in the sphere
of Jewish history. Above all the Jews constitute historically a so-
cial group with a specific economic function. They are a class, or
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20

more precisely, a people-class.

The concept of class does not at all contradict the concept of
people. It is because the Jews have preserved themselves as a so-
cial class that they have likewise retained certain of their reli-
gious, ethnic, and linguistic traits.*

This identification of a class with a people (or race) is far
from being exceptional in precapitalist societies. Social classes
were then frequently distinguished by a more or less na-
tional or racial character.“The higher and lower classes . . . are
in many countries the lineal representatives of the peoples con-
quering and the peoples conquered of an anterior epoch. . . . The
race of the invaders . . . formed a military nobility . . . the in-
vaded race . . . not living by the sword but by the compul-
sory labor of their hands. . . .”** Kautsky speaks in the same
vein: “Different classes may assume the character of different
races. On the other hand, the meeting of many races, each
developing an occupation of its own, may lead to their tak-

20. “The peasant and the lord during the Middle Ages are not producers of
merchandise. . . . It is true that they exchange their surpluses on occa-
sion, but exchange is for them something fundamentally alien, an excep-
tion. Thus, neither the lord nor peasant generally possesses large sums of
money. The greatest part of their wealth consists of use values, of wheat,
cattle, etc. . . . Circulation of merchandise, circulation of money-capital,
and money economy in general are fundamentally alien to this form of
society. Capital lives, according to the clear expression of Marx, in the
pores of this society. It is into these pores that the Jew penetrated.” Otto
Bauer, Die Nationalititenfrage und die Sozialdemokratie (Vienna, 1907), p.
367.

21. Pirenne explains the preservation of the national character by the Ger-
mans in the Slav countries as follows: “The principal explanation [of this
preservation] is the fact that among the Slavs they were the initiators and
for long centuries par excellence the representatives of the urban life. The
Germans introduced the bourgeoisie into the midst of these agricultural
populations, and the contrast between them was, perhaps, from the very
first, that of social classes rather than national groups.” Henri Pirenne, A
History of Europe from the Invasions to the Sixteenth Century (London, 1939),
p. 328.

22. Augustin Thierry, History of the Conquest of England by the Normans (Lon-
don, 1856), vol. 1, pp. xix—xx.
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ing up various callings or social positions within the same com-
munity: race becomes class.”* **

There is evidently a continuous interdependence between ra-
cial or national and class characteristics. The social position of the
Jews has had a profound, determining influence on their national
character.

There is no contradiction in this idea of a people-class; and it
is even easier to show the correspondence between class and
religion. Whenever a class attains a certain degree of maturity
and consciousness, its opposition to the ruling class takes on reli-
gious forms. The heresies of the Albigenses, the Lollards, the
Manichaeans, the Cathari, and other innumerable sects that swarmed
in medieval cities, were the initial religious manifestations of the
growing opposition to the feudal order by the bourgeoisie and the
people as a whole. These heresies nowhere reached the level of a
dominant religion because of the relative weakness of the medi-
eval bourgeoisie. They were savagely drowned in blood. It was
only in the seventeenth century that the bourgeoisie, increasing

23. Karl Kautsky, Are the Jews a Race? (New York, 1926), p. 58. My emphasis.
Inasmuch as the divisions between the various classes in precapitalist
times are airtight, it often happens that national differences persist for a
very long time. They manifest themselves particularly in language differ-
ences. The language of a conquered people used to be demoted to the
role of a despised popular tongue, while the language of the conquerors
became the language of “high society” In England, the Norman aristoc-
racy continued for many centuries to use French while the people spoke
Saxon. It is from the fusion of these two languages that modern English
was formed. In the long run, the language differences faded away. The
Burgundians, the Franks, and other barbarians quickly started speaking
the language of their subjects. On the other hand, the Arab conquerors
imposed their own language on conquered peoples. These language dif-
ferences between classes disappeared completely only with the advent of
the bourgeoisie to power.

24. “Some classes, the ruling, the peasant and the merchant classes, for in-
stance, arose from the union of different ethnological elements . . . their
characteristic differences are original. Such classes antedate the state and
are the more easily maintained in it because their differences are both
anthropological and moral.” Ludwig Gumplowicz The Outline of Sociology
(Philadelphia, 1899), p. 134.
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in power, was able to bring about the triumph of Lutheranism
and above all of Calvinism and its English equivalents.”

Whereas Catholicism expresses the interests of the landed
nobility and of the feudal order, while Calvinism (or Puritanism)
represents those of the bourgeoisie or capitalism, Judaism mir-
rors the interests of a precapitalist mercantile class. >

What primarily distinguishes Jewish “capitalism” from gen-
uine capitalism is that, by contrast with the latter, it is not the
bearer of a2 new mode of production. “Here we have commercial
capital in its pure form, quite separate from the extremes, the
spheres of production, between which it mediates.” “The trading
peoples of old existed like the gods of Epicurus in the intermundia,
or like the Jews in the pores of Polish society”” “Usury, just like
trade, exploits a given mode of production but does not create it;
both relate to the mode of production from outside.”*

The accumulation of money in the hands of the Jews did not
arise from a special mode of production, from capitalist produc-
tion. Surplus value (or surplus product) came from feudal ex-
ploitation and the lords were obliged to yield part of this surplus
value to the Jews. Hence the antagonism between the Jews and
feudalism, but hence likewise came the indestructible bond be-
tween them.

25. This scientific view has been perforce accepted for a long time by all
serious historians.

26. “Jewish capitalism was speculative pariah-capitalism, while Puritan capi-
talism consisted in the organization of citizen labor.” Max Weber, General
Economic History (New York, 1927), p. 381.

27. The correspondence between class and religion is, naturally, not abso-
lute. All of the gentry were not Catholics, nor were all adherents of
Calvinism bourgeois. But the classes do leave their imprint on religion.
Thus, “revocation of the Edict of Nantes at the end of the seventeenth
century exiled about 100,000 Protestants, almost all inhabitants of the
cities and belonging to the industrial and commercial classes; for the
Huguenot peasants, converted only in name, hardly left the kingdom.”
Henri Sée, Economic and Social Conditions in France during the Eighteenth
Century (New York, 1927), p. 9.

28. Karl Marx, Capital (New York: Penguin, 1977-81), vol. 3, pp. 446, 447,
745.
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As for the lord, so too for the Jew, feudalism was mother
earth. If the lord needed the Jew, the Jew also had need of the
lord. It is by reason of this social position that the Jews were
nowhere able to rise to the role of a ruling class. In feudal
economy, the role of a merchant class could only be a clearly
subordinate one. Judaism could only remain a more or less tol-
erated cult.”

We have already seen that the Jews in antiquity had jurisdic-
tion over their own community. The same was true in the Middle
Ages. “In the plastic society of the Middle Ages, each class of
men lived according to its own customs, and under its special
jurisdiction. Outside the judicial organization of the state, the
church had its ecclesiastical courts, the nobility its feudal courts,
and the peasants their manorial courts. The burghers in their
turn, obtained their échevins’ courts.”™

The specific organization of the Jews was the Kehillah. Each
cluster of Jews was organized into a community (Kehillah)
which lived its own social life and had its own juridical orga-
nization. It was in Poland that this organization attained its
highest degree of perfection. According to an ordinance is-
sued by King Sigismund II in 1551, the Jews had the right to
choose judges and rabbis whose duty it was to administer all
their affairs. Only in actions between Jews and non-Jews did
the Voyevoda courts intervene. Each Jewish community was
free to choose a community council. The activities of this
council, called Kahal, were very extensive. It collected taxes
for the state, apportioned the general and special taxes, di-
rected the elementary schools and high schools (Yeshibot). 1t
had jurisdiction over all questions concerning trade, artisanry,
charity. It took care of settling conflicts between members of

29. The sole known exception was a Mongol tribe, the Khazars, on the shores
of the Caspian Sea, who adopted Judaism in the eighth century. Was there
perchance a relation between the commercial function of this tribe and its
conversion to Judaism?

30. Henri Pirenne, Belgian Democtacy: Its Early History (London, 1915), p. 46.
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the community. The power of each Kahal extended to the Jew-
ish inhabitants of surrounding villages.

With time the various councils of Jewish communities made a
practice of assembling regionally at regular intervals to discuss
administrative, juridical, and religious questions. These assemblies
thus assumed the aspect of miniature parliaments.

On the occasion of the great fair of Lublin, a sort of general
parliament assembled in which the representatives of Great Po-
land, Little Poland, Podolia, and Volhynia participated. This par-
liament was called Vaad Arba Aratzoth, or the “Council of the
Four Lands.”

Traditional Jewish historians have not failed to discern a form
of national autonomy in this organization. “In old Poland,” says
Dubnow;, “the Jews constituted a nation having autonomy, with
its own internal administration, courts and a certain juridical in-
dependence.”™

Clearly, it is a gross anachronism to speak of national autonomy
in the sixteenth century. This epoch knew nothing of the na-
tional question. In feudal society, only the classes had their spe-
cial jurisdictions. Jewish autonomy is to be explained by the spe-
cific social and economic position of the Jews and not at all by
their “nationality.”

Its linguistic evolution also reflects the specific social posi-
tion of Judaism.

Hebrew disappeared very early as a living language. The
Jews everywhere adopted the languages of the peoples among
whom they lived. But this linguistic adaptation generally oc-
curred in the form of a new dialect in which we again find
some Hebraic expressions. There existed at various times in
history Judo-Arabic, Judo-Persian, Judo-Provengal, Judo-Por-
tuguese, Judo-Spanish, and other dialects, including, of course,
Judo-German which has become present-day Yiddish. The di-

31. Lecture by Dubnow at a meeting of the Ethnographic Historical Society
of St. Petersburg. [See also S. M. Dubnow, History of the Jews in Russia and
Poland (Philadelphia, 1916), vol. 1, p. 103.—Ti.]
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alect thus expresses the two contradictory tendencies which
have characterized Jewish life; the tendency to integration in the
surrounding society and the tendency to isolation, deriving from
the socioeconomic situation of Judaism.” *

It is only where the Jews cease constituting a special social
group that they become completely assimilated in the surround-
ing society. “Assimilation is no new phenomenon in Jewish his-
tory,” states the Zionist sociologist Ruppin.™

In reality, while Jewish history is the history of the preserva-
tion of Judaism, it is at the same time the history of the assimi-
lation of large sections of Judaism. “In Northern Africa, in pre-
[slamic times, great numbers of Jews were engaged in agriculture,
but of these, too, the vast majority have been absorbed by the
local population.”” This assimilation is explained by the fact
that the Jews by turning agriculturists ceased to constitute a
separate class. “Could they at all have taken to agriculture, they
could hardly have done so without scattering through the coun-
try and its numerous villages, which, in spite of the difference
in religion, would probably in a few generations have resulted
in complete assimilation. Engaged in commerce and concen-
trated in towns, they formed agglomerations and developed a
social life of their own, moving and marrying within their own
community.”*

Let us also recall the numerous conversions of Jewish landed
proprietors in Germany in the fourth century; the complete

32. As early as the fifth century before Christ, the Jews of the Diaspora spoke
Aramaic. Later, they mainly used Greek. “The inscriptions [in the Jewish
cemeteries in Rome| are mainly in Greek, some written in an almost
unintelligible jargon; some are in Latin, none in Hebrew.” Ludwig Fried-
linder, Roman Life and Manners under the Early Empire (London, 1910), vol.
3,p. 178.

33. It would be interesting to investigate why the Jews in the Slavic countries
kept the German dialect (Yiddish) for so long a time.

34. Ruppin, Jews in the Modern World, p. 271.

35. Ruppin, Jews in the Modern World, p. 132.

36. Ruppin, Jews in the Modern World, p. 132.
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disappearance of the Jewish warrior tribes of Arabia; the assimi-
lation of the Jews in South America, in Surinam, etc.”

The law of assimilation might be formulated as follows: Wher-
ever the Jews cease to constitute a class, they lose, more or less
rapidly, their ethnical, religious, and linguistic characteristics; they
become assimilated.™

[t is very hard to trace Jewish history in Europe at several
important periods, because the economic, social, and political
conditions were so different in various countries. Whereas Po-
land and the Ukraine were completely feudal at the end of the
eighteenth century, in Western Europe we witness an acceler-
ated development of capitalism during this same period. It is
easy to understand that the situation of the Jews in Poland bore
far more resemblance to the situation of the French Jews in the
Carolingian Era than to that of their coreligionists in Bordeaux
or Paris. “The Portuguese Jew of Bordeaux and the German Jew
of Metz are two absolutely different beings,” wrote a French Jew
to Voltaire. The rich bourgeois Jews of France or Holland had

37. In the epoch of the development of capitalism, from the sixteenth to the
nineteenth century, assimilation in Western Europe generally meant pen-
etration into the Christian capitalist class. The penetration of the Jews into
the capitalist class may be compared to the “capitalization” of feudal prop-
erties. In the latter case, too, the struggle of the bourgeoisie against feudal-
ism terminated in some cases with the total expropriation of the feudal
class (as in France), and in other cases with the penetration of feudal ele-
ments into the capitalist class (as in England and Belgium). Capitalist de-
velopment has had a similar effect upon the Jews. In some cases they were
assimilated; in others they were eliminated.

38. As a general rule the persecutions of the Jews were social in character. But
the lag of ideology behind the social superstructure can account for cer-
tain purely religious persecutions. In some regions, the Jews were able to
preserve their special religion for a fairly long time despite their transfor-
mation into agriculturists. In such cases, the persecutions were designed to
hasten their conversion. What distinguishes religious persecutions from social
persecutions (under a religious guise) is their less violent character and the
feeble resistance of the Jews. Thus, it appears that inVisigoth Spain the Jews
were in part agriculturists. Consequently, the Visigoth kings never thought
of expelling them, as Ferdinand and Isabella did later. On the whole, purely
religious persecutions must be considered as exceptional.
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virtually nothing in common with the Polish Jews who consti-
tuted a class in feudal society.

Despite the marked differences in conditions and in the tempo
of economic development of the various European countries
inhabited by the Jews, a careful study permits the delineation of
the following main stages of their history.

1. Precapitalist period

This was also the period of the greatest prosperity of the Jews.
Commercial and usurious “capital” found great possibilities for
expansion in feudal society. The Jews were protected by the kings
and princes, and their relations with other classes were in general
good.

This situation lasted up to the eleventh century in Western
Europe. The Carolingian epoch, the culminating point of feudal
development, was also the apex of Jewish prosperity.

Feudal economy continued to dominate Eastern Europe till
the end of the eighteenth century. And the center of Jewish life
shifted more and more to that area.

2. Period of medieval capitalism

From the eleventh century on, Western Europe entered a pe-
riod of intensive economic development. The first stage of this
evolution was characterized by the creation of a corporative in-
dustry and a native merchant bourgeoisie. The penetration of
mercantile economy into the agricultural domain determined
the second stage.

The growth of cities and of a native merchant class brought
with it the complete elimination of the Jews from commerce.
They became usurers whose principal clientele consisted of the
nobility and the kings. But the mercantile transformation of ag-
ricultural economy resulted in undermining these positions as
well.

The relative abundance of money enabled the nobility to
throw off the yoke of the usurer. The Jews were driven from
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one country after another. Others became assimilated, being ab-
sorbed mainly by the native bourgeoisie.

In certain cities, principally in Germany and in Italy, the
Jews became primarily loan-makers to the popular masses,
the peasants, and the artisans. In this role as petty usurers ex-
ploiting the people, they were often the victims of bloody
uprisings.

In general, the period of medieval capitalism was that of the
most violent Jewish persecutions. Jewish “capital” came into con-
flict with all classes of society.

But the unevenness of economic development in the Western
European countries operated to alter the forms of anti-Semitic
struggles.

In one country, it was the nobility which directed the
struggle against the Jews; in others, it was the bourgeoisie,
and in Germany, it was the people who unleashed the move-
ment.

Medieval capitalism was practically unknown in Eastern Eu-
rope. There was no separation between merchants capital and
usurious capital. In contrast to Western Europe where “Jew”
became synonymous with “usurer,” the Jews in Eastern Eu-
rope remained mainly traders and middlemen. Whereas the
Jews were progressively eliminated from the countries of the
West, they constantly strengthened their position in Eastern
Europe. It was only in the nineteenth century that the devel-
opment of capitalism (it is no longer corporative capitalism
this time, but modern capitalism, which appears on the scene)
began to undermine the prosperous condition of the Russian
and Polish Jews. “The poverty of the Jews in Russia dates only
from the abolition of serfdom and of the feudal regime in rural
property. So long as the former and the latter existed, the Jews
found wide possibilities for subsisting as merchants and middle-
men.””

39. Werner Sombart, L’apogée du capitalisme (Paris, 1932), vol. 1, p. 430.
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3. Period of manufacture and industrial capitalism

The capitalist period, properly speaking, began in the epoch
of the Renaissance and manifested itself at first by a tremendous
expansion of commerce and the growth of manufactures.

To the extent that the Jews survived in Western Europe—and
only a few were left there—they took part in the development of
capitalism. But the theory of Sombart, who attributes a decisive
activity to them in the development of capitalism, belongs to the
sphere of fantasy. Precisely because the Jews represented a primi-
tive capitalism (mercantile and usurious), the development of mod-
ern capitalism could only prove fatal to their social position.

This fact does not at all exclude—far from it—the individual
participation of the Jews in the creation of modern capitalism.
But wherever the Jews were integrated into the capitalist class,
there they were likewise assimilated. The Jew, as a great entrepre-
neur or shareholder of the Dutch or English India Company, was
already on the threshold of baptism, a threshold, moreover, which
he crossed with the greatest of ease. The progress of capitalism
went hand in hand with the assimilation of the Jews in Western
Europe.

If Judaism did not completely disappear in the West, it was
owing to the mass influx of Jews from Eastern Europe.The Jew-
ish question, which is now posed on a world scale, therefore
results primarily from the situation of Eastern Judaism. This situ-
ation is, in turn, a product of the lag in economic development
of this part of the world. The special causes of Jewish emigration
are thus linked with the general causes behind the emigration
movement of the nineteenth century.

The general emigration of the nineteenth century was caused
in large measure by the failure of capitalist development to keep
pace with the crumbling of feudal economy or manufacture
economy. The ranks of the English peasants, evicted by the
capitalization of rural economy, were swelled by the artisan or
manufacturing workers displaced by machines. These peasant and
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artisan masses, eliminated by the new economic system, were
driven to seek a livelihood across the ocean. But this situation
was not indefinitely prolonged. Because of the rapid develop-
ment of the productive forces in Western Europe, the section of
the population deprived of its means of subsistence was presently
able to find sufficient work in industry. That is the reason why, in
Germany, for instance, emigration to America, which was very
strong in the middle of the nineteenth century, dwindled almost
completely toward the end of the century. The same applies to
England and other countries of Western Europe.*

While the disequilibrium between the crumbling of feudal-
ism and the development of capitalism was disappearing in West-
ern Europe, it was growing worse in the backward Eastern Euro-
pean countries. The destruction of feudal economy and primitive
forms of capitalism proceeded there much more rapidly than the
development of modern capitalism. Increasingly greater masses
of peasants and artisans had to seek their road of salvation in
emigration. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, it was
principally the English, the Irish, the Germans, and the Scandi-
navians who formed the bulk of immigrants to America. The
Slavic and Jewish element became dominant toward the end of
the nineteenth century among the masses streaming to the New
World.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Jewish
masses sought new roads of immigration. But at first it was
toward the interior of Russia and Germany that they headed.
The Jews succeeded in penetrating the great industrial and
commercial centers where they played an important role as
merchants and industrialists. Here we come upon a new and
important fact: For the first time in centuries a Jewish prole-

40. “The economic progress of the principal European countries in the last
quarter of the nineteenth century arrested the flow of emigration, but
there soon began a second wave, comprising for the most part emigrants
from the agrarian countries of Europe.” Vladimil Voitinski, Tatsachen und
Zahlen Europas (Vienna, 1930), p. 60.



A SCIENTIFIC STUDY 91

tariat was born. The people-class began to differentiate socially.

The Jewish proletariat, however, remained concentrated
mainly in the sector of consumer goods industry. It was prima-
rily of the artisan type. In the same measure as large-scale in-
dustry expanded its field of exploitation, the artisan branches of
economy declined. The workshop was superseded by the fac-
tory. And it thus turned out that the integration of Jews into
capitalist economy still remained extremely precarious. It was
not alone the “precapitalist” merchant who was forced to emi-
grate, but also the Jewish artisan worker. Jewish masses streamed
in ever larger numbers from Eastern Europe to the West and to
America. The solution of the Jewish question, that is to say, the
complete absorption of the Jews into economic life, thus be-
came a world problem.

4. The decline of capitalism

By socially differentiating Judaism, by integrating the latter
into economic life, and by emigration, capitalism has laid the
bases for the solution of the Jewish problem. But capitalism has
failed to solve it. On the contrary, the fearsome crisis of the capi-
talist regime in the twentieth century has aggravated the plight
of the Jews to an unparalleled degree. The Jews, driven from their
economic positions under feudalism, could not be integrated into
a capitalist economy in utter decay. In its convulsions, capitalism
casts out even those Jewish elements which it has not yet com-
pletely assimilated.

Everywhere is rife the savage anti-Semitism of the middle
classes, who are being choked to death under the weight of capi-
talist contradictions. Big capital exploits this elemental anti-
Semitism of the petty bourgeoisie in order to mobilize the masses
around the banner of racism.

The Jews are being strangled between the jaws of two systems;
feudalism and capitalism, each feeding the rottenness of the other.






TWO

From antiquity to the Carolingian epoch: The
period of commercial prosperity of the Jews

A. BEFORE THE ROMAN CONQUEST

From a very remote time Syria and Palestine were the high-
ways for the exchange of goods between the two oldest centers
of culture of the ancient Mediterranean world: Egypt and
Assyria.' The essentially commercial character of the Phoenicians
and Canaanites® was a product of the geographical and histori-
cal situation of the countries which they inhabited. The
Phoenicians became the first great commercial people of anti-
quity because they located the first two great centers of civili-
zation. It was Assyrian and Egyptian goods which at first consti-
tuted the main object of Phoenician trade. The same was

1. “In the ordinary language of European science, ancient life is that which
developed chiefly round the Mediterranean basin.” J. E Toutain, The Eco-
nomic Life of the Ancient World (New York, 1930), p. 1.

2. It was probably the commercial prosperity of Palestine which made it
appear to the Israelites as a land of “milk and honey.” It is also probable that
the Israelite invasion dealt a serious blow to Palestinian commerce. But
with time the Israelites in their turn renewed the profitable relations with
the countries of the Nile and the Euphrates.

93



94 CHAPTER TWO

certainly true for the Palestinian merchants.” According to
Herodotus, Assyrian goods were the most ancient and most im-
portant articles of Phoenician commerce. No less ancient, how-
ever, was the connection of the Phoenicians with Egypt. The
legends of biblical Canaan, as well as Phoenician myths, reveal
continuous relations by land and by sea, between the inhabitants
of these countries and the Egyptians. Herodotus also speaks of
Egyptian goods which the Phoenicians had been bringing to
Greece from very remote times.*

But if the geographical situation of Palestine was as favorable
as that of Phoenicia for mercantile trade between Egypt and
Assyria,> the facilities for navigation at the disposal of Syria
were completely lacking in Palestine. Phoenicia was abundantly
provided with everything necessary for sea travel; the cedar and
cypress of Lebanon furnished it with timber; copper and iron
were also plentiful in the mountains of Lebanon and in the
outskirts. On the Phoenician coast, many natural ports were
available for navigation.® It is therefore not surprising that at a
very early date Phoenician ships, heavily laden with Egyptian
and Assyrian products, should have begun to ply the navigable
routes of the ancient world. “The political and mercantile rela-
tions of Phoenicia with the great states of the Nile and the
Euphrates, relations established more than two thousand years

3. Thus, from the very beginning, it was a specific geographic and historic
situation which determined the commercial character of the Phoenicians
and the Jews. It is obvious that only the proximity to centers of civilization
equipped with a relatively important industry, only the closeness to coun-
tries already producing in part for exchange, could permit the develop-
ment of such specifically commercial peoples as the Phoenicians and the
Jews. It was alongside the first great centers of civilization that the first
great commercial peoples developed.

E K. Movers, Die Phonizier (Berlin, 1856), vol. 2, p. 18.

“Even before the advent of the Israelites in Canaan, commerce was highly
developed there. In the Tell-el-Amarna letters (fifteenth century b.c.) ref-
erence is made to caravans crossing the country under protective escort.”
Buhl, Die Sozialen Verhaltnisse der Israeliten (Berlin, 1899), p. 76.

6. Movers, Die Phinizier, vol. 2, pp. 19-20.

o>
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before Christ, permitted the expansion of Phoenician trade to
the coastal countries of the Indian Ocean.” The Phoenicians
brought the most diversified peoples and civilizations of antig-
uity closer together.®

For many centuries the Phoenicians maintained a monopoly
of trade between the relatively developed countries of the East
and the less civilized countries of the West. In the era of the
commercial hegemony of the Phoenicians, the islands in the
western Mediterranean and the countries bordering it were
economically still very backward. “This does not mean that
trade was unknown to the society of the day [Homeric Soci-
ety], but for the Greeks it consisted essentially of importa-
tions . ... In payment for these purchases [for the raw or pre-
cious materials, the manufactured goods, which the foreign
navigators came to offer them], the Greeks seem to have given
chiefly cattle.”” This situation, so highly disadvantageous for
the natives, was not long maintained. Phoenician commerce
itself became one of the principal stimulants for the economic
development of Greece. The rise of Greece was also favored
by Hellenic colonization, which expanded greatly between
the ninth and seventh century before Christ. The Greek colo-
nists spread in all directions over the Mediterranean. Greek cit-
ies multiplied. Thucydides and Plato attribute the Greek emi-
gration to the shortage of land.

The development of Greek colonization was accompanied by
a tremendous rise, at least for that era, in Hellenic industry and
commerce. This economic development of Greece inevitably
brought about the commercial decline of Phoenicia.“In the past,

7. Movers, Die Phonizier, vol. 2, p. 18.

8. “By their indefatigable commercial enthusiasm and their entrepreneur spirit,
the Phoenicians acquired a name as a commercial people far exceeding
that of any other people of antiquity. It was only later, during the Middle
Ages, that this name, with all the invidious connotations attached to it,
passed to their neighbors and commercial heirs, the Jews of the Diaspora.”
Movers, Die Phonizier, vol. 2, p. 26.

9. Toutain, Economic Life, pp. 19-20.
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the Phoenicians had landed their goods at the Greek anchorages
and had exchanged them against native products—usually, it seems,
cattle. Henceforward, the Greek mariners" would themselves go
to Egypt, to Syria, to Asia Minor, and among the peoples of Eu-
rope, the civilized Etruscans, and the barbaric Scythians, Gauls,
Ligurians, and Iberians, taking with them manufactured goods
and works of art, tissues, weapons, jewelry and painted vases, which
had a great reputation and were eagerly bought by all the barbar-
ians.”"' The period extending from the sixth to the fourth cen-
tury appears to have been the era of the economic apogee of
Greece. “The characteristic of this new period was that the pro-
fessions had become more numerous, organized and specialized.
The division of labor had been greatly developed.”’"? At the time
of the Peloponnesian War, Hipponikos employed six hundred
slaves and Nikias one thousand in the mines.

This important economic development of Greece has stimu-
lated most bourgeois scholars to speak about a “Greek capital-
ism.” They go so far as to compare Hellenic industry and trade
with the vast economic movement of the modern industrial era.

In reality, agriculture continued to be the economic foun-
dation of Greece and its colonies. “The Greek colony was not
a trading colony: it was practically invariably military and agri-
cultural.”” Thus, Strabo relates apropos of Cumes, a Greek colony
in Italy, that it was not until three hundred years after settling
there that the inhabitants noticed that their city was located
near the sea. The essentially agricultural character of the eco-
nomic life of the Hellenic world is incontestable. Nor can

10. These “Greek mariners” appear to have been mainly “metics,” foreigners
who had established themselves in Greece. The commercial role of the
Phoenicians had been tied up with the development of Egyptian and
Assyrian civilizations; the rise of Hellenic civilization brought as a conse-
quence the commercial prosperity of the metics.

11. Toutain, Economic Life, p. 31.

12. Toutain, Economic Life, p. 53.

13. Johannes Hasebroek, Staat und Handel im Alten Griechenland (Tiibingen,
1928), p. 112.
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there be any question of an industry comparable to modern in-
dustry.“The methods of production and of organization remained
on the artisan level.”"* Only the mines seem to have presented, at
least insofar as labor power is concerned, a picture similar to that
which we see at the present time.

The fact that despite their great expansion, industry and com-
merce remained for the most part in the hands of metics, of
foreigners, proves best their relatively subordinate role in Greek
economy.“In the immense trade of which Athens is the center, as
well as in its industry, the metics play a preponderant role.””"* At
Delos, the great commercial center, the inscriptions show that
almost all the traders were foreigners.'

The Greek citizen despised trade and industry; he was prima-
rily the landed proprietor. Aristotle, like Plato, was opposed to
granting citizenship to merchants."”

It is therefore necessary to guard against exaggerating the
importance of the industrial and commercial development of
Greece. In fact, Greek expansion was primarily agricultural and
military. It did, however, go hand in hand with an industrial and
commercial development of considerable importance for its
time."

14. Hasebroek, Staat und Handel, p. 78. The production of use values remains
the foundation of the economy. All that can be conceded is that produc-
tion for exchange took on in Greece the maximum dimensions possible
for the ancient mode of production.

15. Pierre Roussel, La Gréce et I’Orient, Paris, 1928, p. 301. See also Michel
Clerc. Les météques athéniens (Paris, 1893), p. 397: “Maritime commerce
was in effect largely in the hands of metics”; and Henri Francotte,
Lindustrie dans la Gréce ancienne (Brussels, 1900—1901), vol. 1, p. 192:“This
commerce [at Athens] appears to have been mainly in the hands of for-
eigners.”

16. Hasebroek, Staat und Handel, p. 27. In the period of its prosperity, Athens
contained 400,000 slaves; 20,000 citizens; and 30,000 metics.

17. “It is no more permissible to speak of the commercialization of the world
than of its industrialization. The agrarian character of economy is pre-
dominant even in the fourth century b.c.” Hasebroek, Staat und Handel, p.
101.

18. “Any analogy between the ports of ancient Greece and modern Genoa or



98 CHAPTER TWO

The Greeks never became a commercial people like the
Phoenicians and the Jews; but we do find a very important com-
mercial and industrial development in the Greek colonies and
later in the Hellenic kingdoms. And, of course, the Greek states,
while not really mercantile, supported commerce and industry
with all their might as financial sources of the utmost impor-
tance.

[t is not solely to the economic development of Greece and
its colonies that we must attribute the decline of Phoenician
commerce; there was still another important cause: the grow-
ing antagonism between Persia and Greece. Paralleling the ex-
tension of Hellenic civilization was the victorious march of the
Persians across Asia. The Persian Empire reached its apogee in
the fifth century B.c. It extended over a part of Asia and over
Egypt.

The parallel development of Greek and Persian civilization
necessarily dealt a mortal blow to Phoenician commerce. Trade
between Asia and Europe was certainly rendered very difficult by
the division of the Mediterranean world between two mutually
hostile societies. The Persian and Greek worlds each created its
own commercial trade.

With the decline of Phoenicia and the development of Asi-
atic trade after the period of the Persian conquests, we can as-
sume that Palestine, previously completely supplanted by
Phoenicia again began to play an important commercial role.
The passageway between Egypt and Babylonia recovered all its
value. Whereas Phoenician trade lost more and more of its
ancient importance up to the point where, in the time of
Lucian, salted products were the main cargo, the Jews played a

Marseilles will provoke only skepticism or a smile. Nevertheless, the spec-
tacle afforded by all this exchange, shipping, and coming and going of
goods was then a new thing in the Mediterranean. It was quite different in
intensity and in nature from that previously afforded by Phoenician trade,
which had been mere sea-peddling rather than real business.” Toutain, Eco-
nomic Life, p. 65.
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leading role in the Persian Empire."

Certain historians attribute an important role to the Babylonian
exile in the transformation of the Jews into a commercial people.
In Babylonia, “the Jews became transformed into a commercial
people, such as we know them in the economic history of the
world. They found highly developed economic relations among
the Babylonians. Recently uncovered cuneiform texts show that
the exiled Jews participated actively in commercial life. They were
involved in credit business, highly developed among the Bab-
ylonians; they were also big traders.”

But the dispersion of the Jews is certainly prior to the Baby-
lonian exile. “There are serious reasons for conceding the ex-
istence of a pre-exile Diaspora.”®' The scope of the Jewish
exile under Nebuchadnezzar is very greatly exaggerated. Only
a part of the ruling classes was hit by the measures of the
Babylonian king. The majority of the Jews established in Pal-
estine continued to live there. Consequently, if during the Per-
sian epoch the Jews were to be found spread over all parts of
that enormous Empire (and the Book of Esther is very elo-
quent on this subject), it would be childish to view this fact as
a consequence of the Babylonian exile, an exile which lasted
altogether some fifty years. It is equally puerile to believe that
the Jewish people returned to Palestine in the period of Ezra
and Nehemiah. Their work was primarily of a religious char-
acter. [t was a matter of rebuilding the temple and of recon-
structing a religious metropolis for dispersed Judaism. “Most
historians have considerably exaggerated the role of Palestin-
ian Judaism in the Persian epoch. They reason as if Jerusalem,
once restored, all the history of Israel became concentrated
around the holy mountain; as if all the people had really re-
turned from exile and had lived on a land measuring some
few hundred square kilometers in Tekoa, Mitspa, and Jericho.
19. Charles Autran, Les phéniciens (Paris, 1920), p. 51.

20. Lujo Brentano, Das Wirtschaftsleben der Antiken Welt (Jena, 1929), p. 80.
21. Antonin Causse, Les dispersés d’Istaél (Paris, 1929), p. 7.
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In reality, in this epoch, the Jews of Judea represented only a
part, and the smallest, of Judaism. And undoubtedly it was the
least vital part.”’®

The Edict of Cyrus is addressed to the Jews of the Diaspora in
the following words: “And whosoever is left, in any place where
he sojourneth, let the men of his place help [those who are going
to Palestine]| with silver, and with gold, and with goods, and with
beasts, besides the freewill offering for the house of God which is
in Jerusalem” (Book of Ezra 1.4). “And all they that were round
about them,” continues the Book of Ezra (I.6), “strengthened
their hands [the 42,000 Jews who were returning to Palestine]
with vessels of silver, with gold, with goods, and with beasts.” It is
obvious that we are not dealing here with a mass return of the
Jews to Palestine but primarily with the reconstruction of the
temple.

During the Persian epoch the principal colonies of the Diaspora
were situated in Mesopotamia, in Chaldea, and in Egypt. The
documents which have been found at Elephantine in Egypt, dat-
ing from the fifth century before Christ, throw an interesting
light on the condition of the Jewish colonies of the Diaspora in
this epoch.

According to the archives belonging to a Jewish family, it ap-
pears that the “Jews engaged in trade, bought and sold houses
and land, loaned money, acted as depositories, and were well versed
in matters of law” It is very interesting to note that even the
songs and chronicles are in Aramaic, which shows that as early as
the fifth century b.c. Hebrew was no longer a customary lan-
guage for the Jews.” Aramaic was the great Asiatic language of
the period, the commercial language.

The religion of the Jews of Elephantine was not as devel-
oped as the official religion codified during the Ezra-Nehemi-
ah era. In a petition to the Persian governor, they asked for
22. Causse, Les dispersés d’Israél, pp. 54-55.

23. Jidisches Lexicon (Berlin, 1927-30), vol. 2. Article on Elephantine, pp.
345-46.
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authorization to rebuild their temple. But the reform of Ezra-
Nehemiah was aimed precisely at concentrating all the Jews of
the Diaspora around the single temple of Jerusalem. And it was
in fact to Jerusalem that the gifts of the Jews dispersed through-
out the world continued to flow up to the year 70.

It was this wealth of the temple of Jerusalem that was probably
the principal reason for the offensive of Antiochus against the
Jews. “Simon advised him that the public treasury at Jerusalem
was full of large sums and that there were enormous public riches.”
(Second Book of the Maccabees, I11.6). Later, on the little island
of Cos, Mithridates confiscated eight hundred talents that were
destined for the temple of Jerusalem. In the Roman era, Cicero
complained in his speeches of the immense sums which were
flowing into Jerusalem.

The Hellenistic period constitutes the epoch of the eco-
nomic apogee of antiquity. The conquests of Alexander de-
stroyed the barriers between the Hellenic world and Asia and
Egypt. Cities sprang up like mushrooms in all parts of the
Hellenic Empire. The “greatest founders of cities, not alone of
this epoch but even in all history, were Seleucos I and his son
Antiochus 1.”* The Hellenistic kings created new urban cen-
ters destined to supplant the old Phoenician and Persian cit-
ies. “On the coast of Syria, the port of Antioch causes the old
cities of Tyre and Sidon to be forgotten.”” Seleucos creates
Seleucia on the banks of the Tigris in order to rob Babylonia
of its central role in world commerce.” This goal was com-
pletely attained.

Whereas Babylonia fell into decline, Hellenic Seleucia
probably became the greatest city of this epoch. According to
Pliny, it had six hundred thousand inhabitants. Alongside of
Seleucia, Alexandria and Antioch became the centers of the

24. Eduard Meyer, Bliite und Niedergang des Hellenismus in Asien (Berlin, 1925),
p- 20.

25. Roussel, La Gréce et I’Orient, p. 486.

26. Meyer, Bliite und Niedergang, p.22.
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Hellenistic world. All of these cities experienced an unchal-
lenged prosperity during the Hellenistic period.

The situation of the Jews appears to have been further strength-
ened after the conquests of Alexander. “It appears that they were
able to secure special privileges equally well, both from the
Seleucidae and from the Lagidae. At Alexandria, to which they
had been attracted by Ptolemy I and where they abounded, they
formed a separate community which governed itself and was not
subject to the jurisdiction of the Greek courts.”’” “The Jews en-
joyed a certain autonomy and a privileged position in Antioch,
the capital of Syria. This was also true at Cyrene.”” The privi-
leged position and the specific economic roles of the Jews had
already become the source of serious conflicts with the popula-
tion of the cities which they inhabited. Struggles broke out con-
tinuously in Alexandria, Seleucia, Cyrene, and Cyprus, as well as
in the Palestinian cities.” These conflicts had nothing in com-
mon with present-day national antagonisms. On the contrary,
the Hellenistic empires witnessed a tremendous assimilation of
their component peoples. The name Greek ceased after a while
to be applied to the members of a particular nation but was as-
signed to the ruling and cultured sections of the population.
Alexander ordered everybody, an ancient writer tells us, to con-
sider the world as his fatherland, the well-to-do as his kin, and
evildoers as foreigners.

The increased importance of Judaism in the commercial life
of the Hellenistic world must also be attributed to the displace-
ment of economic life toward the East. The prosperity of Alex-
andria, Antioch, and Seleucia offers a striking contrast to the
poverty and decay into which Greece has fallen in the same
period. Polybius repeatedly stresses the decline of Greek cities.
Somewhat later, in the second century, “visitors could hardly
believe that this city, where water was scarce, the streets badly
27. Roussel, La Gréce et I’Orient, pp. 480-81.

28. Brentano, Das Wirtschaftsleben der Antiken Welt, p. 78.
29. Meyer, Bliite und Niedergang, p. 61.
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2730

laid out, the houses uncomfortable, was the famous Athens.
Athens was shorn of its role as center of the civilized world.
What contributed to the ruin of Greece, together with her eco-
nomic decline, was the ceaseless class struggles,” which by
virtue of the backward mode of production, could bring
about no important changes. The victory of the plebeian
was ephemeral, the redistribution of wealth could only wind
up in new social inequalities, breeding centers of new social
conflicts. Thus the triumph of Greece, after the conquests of
Alexander, proved illusory. The displacement of the economic
center of the world toward the East, which followed the con-
quests, brought about the rapid decline of Greece.” The prop-
ertied and aristocratic classes, powerless before the plebeian
revolts, had to seek support from Rome,* but the latter could
only answer by dealing the final blow to Greece as well as to
Hellenism. The Romans threw themselves on the Hellenistic
world as on a convenient prey to be pillaged and conquered.
“Between 211 and 208, according to the assuredly very in-
complete information which has come down to us, five ‘old
cities of the Hellenes’ . . . were sacked.”” Corinth, the rich
commercial city, was destroyed. I was there,” recounts Polybius.
“I saw pictures trampled under foot, and soldiers sitting on

30. André Piganiol, La conquéte romaine (Paris, 1927), p. 205.

31. These class struggles were limited strictly to the free population of the
Greek cities. “Some degree of equality in the possession of property ap-
peared necessary to the maintenance of this political democracy. Therein
lies the source of the bloody wars between the rich and the poor, the end-
product of Hellenic demagogy. But the slaves, serfs, and metics took no
part in these struggles. . . ” Claude Jannet, Les grandes époques de histoire
économique (Paris, 1896), p. 8.

32. “The Greek peninsula [in the Hellenistic period] thus increasingly lost its
leading position and the economic center of the world was displaced to-
ward the East.”” K. J. Beloch, Griechische Geschichte (Berlin, 1914-27), vol. 1,
pp. 279-80.

33. See N. D. Fustel de Coulanges, The Ancient City (Boston, 1874), p. 498.

34. Maurice Holleaux, Rome, la Gréce et les monarchies hellénistiques au 111 siécle
avant J.C. (Paris, 1921), p. 231.
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them while throwing dice.” Rome also dealt very harsh blows
to Hellenism in Asia.” Under the combined blows of the Ro-
mans and the Parthians, the magnificent structure of Greece was
destroyed.

B. ROMAN IMPERIALISM AND ITS DECLINE

In contrast to modern imperialism which is based essen-
tially on the development of the productive forces, ancient
imperialism was founded on the looting of conquered coun-
tries. For ancient imperialism it was not a question of open-
ing new roads for its products and its capital; its objective was
exclusively the despoiling of conquered countries. The back-
ward state of production in antiquity could sustain the pos-
sessing classes of the conquering countries in luxury only by
means of the more or less rapid ruination of the conquered
peoples. Exhaustion of the conquered countries, growing diffi-
culties in making new conquests, the gradual softening of the
conquerors, all these sooner or later brought about the decline
of ancient imperialisms.

Rome provides the classic example of ancient imperialism.
There have been great exaggerations concerning the commer-
cial and industrial development of Rome. Its trade always showed
a deficit.* Rome drew exports from the provinces without giv-
ing anything back in return.” The Roman ruling classes heart-
ily despised every kind of trade. The Claudian law forbade Sena-
tors, their sons, and the entire aristocracy of Rome to own
ships drawing more than 300 amphoras, which corresponds to
less than 225 bushels of grain or vegetables. This was equivalent
to forbidding them to engage in trade. Caesar renewed this ban.

35. Piganiol, La conquéte romaine, p. 232.

36. See Heinrich Cunow, Allgemeine Wirtschaftsgeschichte (Berlin, 1926-31),
vol. 2, p. 61.

37. Pirenne, History of Europe, p. 40.“Products flowed to the center without
there being any compensating current backward.” Gustave Legaret, Histoire
du développement du commerce (Paris, 1927), p. 13.
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Roman policy was never determined by its so-called commer-
cial interests. The best proof of this is that Rome, after the defeat
of Hannibal, still allowed the Carthaginians to bar entry into
their sea.”™ “In general, it must be said that the Roman economic
problems were unusually simple. The gradual conquest of Italy
and the provinces more than occupied the surplusage of capital
and population so that there was no crying need for industry and
commerce,” states Tenney Frank.” The traders at Rome were as a
rule foreigners and it is that moreover which explains the con-
tinuous growth in the Jewish colony at Rome from Caesar’s ep-
och on. Roman businessmen were not traders but usurers who
looted the provinces.* The development of trade in the Roman
Empire must above all be ascribed to the growing luxury re-
quirements of the ruling classes of Rome. Strabo explains the
development of the great market of Delos in this fashion:“Hence
arose a proverbial saying ‘Merchant come into port, discharge
your freight—everything is sold’ The Romans, having acquired
wealth after the destruction of Carthage and Corinth, employed
great numbers of domestic slaves.”*!

The same was true of industry. Roman industry depended
primarily on the luxury requirements of the aristocracy.“Ten-
ney Frank, after observing that no appreciable progress was
made in the domain of industry in the fourth century b.c.,
adds: ‘In the two succeeding centuries we do not find evi-
dence of any marked change in the nature of production at
Rome. Doubtless the amount of ordinary ware produced at
home increased with the growth of the city . . . but of goods
worthy of export we do not hear. The only difference now is
that work previously performed by free labor began in the

38. Tenney Frank, An Economic History of Rome to the End of the Republic (Bal-
timore, 1920), p. 116.

39. Frank, Economic History of Rome, p. 126.

40. Frank, Economic History of Rome, p. 283.

41. Strabo, The Geography of Strabo (London, 1854-57), vol. 3, p. 51.
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second century to fall into the hands of slaves.

Even those authors who consider that Italy had been a
producer country in the republican epoch admit that it ceased
to be one in the imperial period. “Italy becomes less and less
a producer country. . . . Several industries which were prosper-
ous at the end of the republican period are now in de-
cline. . . . Thus trade between Italy and the Orient now takes
place only in one direction, and it also becomes lodged more
and more in the hands of Asiatics, of Alexandrians and Syr-
ians.”®

Thus Italy now lived only on the exploitation of the prov-
inces. Small property, the foundation of Roman strength, was
progressively supplanted by vast domains serving the luxury needs
of the Roman aristocrats and on which slave labor predomi-
nated.* Pliny’s conclusion is known to all: “Latifundia perdidere
Italiam.”

The slave became more and more an item of luxury rather
than a factor in production.” Horace, in one of his Satires,
states that a minimum of ten slaves was the indispensable pre-
requisite of a gentleman. Thousands of slaves did in fact work
in the vast latifundia. “In the domains of Tusculum and Tibur,
on the shores of Terracina and Baiae—where the old Latin
and Italian farmers had sown and reaped—there now rose in
barren splendor the villas of the Roman nobles, some of which
covered the space of a moderate-sized town with their appur-
tenances of garden grounds and aqueducts, fresh and salt water
ponds for the preservation and breeding of river and marine

42. Toutain, Economic Life, pp. 234-35. Toutain does not subscribe to this
opinion.

43. Jean Hatzfeld, Les trafiquants italiens dans I’Orient hellénistique (Paris, 1919),
pp. 190-91.

44. “The subject of the disappearance of the peasants was a common topic
of discussion among the leading men of the Augustan period.” M.
Rostovtzev, The Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire (Oxford,
1926), p. 65.

45. Karl Kautsky. Foundations of Christianity (New York, 1925), p. 66.
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fishes, nurseries of snails and slugs, game preserves for keeping
hares, rabbits, stags, roes and wild boars, and aviaries in which
even cranes and peacocks were kept.”*

At the same time that free labor was being eliminated by
slave labor, Italy became an immense center of squandering
the wealth drained from the entire empire. Crushing taxes
ruined the provinces; “the frequent and costly naval arma-
ments and coast defenses in order to check piracy; the task of
supplying works of art, wild beasts, or other demands of the
insane Roman luxury in circus, theater and the chase . . . were
just as frequent as they were oppressive and incalculable. A
single instance may show how far things were carried. During
the three years’ administration of Sicily by Gaius Verres, the
number of farmers in Leontini fell from 84 to 32, in Motya
from 187 to 86, in Herbita from 252 to 120, in Agyrium from
250 to 80, so that in four of the most fertile districts of Sicily, 59
percent of the landholders preferred to let their fields lie fallow
rather than to cultivate them under this regime. . . . In the cli-
ent states the forms of taxation were somewhat different, but
the burdens themselves were if possible still worse, since in
addition to the exactions of the Romans there came those of
the native courts.”?’

Roman capitalism, to the extent that the term capitalism is
applicable here, was essentially speculative and bore no relation-
ship whatever to the development of the productive forces.*

Roman trade and banking resembled organized brigandage.
“But still worse if possible and still less subject to any control,
was the havoc committed by the Italian men of business among
the unhappy provincials. The most lucrative portions of the
landed property and the whole commercial and monetary busi-
ness in the provinces were concentrated in their hands. . . . Usury
flourished as it had never flourished before. . . . ‘All the com-
46. Mommsen, History of Rome, vol. 4, p. 478.

47. Mommsen, History of Rome, vol. 4, p. 501.
48. Giuseppe Salvioli, Der Kapitalismus im Altertum (Stuttgart, 1922), p. 206.
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munities’ it is said in a treatise published in 684/70, ‘are ruined’;
the same truth is specially attested as regards Spain and
Narbonese Gaul, the very provinces which, comparatively speak-
ing, were still in the most tolerable economic position. In Asia
Minor, even towns like Samos and Halicarnassus stood almost
empty; legal slavery seemed here a haven of rest compared with
the torments to which the free provincials succumbed and even
the patient Asiatic had become, according to the descriptions
of Roman statesmen themselves, weary of life. . . . Even the
statesmen of Rome herself publicly and frankly conceded that
the Roman name was unutterably odious through all Greece
and Asia.”¥

Clearly this system of parasitism and brigandage could not
last indefinitely. The source of wealth from which Rome drew
dried up. Long before the fall of Rome we witness a steady
slowing up of trade. The arena for pillage contracted in the
measure that Rome emptied the conquered countries of their
substance.

The fact that the production of grain, especially wheat, di-
minished, while the vine and olive tree conquered vast domains
in the east and west, constituted an ominous token of the state of
things. Luxury products displaced products which are indispens-
able for production and for reproduction of the labor force.“The
spread of the culture of vines and olive trees . . . not only meant
economic ruin for Italy but might also result in a corn famine
throughout the Empire.”” Trajan vainly tried to ward off this
danger by compelling Senators to buy land in Italy. His succes-
sors achieved as little. Luxury killed off production. “Soon su-
perb buildings will leave no more land for the plough of the
toiler,” Horace cried out.

By the third century, the decline in trade was complete.
Relations with distant countries were cut off. “Practically no

49. Mommsen, History of Rome, vol. 4, pp. 502—4.
50. Rostovtzev, Social and Economic History, p. 188.
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Roman coins of the third century have been found in India,”
which proves a breakdown of exchange between Rome and
India.”’ The decline of Egyptian agriculture became so pro-
nounced in the third century that it was necessary to forego a
part of the deliveries of grain from this formerly wealthy prov-
ince. These Egyptian deliveries had to be replaced by grain sup-
plies from the province of Africa (the Algeria and Tunisia of
today).”

Commodius found it necessary to establish a flotilla for trans-
porting the grain grown in the province of Africa. We have seen
that trade in the Roman Empire was primarily based on supply-
ing the wealthy classes of Rome. Is there any wonder then that
exhaustion of the provinces was followed by a decline in trade?
More and more, Roman emperors were compelled to resort to
requisitions in kind, which only resulted, however, in aggravating
the lot of the suffering provinces. “The system of requisitions
was rampant: corn, hides, wood for spears, and draught animals
had to be delivered, and payment for them was irregular and
indeed problematic.”>

A purely natural economy, producing exclusively use values,
slowly displaced the exchange of products. “Whereas the Ro-
man peace had formerly brought about a regular exchange of
goods and the equalizing of living conditions between the dif-
ferent regions of the Empire, in the anarchy of the third century,
each country was often condemned to live upon itself, painfully
and poorly”’

An attempt has been made to explain the gradual displace-
ment of slavery by the coloni system either as a result of the lack
of energy on the part of landed proprietors or by a shortage of
slaves caused by the termination of foreign wars. The gradual

51. Rostovtzev, Social and Economic History, p. 421.

52. Wilhelm Schubart, Aegypten von Alexander dem Grossen bis auf Mohammed
(Berlin, 1922), p. 67.

53. Rostovtzev, Social and Economic History, p. 374.

54. Eugene Albertini, L'empire romain, (Paris, 1929), p. 306.
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ruin of the colonies, the halt in the flow of their products, was
probably the main reason.The great proprietors, more and more
reduced to living on the products of their own lands, were in-
terested in replacing slave labor, relatively low in productivity,
by the coloni system, which resembles the system of serfdom
that flourished in the Middle Ages. “The colonus owes his mas-
ter everything that the serf will have to give his lord.”>

The power of the landed proprietors, who often possess enor-
mous areas of land, kept growing continuously. In Egypt, in the
fifth century, the peasants will be completely subject to them.
State administration passed entirely into their hands.*

It is therefore quite inaccurate to view the natural economy
which flourished in the Carolingian epoch as an outgrowth of
the fall of the Roman Empire and the destruction of Mediterra-
nean economic unity.”’

Undoubtedly the barbarian invasions played a very im-
portant role in the decline of ancient trade and in the rise
of feudal economy. But the economic decline of the Roman
Empire began long before the fall of Rome and several cen-

55. Ernest Lavisse, Histoire générale du IVe siécle a nos jours (Paris, 1893), vol. 1, p.
16.

56. Schubart, Aegypten, p. 29.Very significant also is the gradual disappearance
of the class of knights, the class of Roman “capitalists.”

57. “The demesnial organization, as it appeared from the ninth century on, is
therefore the result of alien circumstances; nothing can be observed there
in the nature of an organic transformation. This is equivalent to saying that
it was an abnormal phenomenon.” Henri Pirenne, Les villes au moyen age
(Brussels, 1927), p. 46.“The French Empire was destined to lay the foun-
dations of the Europe of the Middle Ages. But the mission which it ful-
filled had as an essential precondition the overthrow of the traditional
world order; there would have been no summons to this task if historical
evolution had not been turned aside from its normal course, if it had not
been, so to speak, thrown off its axis by the Moslem invasion. Without
Islam, the Frankish Empire undoubtedly could never have existed and
Charlemagne would be inconceivable without Mohammed.” Pirenne, Les
villes au moyen age, pp. 27—28. For Pirenne, feudal economy is therefore a
result of the destruction of Mediterranean unity, produced primarily by
the Mohammedan invasion.
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turies before the Moslem invasion.

Another very important indication of the evolution toward a
natural economy was the monetary change which had already
begun under the reign of Nero.™ Copper increasingly replaced
gold and silver. In the second century, there was an almost com-
plete dearth of gold.”

The development of a natural economy, of an economy pri-
marily producing use values, was consequently far from being
an “abnormal phenomenon” as Pirenne claims. The Roman
Empire was ruined economically before it was ruined politi-
cally. The political blow to the Roman Empire was rendered
possible only by its economic decline. The political anarchy of
the third century, like the barbarian invasion, can be explained
accurately and exclusively by the economic decline of the Ro-
man Empire.

To the extent that the provinces were ruined, an intensive
exchange of goods ceased, and a return took place to a natural
economy, to that same extent the very existence of the Empire
became a matter of indifference to the possessing classes. Each
country, each province withdrew into its shell. The Empire, with
its immense administrative apparatus and its extremely costly
army, became a cancer, a parasitic organism whose unbearable
weight pressed down on all classes. Taxes devoured the sub-
stance of the peoples. Under Marcus Aurelius, when the sol-
diers after their great victories against the Marcomanni, de-
manded an increase in pay, the Emperor made this significant
reply: “Everything you would receive above your usual pay
would first have to be drained from the blood of your rela-
tions.”

The Treasury was exhausted. In order to maintain the adminis-
trative apparatus and the army, it was necessary to confiscate indi-
vidual fortunes. While the lower classes were in ceaseless revolt,

58. Rostovtzev, Social and Economic History, p. 171.
59. Salvioli, Der Kapitalismus im Altertum, p. 245.
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the possessing classes were turning away from the Empire, which
was ruining them. After the economic ruin of the Empire by the
aristocracy, the aristocracy was in its turn ruined by the Empire.
“Daily people could be seen who only yesterday were still among
the wealthiest and today have to take up the beggar’s staft,” said
Herodian. The soldiers grew more and more bestial. It was not
greed alone which forced them to despoil the inhabitants; im-
poverishment of the provinces and the wretched state of trans-
portation, which created difficulties in provisioning the armies,
forced the soldiers to use violence in order to find their means of
subsistence. Caracalla, in granting Roman citizenship to all Ro-
man inhabitants, sought only to increase the taxable population.
Irony of history: The whole world became Roman when Rome
was no longer anything!

The exactions of the Roman administration and the excesses
of the soldiery incited all the inhabitants of the Empire to hope
for its destruction. “The quartering of soldiers was a real disas-
ter: the population of Syria regarded an occupation by the
Parthians as a relief in comparison with a prolonged stay of
Roman troops.”

“The Roman government appeared every day . . . more odi-
ous and oppressive to its subjects. . . . The severe inquisition,
which confiscated their goods and tortured their persons, com-
pelled the subjects of Valentinian to prefer the more simple tyr-
anny of the Barbarians. . . . They abjured and abhorred the
name of Roman citizen, which had formerly excited the ambi-
tions of mankind.”*' The Christian writer Salvian stated in De
Gubernatione Dei: “Hence all the Romans in that region [Gaul
and Spain] have but one desire, that they may never have to
return to the Roman jurisdiction. Yet we are surprised that
the Goths are not conquered by our resistance, when the
Romans would rather live among them than at home. . . . |
60. Rostovtzev, Social and Economic History, p. 375.

61. Edward Gibbon. The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire
(New York: Heritage Press, 1946), vol. 2, p. 1103.
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could find occasion to wonder why all the poor and needy tax-
payers do not follow their example, except for one factor that
hinders them, namely, that they cannot transfer their poor pos-
sessions and homes and their households.”*

Far from being an “abnormal” phenomenon, the barbarian
invasion was the normal consequence of the economic and po-
litical decline of the Empire. Even without the invasions, the
Empire would probably have been dismembered. “In Asia Mi-
nor, as well as in Syria, one of the leading features of life was the
gradual reversion to the feudal system. . .. The so-called revolt
of the Isaurians in Asia Minor is another symptom of the same
tendency towards the formation of almost independent states
within the Empire.”® Similarly, the attempt to create an inde-
pendent Gallo-Roman Empire, the attempts at secession, prove
how weak had become the bond of Empire. The barbarians
only gave the coup de grace to the shaking edifice of the Ro-
man state.

The fundamental cause for the decline of the Roman Em-
pire must be sought in the contradiction between the growing
luxuriousness of the possessing classes, between the incessant
growth of surplus value, and the static character of the mode of
production. During the entire Roman epoch, very little progress
was registered in the sphere of production. The tools of the
cultivator retained their primitive form. “Plough, spade, hoe,
mattock, pick, fork, scythe, sickle and pruning knife, were, as
the surviving specimens show, just as they had been handed
down from generation to generation.”” The growing luxury of
the Roman aristocracy and the expenses of imperial adminis-
tration were covered by a furious exploitation of the provinces, which
had as its consequence economic ruin, depopulation, exhaustion of
the soil.” Unlike the capitalist world, which must perish from the

62. Salvian, On the Government of God (New York, 1930), p. 146.
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(relative) superabundance of means of production, the Roman
world perished from their scarcity.

The reforms of Diocletian and of Constantine constituted an
attempt to set the Roman Empire on the foundations of a natu-
ral economy.“The State had now to be based on the country and
the peasants.” The peasant was now chained to his bit of land.
Each landed proprietor became responsible for his domain and
for the number of coloni who were established on it; the new tax
was assessed on this basis. “The reform of taxation by Diocletian
and the edicts of later emperors made the colonus a serf, bound to
his domicile and to his master. . . . 7’ The same was true of the
other layers of the population; small proprietors, artisans, mer-
chants, all were chained to their living place and to their profes-
sion. The epoch of Constantine is the epoch of the unlimited
rule of the great landed proprietors, undisputed masters of vast
princely domains. The aristocracy more and more abandons the
cities which fall into decay and flees to sumptuous country villas
where it lives surrounded by its clients and its serfs.

The reforms of Diocletian and Constantine constituted at-
tempts to adapt the Empire to a natural economy. But we have
seen that the Empire had, on this basis, no reason for existence.
Its various parts could be held together longer only by tyranny.
Thus, if from the economic and social point of view, Constantine
ushers in a new historical era, symbolized by the adoption of
Christianity, from the political point of view, he opens the last act
in the history of the Roman Empire.

C. JUDAISM AND CHRISTIANITY

The situation which the Jews had acquired for themselves in
the Hellenistic epoch appears to have undergone no fundamen-
tal transformation after the Roman conquest. The privileges con-
ferred upon the Jews by Hellenistic laws were confirmed by the

causes for the decline of the Empire.
66. Rostovtzev, Social and Economic History, p. 453.
67. Rostovtzev, Social and Economic History, p. 472.
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Roman emperors. “The Jews enjoyed a privileged position in
the Roman Empire.”*® The fact that nearly a million Jews lived in
Alexandria alone is sufficient evidence of their primarily com-
mercial role in the Dispersion, which embraced three and a half
million Jews several centuries before the seizure of Jerusalem,
whereas hardly a million continued to live in Palestine. “Alex-
andria in Egypt, under the Roman Emperors, was what Tyre had
been in the epoch of Phoenician commercial glory. . . . Under
the reign of the Ptolemies, a direct trade between Egypt and
India had been established. From Thebes, caravans went to Merowe
in Upper Nubia, whose markets were also frequented by cara-
vans from the interior of Africa. . . . A Roman fleet went to the
mouth of the Nile to receive the precious objects and distribute
them in the Empire.”® Two out of the five sections of Alexandria
were inhabited by Jews.” The role of the Jews at Alexandria was
so important that a Jew, Tiberius Julius Alexander, was appointed
Roman governor of this city.

From the cultural standpoint, these Alexandrine Jews were com-
pletely assimilated and no longer spoke anything but Greek. It was
on their account that the Hebrew religious books had to be trans-
lated into that language. Communities similar to that of Alexan-
dria were located in all the commercial centers of the Empire.
The Jews spread over Italy, Gaul, and Spain. Jerusalem continued
to be the religious center of Diaspora Judaism. “The successors
of David and Solomon were of hardly more significance for the
Jews of that age than Jerusalem for those of the present day; the
nation found doubtless for its religious and intellectual unity
a visible rallying point in the petty kingdom of Jerusalem, but
the nation itself consisted not merely of the subjects of the
Hasmonaeans, but of the innumerable bodies of Jews scattered
through the whole Parthian and the whole Roman Empire.

68. Jacques Zeiller, L'empire romain et I’église (Paris, 1928), p. 23.
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Within the cities of Alexandria especially and of Cyrene, the
Jews formed special communities administratively and even lo-
cally distinct, not unlike the ‘Jews’ quarters’ of our towns, but
with a freer position and superintended by a ‘master of the people’
as superior judge and administrator. . . . Even at this time the
predominant business of the Jews was trade.””

In the Sibylline books of the Maccabean period, it is stated
that “all the seas are overflowing with Jews.”*“According to Strabo
it was not easy to discover a place in the entire world where Jews
were not to be found and which was not ruled (financially) by
them. ... Students of national economy have no doubt that the
majority of these [Jews in antiquity] depended on commerce
and industry for their livelihood.””

Jerusalem was a great and wealthy city of two hundred thou-
sand inhabitants. Its importance lay above all in the temple of
Jerusalem. The inhabitants of the city and of its suburbs lived
primarily from the mass of pilgrims who flocked to the holy
city. “The Jews of Palestine regarded their God as the means
by which they lived.”” It was not alone the priests who lived
from the service of Jehovah but also innumerable grocers,
money changers, and artisans. Even the laborers and fisher-
men of Galilee certainly found markets for their products in
Jerusalem. It would be erroneous to think of Palestine as
entirely inhabited by Jews. In the north, there were several
Greek cities; almost all the rest was “inhabited generally, as
each place in particular, by mixed tribes of Egyptians, Arabi-

71. Mommsen, History of Rome, vol. 4, p. 508.
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ans, and Phoenicians,” Strabo tells us.™

Jewish proselytism took on increasingly imposing proportions
toward the beginning of the Christian era.“To be members of so
widely ramified and prosperous a commercial organization was a
prospect that must have been enticing to not a few”” As early as
139 b.c., the Jews were banished from Rome for recruiting pros-
elytes. At Antioch, the larger part of the Jewish community con-
sisted of converts.

It was solely the economic and social position of the Jews in
the Diaspora which, even before the fall of Jerusalem, made pos-
sible their religious and national cohesion. But while it is obvi-
ous that the majority of Jews played a commercial role in the
Roman Empire, we must not think that all the Jews were rich
traders or entrepreneurs. On the contrary, the majority was cer-
tainly made up of small people, some of them making their liv-
ing directly or indirectly from trade: peddlers, stevedores, petty
artisans, etc. It is this mass of small people which was first hit by
the decline of the Roman Empire and suffered most from Ro-
man extortion. Concentrated in great masses in the cities, they
were capable of greater resistance than peasant peoples dispersed
in the country. They were also more conscious of their interests.
Consequently, the Jewish mass in the great cities will prove to be
a continuous hotbed of unrest and uprisings, directed simulta-
neously against Rome and against the rich.

It has become traditional to portray the Jewish insurrection
in 70 as a great “national uprising.” However, while this insur-
rection was directed against the unbearable exactions of the
Roman procurators, it was just as resolutely hostile to the na-
tive wealthy classes. All the aristocrats took a stand against the
revolt. King Agrippa and other members of the wealthy classes
strove mightily to put it down. The Zealots first had to massa-
cre the “men of property” before they could get at the Ro-

74. Strabo, Geography, vol. 3, p. 177.
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mans. King Agrippa and Berenice, after the failure of their ef-
forts at “conciliation” were to be found not alongside the in-
surgents but side by side with the Romans. The members of
the ruling classes who, like Flavius Josephus, had assumed the
guise of wishing to aid the revolutionists, rushed to betray them
shamefully. On the other hand, the revolt in Judea was not the
only one of its kind. Several revolts broke out in the Greek
cities during the reign of Vespasian. An intense social agitation
was conducted by the “cynic philosophers” whom Vespasian
had to drive out of the cities. The Alexandrines also showed
their hostile feelings to Vespasian. “The example of Bithynia
and the disturbances in Alexandria under Trajan show that the
social antagonism of which we have spoken never subsided in
Asia Minor or in Egypt.””

But social unrest was not confined to the urban masses, even
though they were the most affected by the growing decay in
economic life. The peasant masses also began to move. The con-
dition of the peasants was already very bad in the first and second
centuries. “The situation of the latter grew steadily worse. The
conditions under which the masses of the Egyptian population
lived were far from normal. Taxation was oppressive, the mode of
collection was brutal and unfair. . . 7

Under Marcus Aurelius, the discontent spread to all the prov-
inces. Spain refused to supply soldiers; Gaul was full of desert-
ers. The revolts spread in Spain, in Gaul, in Africa. In a petition
to Emperor Commodius, the small African farmers declared:
“We shall fly to a place where we will be able to live like free
men.” During the reign of Septimus Severus, banditry took
on unheard of proportions. Bands of homeless ravaged vari-
ous parts of the Empire. In a petition, a copy of which has

76. Rostovtzev, Social and Economic History, p. 121. After the death of Trajan,
“the Jews in Mesopotamia, Palestina, Egypt, and Cyrenaica started danger-
ous and bloody revolts, the last of which almost depopulated Cyrenaica.”
Rostovtzev, Social and Economic History, p. 315.
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been found recently, the small farmers of Lydia in Asia Minor
addressed Septimus Severus in these terms: “When the tax col-
lectors of the Emperor appear in the villages, they bring nothing
good; they torment the inhabitants with unbearable levies and
with fines. . . . ” Other petitions speak of the brutality and arbi-
trariness of these same tax officials.

The poverty of the urban and rural masses offered a fertile soil
for the propagation of Christianity. Rostovtzev correctly sees a
link between the Jewish revolts and the popular revolts in Egypt
and in Cyrenaica under the reigns of Trajan and of Hadrian.” It
was among the poor layers of the great cities of the Diaspora that
Christianity spread. “The first communistic congregation of the
Messiah was formed in Jerusalem. . . . But congregations soon
arose in other cities having a Jewish proletariat.”” “The
oldest . . . stations of Phoenician land and sea commerce . . . were
also the most ancient seats of Christianity. . . . ”® Just as the Jew-
ish insurrections were followed by insurrections of the non-Jew-
ish popular masses, so did the Jewish communist religion rapidly
find its extension among these pagan masses.

The primitive Christian community was not born on the ter-
rain of orthodox Judaism; it was tightly bound up with heretical
sects.” It was under the influence of the Essenes, a Jewish com-
munist sect “which,” according to Philo, “possessed neither prop-
erty, houses, slaves, lands, nor flocks.” They tilled the soil and were
forbidden to engage in trade.

Christianity, in its beginnings, must be considered as a reac-
tion of the laboring masses of the Jewish people against the
domination of the wealthy commercial classes. Jesus, driving
the merchants out of the Temple, expresses the hatred of the
Jewish popular masses against their oppressors, their hostility to
the leading role of the wealthy businesspeople. At the start, the

78. Rostovtzev, Social and Economic History, p. 301.

79. Kautsky, Foundations of Christianity, p. 382.

80. Movers, Die Phénizier, vol. 2,p. 1.

81. See Gustav Holscher, Urgemeinde und Spitjudentum (Oslo, 1928), p. 26.



120 CHAPTER TWO

Christians formed only small communities of no great impor-
tance. But in the second century, an era of great poverty in the
Roman Empire, they succeeded in becoming an extremely pow-
erful party. “In the third century, the Christian church acquired
enormous strength.”® “In the third century evidence of Chris-
tianity greatly increased in Alexandria.”®

The popular, antiplutocratic character of primitive Chris-
tianity is incontestable. “Blessed are ye poor: for yours is the
kingdom of God. Blessed are ye that hunger now; for ye
shall be filled. . . . But woe unto you that are rich! . . . Woe
unto you, ye that are full now! for ye shall hunger,” states the
Gospel according to Luke (6.20,6.21,6.24,6.25). The Epistle
of James is equally positive: “Come now, ye rich, weep and
howl for your miseries that are coming upon you.Your riches
are corrupted, and your garments are moth-eaten. Your gold
and your silver are rusted; and their rust shall be for a testi-
mony against you, and shall eat your flesh as fire. . . . Behold,
the hire of the laborers who mowed your fields, which is of
you kept back by fraud, crieth out: and the cries of them
that reaped have entered into the ears of the Lord of Sabaoth.”
(James, 5.1, 5.4).

But with the rapid development of Christianity, its leaders
labored to blunt its trenchant antiplutocratic spirit. The Gospel
according to Matthew shows the change which has taken place.
There it is stated: “Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the
kingdom of heaven. . . . Blessed are they that hunger and thirst
after righteousness; for they shall be filled” (Matthew, 5.3, 5.6).
The poor have become the poor in spirit; the kingdom of God
is now only the kingdom of heaven; the famished now only
hunger for righteousness. The revolutionary religion of the popu-
lar masses is changed into a religion of consolation for these
same masses. Kautsky compares this phenomenon to social

82. Rostovtzev, Social and Economic History, p. 456.
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democratic revisionism. It would be more accurate to compare
this evolution to the fascist phenomenon which we are experi-
encing at the present time. Fascism also attempts to make use of
“socialism” in order to strengthen the rule of finance capital. It
unhesitatingly uses the most brazen falsehoods to deceive the
masses, to represent the rule of the tycoons of heavy industry as
the “rule of labor.” Nevertheless the “fascist revolution” also has a
certain economic and social content. It definitely closes the lib-
eral epoch and inaugurates the epoch of the complete domina-
tion of monopoly capitalism, the antithesis of free competitive
capitalism. Similarly, it is inadequate merely to say that Christian-
ity became an instrument for deceiving the poor classes. It also
became the ideology of the class of landed proprietors who seized
absolute power under Constantine. Its triumph coincided with
the complete triumph of a natural economy. Simultaneously with
Christianity, feudal economy spread all over Europe.

It is certainly false to hold Christianity responsible for the fall
of the Empire. But it furnished the ideological armament for the
classes which arose on its ruins. “The most simple interest was
condemned by the clergy of the East and West.”™ It thus took in
hand the interests of the new possessing class whose entire wealth
came solely from the land. The primary reason for the failure of
“proletarian” Christianity and the triumph of “fascist” Chris-
tianity must be sought in the backward state of the mode of
production of this epoch. Economic conditions were not as yet
ripe for the triumph of communism. The class struggles of the
second and third century resulted in no gain whatever for the
popular masses.*

This does not mean that the poor classes accepted the tri-
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umph of Catholicism without resistance. The lush growth of
heresies furnishes the best proof that the contrary was true. If the
official Church persecuted these heresies with such great fury it
was because they represented, at least in part, the interests of the
poor classes. An author of the fourth century writes of Constan-
tinople: “This city,” he says, “is full of slaves and craftsmen who
are all of them profound theologians and preach in the shops and
in the streets. Ask a man to change a piece of money for you
and he will tell you wherein the Son is different from the Fa-
ther. Ask another the price of a loaf of bread; he will reply that
the Son is lower than the Father. Should you inquire if your
bath is ready, you will be told that the Son was created out of
nothing.”

As we have seen, Christianity was originally the ideology
of the poor Jewish masses. The first churches were formed
around the synagogues. The Judo-Christians had their own
Gospel which was called the Gospel according to the He-
brews. But probably the Judo-Christians disappeared quite
rapidly in the great Christian community. They were assimi-
lated into the great mass of converts. After the third century,
epoch of the great expansion of Christianity, we hear no more
of the Jewish community of Alexandria. It is probable that the
majority of Alexandrian Jews entered the bosom of the
Church.” The Alexandrian church for a certain time acquired
hegemony within the new religion. At the Nicean Coun-
cil, it played a leading role relative to the other Christian
communities.

But while the poor layers of Judaism ardently embraced
the teachings of Jesus, the same was not true of the ruling and
commercial classes. On the contrary, they vigorously perse-
cuted the primitive communist religion. Later, when Chris-
tianity became the religion of the great proprietors, when its
initial antiplutocratic tendencies were limited to trade and

86. Schubart, Aegypten, p. 46.
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usury, obviously even then opposition to it by the well-to-do
Jewish classes could have lost none of its sharpness. On the con-
trary, Judaism became more and more conscious of its own role.
Despite the decline of the Empire, the role of trade was far from
ended. The ruling classes still needed luxury products from the
East. If the Jews played an important role in trade in preceding
epochs, they now became practically the sole intermediaries be-
tween the East and the West. “Jew” became more and more the
synonym for “merchant.”

The triumph of a natural economy and of Christianity thus
allowed the completion of the selective process which transformed
the Jews into a commercial class. Toward the end of the Roman
Empire, there certainly still existed groups of Jews whose pri-
mary occupation was agriculture or cattle raising: in Arabia,
Babylonia, North Africa. The Jews had certainly not disappeared
in Palestine, far from it. Contrary to the opinion of idealist histo-
rians and ideologists, the Palestinian Jews were not dispersed to
the four corners of the earth by the Romans. We have seen that
the Diaspora had other roots. In 484, the emperors had a great
deal of difficulty in suppressing a violent revolt of Samaritan peas-
ants. At the beginning of the seventh century, “the Jews attacked
Tyre, devastating its environs.” In 614, the Jewish battalions of
Tiberiad, Nazareth, and Galilee assisted the Persian king in con-
quering Jerusalem where a host of the inhabitants were slaugh-
tered. Even in the time of the Mohammedan invasion, the Jews,
according to Caro, constituted the bulk of the Palestinian popu-
lation.®

The Mohammedan conquest produced the same eftects there
that it did in all conquered countries. The subjugated population
was progressively assimilated by the conquerors. Just as Egypt
completely lost its own character under Mohammedan rule, so

87. Dr.Samuel Krauss, Studien zur Byzantisch-Jiidischen Geschichte (Leipzig, 1914),
p.29.

88. Georg Caro, Sozial-und Wirtschaftgeschichte der Juden im Mittelalter und der
Neuzeit (Frankfurt, 1924), p. 117.
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Palestine was definitively despoiled of its Jewish character. Even
today certain rites of Arab peasants in Palestine recall their Jewish
origin. In other countries as well, the Jewish agricultural or pas-
toral groups were subjected to strong assimilationist pressure and
succumbed sooner or later; and that is the essential phenomenon
more and more discernible through historical evolution. Only
the Jewish communities with a clearly defined commercial char-
acter,numerous in Italy, in Gaul, in Germany, etc., proved capable
of resisting all attempts at assimilation. What remains of the pas-
toral Jewish tribes of Arabia or the Jewish farmers of North Af-
rica? Nothing but legends. As against this, the Jewish commercial
colonies of Gaul, Spain, and Germany developed and flourished.

One can only say, therefore, that if the Jews have been pre-
served, it was not despite their dispersion but because of it. If
there had been no Diaspora prior to the fall of Jerusalem, if the
Jews had remained in Palestine, there is no reason to believe
that their fate would have been different from that of all the
other nations of antiquity. The Jews, like the R omans, the Greeks,
the Egyptians, would have been mixed up with the conquering
nations, would have adopted their religion and their customs.
Even if the present inhabitants of Palestine would have contin-
ued to bear the name of Jews, they would have had as little in
common with the ancient Hebrews as the inhabitants of Egypt,
Syria, and Greece have with their ancestors of antiquity. All the
peoples of the Roman Empire were carried away in its fall.
Only the Jews have been preserved because they brought into
the barbarian world, which followed upon the Roman, vestiges
of the commercial development which had characterized the
ancient world. After the Mediterranean world was dismembered,
they continued, among themselves, to link its scattered parts
together.

D. THE JEWS AFTER THE FALL OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE
It 1s consequently the transformation of the Jewish nation
into a class which is at the bottom of the “preservation of Juda-
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1sm.” In the epoch of the ruin of the Roman Empire, their com-
mercial role continued to gain in importance. “While the Jews
had already participated in world commerce prior to the fall of
the Roman Empire, they attained even greater prosperity after
its end.”™ It is probable that the Syrian merchants referred to in
the same period were also Jews. Such a confusion was common
in antiquity. Ovid, for example, speaks of the “day unsuited to
business, on which every week falls the festival celebrated by the
Syrians of Palestine.”*

“In the fourth century, the Jews belonged to the well-to-
do and wealthy layers of the population. . . . Chrysostom states
that the Jews possessed large sums of money and that their
Patriarchs assembled immense treasures. He speaks of the
wealth of the Jews as if it were a fact well known to his con-
temporaries.””!

For many centuries, the Jews continued to be the sole com-
mercial intermediaries between the East and the West. Spain
and France progressively became the centers of Jewish life. The
Arab postmaster in Spain, “Ibn-Kordadbeh, in the Book of Routes
(857-874), mentions the Radamite Jews who ‘speak Persian,
Roman, Arab, and the Frankish, Spanish and Slav languages.
They voyage from the Occident to the Orient, and from the
Orient to the Occident, now by land and now by sea. They
bring from the Occident eunuchs, women slaves, boys, silk, furs
and swords. They embark in the land of the Franks, on the

89. Lujo Brentano, Eine Geschichte der Wirtschaftlichen Entwicklung Englands (Jena,
1927-29), vol. 1, p. 363.

90. Even if these Syrians were not Jews, it is a fact that they are no longer
referred to in the Carolingian epoch. It is possible that they became as-
similated with the Jewish commercial communities, if they did not com-
pletely disappear for other reasons. In the Carolingian epoch, “Jew” is a
perfect synonym for “merchant.”

91. Dr. Leopold Lucas, Zur Geschichte der Juden im Vierten Jahrhundert (Berlin,
1910), pp. 31-35. “At Antioch, St. John Chrysostom . . . shows [the Jews]
as occupying the highest commercial positions in the city, causing a cessa-
tion of all business when they celebrated their holidays.” Jannet, L’histoire
économique, p. 137.
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Western sea and sail to Farama (Pelustum). . . . They proceed to
Sind, India and China. On returning they are laden with musk,
aloes, camphor, cinnamon and other products of Eastern lands.
Some set sail for Constantinople in order to sell their merchan-
dise there; others repair to the country of the Frank.”*

“Theodolf’s verses relating to the wealth of the Orient
doubtless referred to the goods imported by the Jews. Spain is
further mentioned in the text of a Formula of Louis the Pi-
ous, with reference to the Jew Abraham of Saragossa. . . . The
Jews therefore, were the purveyors of spices and costly fabrics.
But we see from Agobard’s texts that they also dealt in wine.
And on the banks of the Danube they traded in salt. In the
tenth century, the Jews possessed salt mines near Nuremberg.
They also traded in arms, and exploited the treasuries of the
churches. But their great specialty . . . was their trade in slaves.
Some of these slaves were sold in the country but the major-
ity were exported to Spain. . . . Jew’ and ‘merchant’ become
synonymous terms.””

Thus it is stated in an edict of King Louis: “Merchants, that is
to say Jews and other merchants, from wherever they come,
from this country or other countries, must pay a just tax both
for slaves and for other merchandise, just as has been the cus-
tom under other kings.”* According to Brutzkus, the name
Radamites, which a section of the Jewish merchants had, comes
from the river Rhodan [Rhone], from which their ships sailed.
In various chronicles the designation of “nautae rhodanici” is
also to be found.”

There can be no doubt that in the Carolingian period, the
Jews were the principal intermediaries between the East and

92. Pirenne, Mohammed and Charlemagne, p. 258.

93. Pirenne, Mohammed and Charlemagne, pp. 258—60.

94. Dr. Julius Brutzkus, “Trade Relations of the West European Jews with
Medieval Kiev,” Writings on Economics and Statistics, J. Lestschinsky, ed. (Ber-
lin, 1928), vol. 1, p. 70.

95. Brutzkus, “Trade Relations,” p. 69.
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the West. Their already dominant position in trade in the epoch
of the decline of the Roman Empire was excellent preparation
for this role. Then “they were treated as equals of the Roman
citizens. . . . The poet Rutilius complained that the vanquished
nation was oppressing the conquerors.””

In the middle of the fourth century, Jewish traders had located
themselves at Tongres and Tournai. The bishops had the best rela-
tions with them and strongly encouraged their trade. In 470
Apollinaris Sidonius requested the Bishop of Toumai to receive a
certain Jew favorably, in view of the fact that “these people gen-
erally did a very fine business.””

In the sixth century, Gregory of Tours speaks of colonies of
Jews at Clermont-Ferrand and at Orleans. Lyons similarly had a
large population of Jewish traders at this time.”” The Archbishop
of Lyons, Agobard, complains in De Insolentia Judaeorum that the
Jews were selling Christian slaves in Spain. A monk of St. Gallen
in the eighth century mentions a Jew living in the country of the
Franks who brought precious things from Palestine.””

It is consequently obvious that in the first centuries of the
Middle Ages the Jews in France were primarily traders.'” In
Flanders, where the Jews lived from the Norman invasions up
to the first Crusade, trade was lodged in their hands."" “To-
wards the end of the ninth century, there was a large Jewish
community at Huy. The Jews occupied an important posi-
tion there and had a flourishing trade. . . . In 1040, at Liege,

96. Georg Bernhard Depping, Les juifs dans le moyen age (Paris, 1845), pp. 17—
18.
97. Salomon Ullmann, Histoire des juifs en Belgique jusqu’au 18e siécle (Antwerp,
192?), pp. 9-10.
98. Pirenne, Les villes au moyen age, p. 21.
99. Ignaz Schipper, Anfinge des Kapitalismus bei den Abendlindischen Juden in
Fritheren Mittelalter (Vienna, 1907), pp. 19-20.
100. Henri Sée, Esquisse d’une histoire économique et sociale de la France (Paris,
1929), p. 91.
101. Verhoeven, Algemeene Inleiding tot de Belgische Historie. Quoted by Ullmann,
Juifs en Belgique, p. 8.
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trade was in their hands.”"? In Spain, “all foreign trade was ex-
ploited by them.This trade extended over all the country’s provi-
sions: wine, oil, minerals. Cloth and spices reached them from
the Levant. The same was true in Gaul.”'"”

The Jews of Poland and Little Russia also came to Western
Europe in order to sell slaves, furs, and salt there, and to buy all
kinds of cloth. We read in a Hebraic source of the twelfth cen-
tury that the Jews purchased large quantities of Flemish cloth on
the Rhenish markets in order to trade them in Russia for furs.
Jewish trade between Mainz and Kiev, according to Pirenne,“the
most important tradepost of the Southern plain,” was very inten-
sive.”!™

There was certainly an important trading colony of Jews at
Kiev in this period, since we read in a chronicle of 1113 that “in
order to prevail upon Monmaque [Constantine IX, Emperor of
the Orient] to come to Kiev as soon as possible, the inhabitants
of this city let him know that the population was prepared to
pillage the Boyars [feudal lords] and the Jews.”""

The Arabian traveler Ibrahim Al Tartuahi similarly attests
to the scope of Jewish trade between Europe and the Orient.
He writes, in 973, on visiting Mainz: “It is marvelous to find,
at such a distant point in the West, spices originating in the
most remote East.”” In accounts of the travels of the Spanish
Jews des Gorionides, Quasvini, and Abraham Ibn Jakov, of the
tenth century, mention is made of the price of wheat at Krakoéw
and Prague; also of salt mines belonging to Jews.'* According
to Gumplowicz, the Jews were the sole intermediaries be-
tween the shores of the Baltic and Asia. An old document thus
characterizes the Khazars, a Mongol tribe of the Caspian Sea
which became converted to Judaism:“They have no slaves to the

102. Ullmann, Juifs en Belgique, pp. 12—14.
103. Bédarride, Les juifs en France, p. 55.

104. Brutzkus, “Trade Relations,” p. 71.

105. Brutzkus, “Trade Relations,” p. 72.

106. Schipper, Anfinge des Kapitalismus, p. 23.
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land because they buy everything by means of money.”"” Itil,
the capital of the Khazars, was a great commercial center, the
starting point for the transport of goods eventually ending up at
Mainz.

The convert Herman relates, in an autobiographical work, that
while he was still a Jew, he traveled regularly when he was twenty
years old (about 1127) between Cologne and Mainz in the pur-
suit of commercial matters, for “all Jews are engaged in trade”
(siquidem omnes judaei negotiationi inserviunt).

The words of R. Elieser Ben Natan are also characteristic of
the period: “trade—but that is our principal means of subsis-
tence.”'"

The Jews constituted “the only class to make its living by trad-
ing. At the same time, thanks to the contacts which they main-
tained among themselves, they constituted the only economic
link which survived . . . between East and West.”'”

The situation of the Jews in the first half of the Middle Ages
was therefore extremely favorable. The Jews were considered as
being a part of the upper classes in society and their juridical
position was not perceptibly different from that of the nobility.
Under Charles the Bald, the Pistensian Edict punished the sale
of impure gold or silver by the whip when serfs or those liable
to forced labor were involved and by a money fine when the
culprits were Jews or free men.'"” “The Jews of the earlier pe-
riod filled a great need in the general economy which for a

107. Dr.]. Brutzkus, “History of the Jewish Mountaineers in Dagestan (Cau-
casia),” Yivo Studies in History (Wilno, 1937), vol. 2.

108. Ignaz Schipper, Jewish History (Warsaw, 1930), vol. 2, p. 47.

109. Pirenne, Mohammed and Charlemagne, p. 174.

110. The Jews were even better protected than the nobles by the Privilege of
Speyer of Henry IV (1090). The Polish chronicler of the twelfth century,
Vincenti Kadlubek, informs us that the same penalty, the “septuaginta,”
which was set for lése-majesté or for blasphemy, was applied to assassins of
Jews. In 966, the Bishop of Verona complained that in conflicts between
clerics and Jews, the former were punished by fines that were triple those
which the Jews had to pay.
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long time could not be filled by anybody else, namely, the need
for carrying on a professional trade in goods.”""

Bourgeois historians generally do not see any great difference
between ancient or medieval trade and usury and the capitalism
of our epoch. Nevertheless, there is at least as great a difference
between capitalism and medieval business (and the usury to which
the latter is linked) as there is between the great capitalist propri-
etor working for the market and the feudal lord; between the
modern proletarian and the serf or slave. In the epoch of the
commercial prosperity of the Jews the prevailing mode of pro-
duction was feudal. Essentially it was use values that were pro-
duced and not exchange values. Each domain was self-sufficient.
Only certain luxury products: spices, precious goods, etc., were
objects of exchange. The lords yielded a portion of the gross
products of their lands for the rare merchandise coming from the
Orient.

Feudal society, based on the production of use values, and “capi-
talism,” in its commercial and usurious primitive form, do not
exclude one another but complement each other. “The inde-
pendent and preponderant development of capital in the form of
commercial capital 1s synonymous with the nonsubjection of
production to capital. . . . The independent development of commer-
cial capital thus stands in inverse proportion to the general economic
development of society.”""

“When commercial capital exchanges the products of unde-
veloped communities, commercial profit not only appears as
defrauding and cheating but to a large extent does derive pre-
cisely from this. Apart from the fact that it exploits the differ-
ence between production prices in various countries (and in
this connection it acts to equalize and establish commodity val-
ues), these modes of production enable commercial capital to
appropriate for itself a preponderant part of the surplus product:

111. Roscher, “Status of the Jews,” p. 16.
112. Marx, Capital, vol. 3, p. 445. My emphasis.
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partly by acting as middleman between communities whose pro-
duction is still basically oriented to use-value, so that the sale of
that part of their product that in some way or other steps into
circulation, and thus the sale of products at their value in general,
is of subordinate importance for their economic organization;
and partly because in those earlier modes of production the prin-
ciple proprietors of the surplus product whom the merchant trades
with, i.e. the slave-owner, the feudal lord and the state (e.g. the
oriental despot), represent the consumption wealth which the
merchant sets out to trap. ... """

Whereas modern commercial or bank capital is, from an eco-
nomic standpoint, only an appendage to industrial capital and
appropriates only a part of the surplus value created in the pro-
cess of capitalist production, commercial and usury capital real-
izes its profits by exploiting differences in the costs of production
of various countries and by taking for itself a portion of the sur-
plus value extorted by the feudal lords from their serfs. “It is
always the same goods into which money is converted in the first
phase and which, in the second phase, 1s converted into more
money.”'"*

The Jewish merchant did not invest money in production as
the merchant of the great medieval cities does several centuries
later. He does not purchase raw materials; nor finance the draper
artisans. His “commercial capital . . . is simply the mediating
movement between extremes it does not dominate and precon-
ditions it does not create.”’'"

Lending at interest, usury, is closely linked to commerce. If
accumulated wealth in the hands of the feudal class implies
luxury and the trade which serves to procure it, luxury, in its
turn, becomes the distinctive hallmark of wealth. In the begin-
ning, accumulated surplus product allows the lord to acquire
spices, Oriental cloths, silks; later, all these products become the

113. Marx, Capital, vol. 3, p. 448.

114. Marx, Capital, (Chicago: Charles H. Kerr and Company, 1906-9).
115. Marx, Capital, vol. 3, p. 447.
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attributes of the ruling class. The cloth begins to make the monk.
And when regular income does not allow the proprietor class to
lead the kind of life which has become habitual, it must borrow.
A second personage is added to the merchant: the usurer. Gener-
ally, in this period the second personage is identical with the first.
Only the merchant has the necessary cash for the rich noble
wastrel. But it is not alone the lord who has recourse to the
usurer. When the king has to assemble an army immediately and
the normal revenue from taxation is inadequate, he is compelled
to go to the man with the cash. When the peasant, because of a
bad harvest, an epidemic, or the overwhelming burden of taxes,
forced contributions, and compulsory service, can no longer meet
his obligations; when he has eaten up his seed, when he can no
longer replace his worn-out tools, he must borrow his require-
ments from the usurer.

The treasury of the usurer is therefore indispensable to a
society based on a natural economy; it constitutes the reserve
on which society draws when various accidental circumstances
intervene. “Interest-bearing capital, or, to describe it in its ar-
chaic form, usurer’s capital, belongs together with its twin
brother, merchant’s capital, to the antediluvian forms of capi-
tal which long precede the capitalist mode of production and
are to be found in the most diverse socio-economic forma-
tions.”'"

Often the kings and great lords pawned their tax revenues
with the Jews. And it is in this way that we see Jews appearing

116. Marx, Capital, vol. 3, p. 728.

“That the German Jews made loans on security even before the first
crusade is incontestable. When Bishop Herman of Prague,in 1107, pawned
five magnificent church draperies for the sum of 500 silver marks with
the Jews of Regensburg, it is hard to believe that this was the first credit
operation of its kind. . . . Moreover, a Hebrew document bears out that
loans against security were customary for the German Jews of this pe-
riod. But at this time, credit did not as yet constitute an independent
profession; it was tightly linked up with commerce.” Caro, Sozial-und
Wirtschafigeschichte der Juden, p. 197.
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in the role of tax farmers, tax collectors.!” The finance ministers

of the kings of the early Middle Ages were often Jews. In Spain,
up to the end of the fourteenth century, the great Jewish bankers
were also tax farmers. In Poland, the “kings entrusted to the Jews
the important functions of the financial administration of their
domains . . . . Under Casimir the Great and Vladislav Jagiello, not
only were the public taxes farmed out to the Jews, but also such
important sources of revenue as the royal mint and salt mines.
Thus, for example, we know that in the second half of the four-
teenth century, the ‘Rothschild’ of Krakéw, Levko, the banker to
three Polish kings, leased the famous salt mines of Wieliczka and
Bochnia, and that he was also administrator of the mint at
Krakow.”'™®

So long as a natural economy reigned, the Jews were indis-
pensable to it. It is its decline which gives the signal for persecu-
tions against the Jews and will for a long time exert an adverse
influence on their situation.

117. “The bankers also took charge of collecting the income of large seigniorial
estates; they acted, in a way, like stewards or comptrollers.” Georges
d’Avenel, Histoire économique de la propriété, etc. (Paris, 1894), vol. 1, p. 109.

118. Schipper, Jewish History, vol. 4, p. 224.






THREE

The period of the Jewish usurer

Up to the eleventh century, the economic regime reigning
in Western Europe is characterized by the absence of commod-
ity production. The few cities which survived from the Roman
era primarily fulfill administrative and military functions. All
production is destined solely for local consumption and the
seignorial domains, being sufficient to themselves, enter into
contact with the wide world solely through Jewish merchants
who brave its strange places.' The commercial role played by
Europeans could only be passive in character. But with time
and with the continuous growth in the importation of Orien-
tal goods, there is an incentive to produce directly for exchange.
The development of trade thus stimulates native production.
The production of use values progressively gives way to the

1. “The manorial domain must contain in itself all that is necessary for life. It
must so far as possible buy nothing from without and must not call for
external aid. It is a small world in itself and must be sufficient to itself.” N.
D. Fustel de Coulanges, Histoire des institutions politiques de ’ancienne France
(Paris, 1888-92), vol. 4, p. 45.
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production of exchange values.

Not all native products are desired by the Orient. The produc-
tion of exchange values first develops in those places where a set
of conditions exists for the manufacture or extraction of certain
goods especially prized abroad: monopoly products. Such were the
woolens of England, the cloths of Flanders, the salt of Venice,
copper from Dinant, etc. In these favored places, rapidly develop
those “specialized industries, the products of which were at once
beyond their place of origin.”

Trade advances from the passive to the active stage and
Florentine fabrics leave to conquer the wide world. As they are
much sought after, these products are at the same time the source
of enormous profits. This rapid accumulation of wealth is the
basis for an accelerated development of a native merchant class.
Thus, “salt became a potent weapon in the hands of the Venetians
for attaining wealth and for holding peoples in subjection. From
the very beginning, these islanders had made a salt in their la-
goons which was much sought after by all the peoples situated
on the Adriatic and which broughtVenice trading privileges, con-
cessions, and advantageous treaties.”

So long as Europe lived under a regime of natural economy,
the initiative in commercial traffic belonged to merchants from
the Orient, principally the Jews. Only some peddlers,some lowly
suppliers to the chateaux of the nobles and the clergy, succeed
in freeing themselves from the humble mass of serfs bound to
the soil. But the development of native production makes pos-
sible the rapid formation of a powerful class of native merchants.
Emerging from the artisans, they gain control over them by tak-
ing over the distribution of raw materials.* Contrary to trade as

2. Pirenne, Belgian Democracy, p. 91.“Copper from Dinant and Flemish cloths,
owing to a merited reputation, appear to have expanded beyond the nar-
row confines of the city market.” Maurice Ansiaux, Traité d’économie politique
(Paris, 1920-26), vol. 1, p. 267.

3. Depping, Histoire du commerce, vol. 1, p. 182.

4. “Among the weavers, who sometimes work for distant markets, we see
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conducted by the Jews, which is clearly separate from produc-
tion, native trade is essentially based on industry.

Everywhere industrial development marches hand in hand with
expansion of trade. “Venice had the advantage of being simulta-
neously one of the greatest commercial cities of the world and
one of the most industrial. Its fabrics were of immense service to
its traders in their relations with the Orient. . . . Venice and its
neighboring cities were full of all kinds of fabrics.”® “In Italy, as in
Flanders, the maritime commerce, and the inland commerce
which was its continuation, resulted in the activity of the sea-
ports:Venice, Pisa, and Genoa in the South; Bruges in the North.
Then, behind the seaports, the industrial cities developed: on the
one hand, the Lombard communes and Florence; on the other,
Ghent, Ypres and Lille, Douai, and further inland, Valenciennes,
and Brussels.”

The woolen industry became the basis of the greatness and
prosperity of the medieval cities. Cloths and fabrics constituted
the most important goods in the fairs of the Middle Ages.” In
that is to be seen the profound difference between medieval capi-
talism and modern capitalism: the latter is based on a tremendous
revolution in the means of production; the former reposed solely
on the development of the production of exchange values.

The evolution in exchange of medieval economy proved fatal
to the position of the Jews in trade. The Jewish merchant im-
porting spices into Europe and exporting slaves, is displaced by
respectable Christian traders to whom urban industry supplies
the principal products for their trading. This native commercial
class collides violently with the Jews, occupants of an outmoded
economic position, inherited from a previous period in histori-
cal evolution.

merchants becoming differentiated from the mass of artisans: these are the
cloth merchants. . . ” Sée, Histoire économique et sociale de la France, p. 102.
Depping, Histoire du commerce, vol. 1, pp. 184-85.

Pirenne, History of Europe, p. 227.

Weber, General Economic History, p. 155.

Nowo
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The growing contradiction between “Christian” and Jewish
trade therefore leads to the opposition of two regimes: that of
exchange economy as against natural economy. It was conse-
quently the economic development of the West which destroyed
the commercial function of the Jews, based on a backward state
of production.®

The commercial monopoly of the Jews declined in the degree
that the peoples, whose exploitation had fed it, developed. “For a
number of centuries the Jews remained the commercial guard-
ians of the young nations, to the advantage of the latter and not
without open recognition of this advantage. But every tutelage
becomes burdensome when it continues longer than the depen-
dence of the ward. Entire nations emancipate themselves from
the tutelage of other nations, even as individuals used to, only by
means of struggle.””

With the development of exchange economy in Europe, the
growth of cities and of corporative industry, the Jews are pro-
gressively eliminated from the economic positions which they
had occupied." This eviction is accompanied by a ferocious
struggle of the native commercial class against the Jews. The Cru-
sades, which were also an expression of the will of the city mer-
chants to carve a road to the Orient, furnished them with the
occasion for violent persecutions and bloody massacres of the

8. Roscher states: “It might well be said that medieval policy toward the Jews
is almost the reverse of the general economic trend.” Roscher, “Status of
the Jews,” p. 14.

9. Roscher,“Status of the Jews,” p. 20.“The law that the independent devel-
opment of commodity capital stands in inverse proportion to the level of
development of capitalist production appears particularly clearly in the
history of the carrying trade. . . ”” Marx, Capital, vol. 3, p. 446.

10. Aloys Schulte, in his Geschichte des Mittelalterlichen Handels und Verkehrs
zwischen Westdeutschland und Italien (Leipzig, 1900, p. 152), claims that the
Jews did not try to establish connections with the artisans as the Christian
entrepreneurs did, and losing their commercial position as a result of this,
they had to engage exclusively in credit. This observation is highly inter-
esting. It shows the essence of the problem: the link of Christian trade
with industry and the lack of this tie on the part of Jewish trade.
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Jews. From this period on, the situation of the Jews in the cities
of Western Europe is definitely compromised.

In the beginning, the economic transformation reaches only
certain important urban centers. The seignorial domains are very
little affected by this change and the feudal system continues to
flourish there. Consequently, the career of Jewish wealth is still
not ended. The seignorial domains still offer an important field
of action to the Jews. But now Jewish capital, primarily commer-
cial in the preceding period, becomes almost exclusively usuri-
ous. It is no longer the Jew who supplies the lord with Oriental
goods but for a certain time it is still he who lends him money
for his expenses. If during the preceding period “Jew” was syn-
onymous with “merchant,” it now begins increasingly to be iden-
tified with “usurer.”"!

It is self-evident that to claim, as do most historians, that the
Jews began to engage in lending only after their elimination from
trade, is a vulgar error. Usurious capital is the brother of com-
mercial capital. In the countries of Eastern Europe, where the
Jews were not evicted from commerce, we encounter, as we
shall see later, a considerable number of Jewish usurers."” In real-

11. In a study devoted to the Jews of a German city, Halberstadt, Max K&hler
states that from the thirteenth century on, “the most important profession
of the Jews of Halberstadt appears to have been usury”” Dr. Max Kohler,
Beitrage zur Neueren Jiidischen Wirtschaftsgeschichte, Die Juden in Halberstadt
und Umgebung bis zur Emanzipation (Berlin, 1927), p. 2. Heinrich Cunow
tells us in Allgemeine Wirtschaftsgeschichte, (vol. 3, p. 45):“Although the eco-
nomic conditions of the nobility were becoming worse all the time, its
military games, its orgies, its festivals, its magnificent tourneys . . . did not
fail to expand in the fourteenth century. Poor nobles also considered it
their duty to take part in them. As the necessary monetary prerequisites for
this show were lacking to them, they went into debt with the Jews whose
principal occupation was lending at interest. . . .”

12. The example of Poland again proves how infantile are the customary schema
of Jewish historians who attempt to explain the commercial or usurious
function of the Jews on the basis of persecutions. Who then had forbidden
the Jews of Poland from becoming agriculturists or artisans? Long before
the first attempts of the Polish cities to struggle against the Jews, all com-
merce and all banking in that country already lay in their hands.
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ity, the eviction of the Jews from commerce had as a conse-
quence their entrenchment in one of the professions which they
had already practiced previously.

The fact that Jews at different periods may have held landed
property cannot serve as a serious argument in favor of the tradi-
tional thesis of Jewish historians. Far from constituting a proof of
the multiplicity of the occupations of the Jews, Jewish property
must be considered as the fruit of their usurious and commercial
operations."

In the business books of the French Jew Heliot of Franche-
Comté, who lived at the beginning of the fourteenth century,
we find vineyards mentioned among his properties. But what
clearly emerges from these books is that these vineyards did not
constitute the basis of an agricultural profession for Heliot but
were the product of his mercantile operations. When in 1360,
the king of France had again invited the Jews into his territory,
the representative of the Jews, a certain Manasé, raised the prob-
lem of royal protection for the vineyards and cattle which would
pass into the hands of the Jews as unredeemed securities. In
Spain, in the time of great theological disputes between Jews
and Christians, the latter blamed the Jews for having become
wealthy as a result of their “usurious” operations. “They have
taken possession of fields and of cattle. . . . They own three-

13. This false conception of Jewish historians finds its counterpart in the propo-
sition according to which the Jews had to abandon their “agricultural
profession” because of legal bans. It is incorrect “to assert that the Jews
were forbidden to own land. Wherever we find Jews doing business in the
medieval cities, they are likewise the owners of their own houses. More-
over they often possessed larger pieces of land in the territory of the city.
Truthfully speaking, it does not appear that they cultivated these lands
anywhere. As soon as land came into their hands as security, they tried to
sell it. It was not because they were forbidden to keep it but simply be-
cause they had no desire to do so. We do often find in the records, however,
that vineyards, orchards, flax fields, etc. belonged to Jews. The products of
these lands could easily be sold.” Cunow, Allgemeine Wirtschafigeschichte, vol.
3,p. 112.
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fourths of the fields and lands of Spain.”"*

The passage of property of the nobility into the hands of the
Jews was a common phenomenon in this epoch. Such was the
village of Strizov, in Bohemia, which had belonged to two nobles
and was assigned in payment of debts to the Jews Fater and Merklin
(1382). The village Zlamany Ujezd, in Moravia, was allotted to
the Jew Aron de Hradic; the village Neverovo, in Lithuania, was
assigned to the Jew Levon Salomic, etc.

So long as the landed property of the Jews constituted solely
an object of speculation for them, it could only have an ex-
tremely precarious character because the feudal class very early
succeeded in imposing a ban upon mortgaging real properties
with the Jews.

It was altogether different wherever a genuine economic and
social mutation took place: in those places where the Jews aban-
doned business in order to become real landowners. Sooner or
later, they necessarily also changed their religion.

At the beginning of the fifteenth century, a Jew named
Woltschko, having become the proprietor of several villages,
the king of Poland exerted every effort to lead him to “ac-
knowledge his blindness and to enter the holy Christian reli-
gion.” This fact is significant, for the kings of Poland carefully
protected the Jewish religion. They would never have thought
of converting Jewish merchants or bankers to Christianity. But
a Jewish landowner in the Middle Ages could only be an
anomaly. )

This is equally true as regards the Christian usurer. This
problem naturally has nothing in common with the banalities
on racial peculiarities. Clearly it is foolish to claim, with
Sombart, that usury constitutes a specific trait of the “Jewish
race.” Usury, which as we have seen plays an important role in

14. Schipper, Jewish History, vol. 1, p. 127.*“The Jews formed a social class very
powerful because of the riches gained in industry, commerce and particu-
larly banking operations.” Rafael Ballester y Castell, Histoire de I’Espagne
(Paris, 1928), p. 154.
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precapitalist societies, is almost as old as humanity and has been
practiced by all races and nations. It is enough to recall the lead-
ing role played by usury in Greek and Roman societies."

But to pose the question in this way means to invert the con-
ditions of the problem. It is not by the “innate” capacities or the
ideology of a social group that we must explain its economic
position. On the contrary, it is its economic position which ex-
plains its capacities and its ideology. Medieval society is not di-
vided into lords and serfs because each of these groups originally
possessed specific qualifications for the economic role which it
was to play. The ideology and capacities of each class formed
gradually as a function of its economic position.

The same is true of the Jews. It is not their “innate” predispo-
sition for commerce which explains their economic position but
it is their economic position which explains their predisposition
to commerce. The Jews moreover constitute a very heteroge-
neous racial conglomeration. In the course of their history, they
have absorbed a multitude of non-Semitic ethnic elements. In
England, the “monopoly of usury brought them such wealth that
some Christians undoubtedly went over to Judaism in order to
participate in the Jewish monopoly in lending.”*

Judaism therefore consists rather of the result of a social se-
lection and not of a “race having innate predispositions for com-
merce.” But the primacy of the economic and social factor does
not exclude—far from it—the influence of the psychological
factor.

As it is infantile to see the economic position of Judaism as the
result of the “predispositions of the Jews,” just so it is puerile to
consider it as the fruit of persecutions and of legal bans against
exercising other professions than commerce or usury. “In nu-
merous writings on the economic life of the Jews in the Middle

15. “The virtuous Brutus lent money in Cyprus at eight-and-forty percent as
we learn from the letters of Cicero.” Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations
(New York: Modern Library, 1937), p. 94.

16. Brentano, Wirtschafilichen Entwicklung Englands, vol. 1, p. 366.
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Ages, it is stated that they were excluded, from the very begin-
ning, from artisanry, from traffic in goods, and that they were
prohibited from possessing land property. That is only a fable. In
fact, in the twelfth century and in the thirteenth century, living
in practically all of the great cities of Western Germany, they
dwelt among the Christians and enjoyed the same civil rights as
the latter. . . . At Cologne, during an entire period, the Jews even
possessed the right to compel a Christian, who had a claim to
make against a Jew, to appear before Jewish judges in order to
have the matter adjudged according to Hebraic law. . . . It is just
as false to assert that the Jews could not be admitted into the
artisan guilds. True, several guilds did not admit what were termed
‘Jewish children’ as apprentices but this was not the case for all
the guilds. The existence of Jewish goldsmiths and silversmiths,
even in the period when the guild rules become far more severe,
is sufficient proof of this. There were certainly few Jewish black-
smiths, masons, and carpenters among the artisans of the Middle
Ages, but Jewish parents who gave their children into appren-
ticeship in these trades were very rare. Even the guilds which
excluded the Jews did not do so out of religious animosity or
racial hated but because the trades of usury and peddling were
reputedly ‘dishonest’. . . . The guilds excluded the children of
Jewish businesspeople engaged in usury or peddling, in the same
way that they did not accept the sons of simple laborers, carters
and boatsmen, barbers, and weavers of linen into their ranks.”"’
Feudal society was essentially a caste society. It desired that
everyone “should remain in his place.”" It fought usury by Chris-

17. Cunow, Allgemeine Wirtschaftsgeschichte, vol. 3, p. 110.

18. Ifitis puerile to think that feudal society, whose principle was that “every-
one should remain in his place,” transformed “Jewish agriculturists” into
merchants, it is obvious, however, that legal prohibitions, themselves the
fruit of economic conditions, played a certain role in confining the Jews
within trade. This is above all true in periods when as a result of economic
changes the traditional situation of the Jews became compromised. Thus,
for example, Frederick the Great was not in favor of the Jews exercising
manual professions. He wanted “everyone to remain in his profession; that
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tians just as it made it impossible for the bourgeois to attain no-
bility, and just as it disdained the noble who lowered himself to
the practice of a trade or to engaging in business.

In 1462 the doctor Han Winter was driven from the city of
Nordlingen because he practiced usury through the intermedi-
ary of a Jew. Thirty years later, in the same city, a bourgeois named
Kinkel was placed in the pillory and driven from the city for
having practiced the “Jewish profession.” The synod of Bamberg,
in 1491, threatened to drive every Christian practicing usury,
either by himself or through the intermediary of Jews, out of the
Christian community. In 1487, in Silesia, it was decreed that ev-
ery Christian practicing usury would be placed in the hands of
the royal tribunal and punished in exemplary fashion.

So long as the feudal structure remains solid, the attitude of
Christian society toward loans at interest does not change. But
the deep-seated economic mutations which we have examined
previously transform the conditions of the problem. Industrial
and commercial development elevate banking to an indispens-
able role in economy. The banker advancing funds to the mer-
chant or the artisan becomes an essential element in economic
development.

The treasury of the usurer, in the feudal era, fulfills the role of
a necessary but absolutely unproductive reserve.“Two of the forms
in which usurer’s capital exists in phases prior to the capitalist
mode of production are particularly characteristic. . . . The same
forms recur on the basis of capitalist production, though here
they are merely subordinate forms. In the latter case they are no
longer forms that determine the character of interest-bearing
capital. These two forms are, firstly, usury by lending money to
extravagant magnates, essentially to landed proprietors; secondly,
usury by lending money to small producers who possess their
own conditions of labour, including artisans, but particularly and

the Jews be aided in the exercise of commerce but that the other profes-
sions should be left to Christians.”
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especially peasants, since, wherever pre-capitalist conditions per-
mit small autonomous individual producers, the peasant class must
form their great majority.”"”

The usurer makes loans to the feudal lords and to the kings for
their luxuries and their war expenditures. He lends to the peas-
ants and the artisans in order to allow them to pay their taxes,
rents, etc. . . . The money loaned by the usurer does not create
surplus value; it merely allows him to take possession of a por-
tion of the surplus product which already exists.

The function of the banker is altogether different. He con-
tributes directly to the production of surplus value. He is pro-
ductive. The banker finances great commercial and industrial
ventures. Whereas credit is essentially consumer credit in the feu-
dal era, it becomes credit of production and of circulation in the era
of commercial and industrial development.

There is consequently a fundamental difference between the
usurer and the banker. The first is the credit organ in the feudal
era, whereas the second is the credit organ in the era of exchange
economy. Ignoring this fundamental distinction leads almost all
historians into error. They see no difference between the banker
of antiquity, the Jewish banker of England of the eleventh cen-
tury, and Rothschild or even Fugger. “Newman . . . says that the
banker is respected, while the usurer is hated and despised, be-
cause the former lends to the rich and the latter to the poor (EW.
Newman, Lectures on Political Economy, London, 1851, p. 44). He
overlooks the fact that a difference between two social modes of pro-
duction and the social arrangements corresponding to them is involved
here, and the question cannot just be resolved into the contrast
between rich and poor”™”

Of course this distinction becomes really obvious in the capi-
talist epoch properly so-called. But “the money-lender confronts
him in precisely the same way as he does the modern capitalist.

19. Marx, Capital, vol. 3, p. 729.
20. Marx, Capital, vol. 3, pp. 729-30. My empbhasis.
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This specific relationship was even perceived by the Catholic
universities. “The universities of Alcala, of Salamanca, Ingolstadt,
Freiburg im Breisgau, Mainz, Cologne and Trier successively ac-
knowledged the legality of interest on commercial loans.” ™'

In the measure that economic development continues, the bank
conquers ever more solid positions while the Jewish usurer in-
creasingly loses ground. He is no longer to be found in the pros-
perous commercial cities of Flanders because the Jews, “unlike
the Lombards, only practiced placement at interest and did not play the
role of intermediaries in commercial operations.””

After their elimination from commerce, a process which is
accomplished in Western Europe in the thirteenth century, the
Jews continue to develop the business of usury in regions not yet
reached by exchange economy.

In England, in the period of King Henry II (second half of the
twelfth century) they are already involved up to the hilt in usury.
They are generally very rich and their clientele is composed of
the great landed proprietors. The most famous of these Jewish
bankers was a certain Aaron of Lincoln, very active at the end of
the twelfth century. King Henry II alone owed him one hundred
thousand pounds, a sum equal to the annual budget of the King-
dom of England at this time.

Thanks to the extremely high rate of interest—it fluctuated
between 43 and 86 percent—a large number of estates of the
nobility had passed into the hands of the Jewish usurers. But

21. Marx, Capital, vol. 3, p. 728. My emphasis.

“In the same period, the famous theologian Medina, developing a premise
which is also found in St. Thomas, acknowledges the play of supply and
demand as a natural mode of determining the proper price. The Trinus
Contractus, that marvel of juridical analysis which justifies the charging of
interest in business loans when the money is really used as capital, is then
admitted by the Italian and Spanish canonists, more enlightened than those
of France, or rather situated in a more advanced social milien.” Jannet, Lhistoire
économique, p. 284. My emphasis.

22. Pirenne, Histoire de Belgique (Brussels, 1902-32), vol. 1, p. 251. My em-
phasis.
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they had powerful associates and—exacting ones. If the kings of
England supported the business of the Jews, it was because it
constituted a very important source of revenue for them.All loans
made with the Jews were registered in the Scaccarium Judaeorum
[Exchequer of the Jews] and were assessed a tax of 10 percent in
behalf of the royal treasury. But this legal contribution was far
from sufficient for the kings. Any pretext was good enough for
despoiling the Jews and the income from their usury continually
contributed to enlarging the royal treasury. It was particularly
bad for the Jews to have the kings as important debtors. The rich
banker Aaron of Lincoln found this out in 1187 when the King
of England confiscated his property.

The dispossessed nobility would avenge itself by organizing
massacres of the Jews. In 1189, the Jews were massacred in Lon-
don, Lincoln, and Stafford. A year later, the nobility, led by a cer-
tain Malebys, destroyed the Scaccarium Judaeorum of York. The
notes were solemnly burned. The Jews, besieged in the chateau,
committed suicide. But the king continued to protect the Jews
even after their death. . . . He demanded payment to himself of
the sums due the Jews, by virtue of the fact that the Jews were
the “slaves of his treasury”” Special employees were ordered by
him to make an exact list of all the debits.

At the beginning of the thirteenth century, the king granted a
“Magna Carta” to the nobility which brought certain improve-
ments in the sphere of loans. Nevertheless, in 1262 and in 1264,
new disturbances broke out against the Jews. In 1290, the entire
Jewish population of England, that is to say almost three thou-
sand people, was expelled and its property confiscated.

The economic situation of the Jews of France, far more
numerous than the English (one hundred thousand), was not
perceptibly different from that of the English Jews. “With the
accession of Philip Augustus (1180) and in the first years of
his reign, the Hebrews were rich and numerous in France.
Learned rabbis had been attracted to the synagogue of Paris,
which, on the solemn entry of Pope Innocent at St. Denis in
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1135 had already figured among the corporations of the capital
at the time of the passage of the Pontiff. According to the histo-
rian Rigord, they had acquired almost half of Paris. . . . Their
credits were spread throughout villages, cities, and suburbs, ev-
erywhere. A great number of Christians had even been expro-
priated by the Jews because of debts.”*

It is mainly in Northern France that the Jews were engaged
in usury. In Provence during the thirteenth century, Jewish
participation in trade was still very important. The Jews of
Marseilles were in regular business relations with Spain, North
Africa, Sicily, and Palestine. They even owned ships, and like
their ancestors of the Carolingian epoch, they imported spices,
slaves, etc.

But these are only vestiges from a previous period. Usury
appears to constitute the principal economic function of the
Jews of France in the thirteenth century. A notary was appointed
in each city for dealings in loans. The interest rate rose to 43
percent. Up to the statute of Melun (1230), which prohibited
the Jews from making loans on real property, the principal cli-
ents of the Jewish bankers were the princes and lords. At the
beginning of the twelfth century, the Jew Salomon of Dijon
was the creditor of the greatest cloisters of France. The Count
of Montpellier owed a Jew by the name of Bendet the sum of
fifty thousand sous. Pope Innocent III, in a letter to the king of
France, expresses indignation at the fact that the Jews are taking
possession of church property, that they are seizing lands, vine-
yards, etc.

While the economic position of the Jews of France is similar
to that of the English Jews, their political situation is different.
Power, which was far more divided, placed them in the hands of
a multitude of princes and lords. The Jews were subjected to a
host of levies and taxes which enriched the powerful. Various
means were utilized in order to extract the maximum of money

23. Depping, Les juifs dans le moyen age, pp. 132-33.
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from the Jews. Mass arrests, ritual trials, expulsions, all of these
were used as pretexts for enormous financial extortions. The kings
of France expelled and admitted the Jews a number of times in
order to seize their property.

The social and economic position of the Jews in Moslem
Spain is not known with accuracy. There is, however, not the
shadow of a doubt that they belonged to the privileged classes
of the population. “Arriving in Granada,” writes a certain Isak
de Alvira, “I saw that the Jews here occupy leading positions.
They have divided up the capital and the province. These ac-
cursed ones are everywhere at the head of the administration.
They are engaged in the collection of taxes and live in luxury
while you, Moslems, are clad in rags.”” In Christian Spain, in
Castile, the Jews are bankers, tax farmers, quartermasters to the
king. Royalty protects them as its economic and political sup-
porters. The interest rate, lower than in other countries, is 33.3
percent at the beginning of the twelfth century. In a great many
cortes the nobility has struggled for a reduction in the rate of
interest but has always met with the resistance of the kings. It
was solely in the reign of Alphonse IX that the nobility achieved
some concrete results in this sphere. .

A similar situation arose in Aragon. Jehuda de Cavallera is a
characteristic example of a great Jewish “capitalist” of the thir-
teenth century. He leased salt mines, coined money, supplied the
army and possessed great estates and great herds of cattle. It was
his fortune that made possible the construction of a battle fleet
for the war against the Arabs.

The economic backwardness of Spain made it possible for
the Jews to preserve their commercial positions longer than
in England or in France. Documents of the twelfth century
mention Jews of Barcelona who made voyages as far as the
Bosphorus. In 1105, Count Bernard III granted a monopoly
in the importation of Sicilian slaves to three Jews, merchants
and proprietors of ships at Barcelona. We must await the four-
teenth century, when Barcelona, according to Pirenne, will be
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“transformed into an enormous store and workshop,” before
the Jews are completely expelled from trade. Their situation then
declined to such an extent that they were compelled to pay taxes
in order to be able to pass through this city. “The unfortunate
[sraelites, far from being merchants at Barcelona, entered it like
merchandise.””*

Jewish usury took on such dimensions in Aragon that serious
movements against the Jews arose among the nobility and the
bourgeoisie.

In Germany, the primarily commercial period extends up to
the middle of the thirteenth century. The Jews bring Germany
into relations with Hungary, Italy, Greece, and Bulgaria. The slave
trade flourishes up to the twelfth century. Thus, we are reminded
in the customhouse tariffs of Walenstadt and of Coblenz that
Jewish slave merchants had to pay four denars for each slave. A
document of 1213 says of the Jews of Laubach “that they were
extraordinarily wealthy and that they conducted a great trade
with the Venetians, the Hungarians, and the Croats.”

From the thirteenth century on, the importance of the Ger-
man cities grows. As elsewhere, and for the same reasons, the
Jews are eliminated from commerce and turn towards the bank-
ing business. The center of gravity of Jewish usury is concen-
trated in the nobility. The Acts of Nuremberg show the average
debt contracted with the Jews rose to 282 gulden among the city
people and 1,672 among the nobles. The same is true of the 87
notes of Ulm which belonged to Jewish banking houses. Of the
17,302 gulden which they covered, 90 percent belonged to noble
debtors. In 1344, the Jewish banker Fivelin loaned the Count of
Zweibriicken 1,090 pounds. The same Fivelin, in collaboration
with a certain Jacob Daniels, loaned 61,000 florins to the King of
England, Edward III, in 1339.”

24. Depping, Les juifs dans le moyen age, p. 387.

25. Biicher tells us in his book Bevilkerung von Frankfurt am Main im XIV und
XV Jahrhundert (quoted by Cunow, Allgemeine Wirtschaftgeschichte, vol. 3, p.
46) “*Among the debtors to the Frankfort Jews, we find a large part of the
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In 1451, Emperor Frederick III asked Pope Nicolas V for a
privilege in behalf of the Jews, “so that they could live in Austria
and there make loans at interest to the great convenience of the
nobility” In the thirteenth century, in Vienna, the Jews Lublin
and Nzklo are engaged in the important functions of “finance
administrators of the Austrian Duke” (Comites camarae ducis
austriae).

But this state of affairs could not continue indefinitely. Usury
slowly destroyed the feudal regime, ruined all classes of the popu-
lation, without introducing a new economy in place of the old.
In contrast to capital, usury is essentially conservative. “Usury,
just like trade, exploits a given mode of production but does not
create it; both relate to the mode of production from outside.
Usury seeks directly to maintain this mode of production, so as
constantly to exploit it anew. . . 7> “Where the means of pro-
duction are fragmented, usury centralizes monetary wealth. It
does not change the mode of production, but clings on to it like a
parasite and impoverishes it. It sucks it dry, emasculates it and
forces reproduction to proceed under ever more pitiable condi-
tions. . . . Usurer’s capital has capital’s mode of exploitation with-
out its mode of production.”” Despite this destructive effect, usury
remains indispensable in backward economic systems. But there
it becomes an important cause of economic stagnation, as can be
seen in many Asiatic countries.

If the burden of the usurer becomes more and more un-
bearable in Western Europe, it is because it is incompatible

nobility of Wetterau, Pfalz, Odenwald, etc., represented. . . . The Arch-
bishop of Mainz also owed the Jews money. . . . It is primarily the nobility
that is heavily indebted. There were few lords in the area around Frankfort
whose notes and pledges were not to be found in the Jewish quarter. . . .
Certain Christian bourgeois of Frankfort and the neighboring cities had
also contracted ‘Jewish debts’ (as the report of the city council expresses
itself on this subject) but the greatest part of the 279 notes with which the
city council was concerned were obligations of nobles.”

26. Marx, Capital, vol. 3, p. 745.

27. Marx, Capital, vol. 3, p. 731-32. My emphasis.



152 CHAPTER THREE

with the new economic forms. Exchange economy penetrates
rural life. Industrial and commercial development of the cities
deals a blow to the old feudal system in the country. A vast
market opens up to agricultural products, which leads to a de-
cided recession in the old forms of servitude, and of rents based
on the natural economy.“Hardly anywhere, save in regions which
were difficult of access, or very remote from the great com-
mercial movements, did serfdom retain its primitive form. Ev-
erywhere else, if it did not actually disappear, it was at least
mitigated. One may say that from the beginning of the thir-
teenth century the rural population, in Western and Central
Europe, had become or was in process of becoming a popula-
tion of free peasants.”’*

Everywhere in Western Europe, and in part in Central Eu-
rope, the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries are the
epoch of the development of Jewish usury. But economic evo-
lution brings about its rapid decline. The definitive expulsion
of the Jews took place at the end of the thirteenth century in
England, at the end of the fourteenth century in France, at the
end of the fifteenth century in Spain. These dates reflect the dif-
ference in the speed of economic development within these
countries. The thirteenth century is an epoch of economic flow-
ering in England. For Spain it is the fifteenth century which is
the high point of the process wherein the Spanish kingdoms
“developed their commerce and added to their wealth. Sheep
began to cover the countryside, and in the trade with the North
of Europe Spanish began to compete with English wool. The
exports of wool to the Low Countries were considerably in-
creased, and sheep-farming began to give Castile its characteris-
tic aspect and to enrich the nobility. There was also an increas-
ing trade with the North in iron from Bilboa, olive oil, oranges

and pomegranates.””

28. Pirenne, History of Europe, p. 237.
29. Pirenne, History of Europe, pp. 491-92.
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Feudalism progressively gives way to a regime of exchange. As
a consequence, the field of activity of Jewish usury is constantly
contracting. It becomes more and more unbearable because it is less and
less necessary. The more money becomes abundant as a result of
the more intensive circulation of goods, the more pitiless be-
comes the struggle against an economic function which could
hardly find economic justification except in a time of economic
immobility, when the treasury of the usurer constituted an indis-
pensable reserve for society.

Now the peasant begins to sell his products and to pay his lord
in money. The nobility, in order to satisfy its growing luxury
requirements is interested in freeing the peasantry, and in every-
where replacing fixed rent in kind by rent in money. “The trans-
formation of rent in kind into money rent that takes place at first
sporadically, then on a more or less national scale, presupposes an
already more significant development of trade, urban industry,
commodity production in general and therefore monetary cir-
culation.”

The transformation of all classes of society into producers of
exchange values, into owners of money, raises them unanimously
against Jewish usury whose archaic character emphasizes its ra-
pacity. The struggle against the Jews takes on increasingly violent
forms. Royalty, traditional protector of the Jews, has to yield to
the repeated demands of congresses of the nobility and the bour-
geoisie. Besides, the monarchs themselves are increasingly com-
pelled to dig into the treasuries of the bourgeoisie, a class which
soon monopolizes the most important portion of mobile wealth.
In the eyes of the kings the Jews, as a source of revenue, become

30. Marx, Capital, vol. 3. p. 933.

“This transformation of customs into money rent corresponds to the
growth of mobile property wealth. . . . Money becomes the readiest hall-
mark of wealth and begins to be preferred to natural products in evaluat-
ing the revenues of landed property. A similar evolution is noted in other
countries and particularly in England where it is even more pro-
nounced. . . .” Sée, Histoire économique et sociale de la France, pp. 61-62.
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less interesting (leaving out of consideration the fact that ex-
pulsion of the Jews was always an extremely profitable opera-
tion).

It is in this fashion that the Jews were progressively expelled
from all the Western countries. It was an exodus from the more
developed countries to the more backward ones of Eastern Eu-
rope. Poland, deeply mired in feudal chaos, became the princi-
pal refuge of Jews driven out of every other place. In other
countries, in Germany, in Italy, the Jews still survived in the less
developed regions. At the time of the travels of Benjamin of
Tudela, there were practically no Jews in commercial centers
such as Pisa, Amalfi, Genoa. On the other hand, they were very
numerous in the most backward parts of Italy. Even in the Papal
States, conditions were far superior for Jewish trade and bank-
ing than in the rich mercantile republics of Venice, Genoa, and
Florence.

Mercantile economy therefore expelled the Jews from their
last strongholds. The Jew, “banker to the nobility,” was already
completely unknown in Western Europe toward the end of the
Middle Ages. Here and there, small Jewish communities succeeded
in maintaining themselves in certain secondary economic func-
tions. The “Jewish banks” were no longer anything but pawn-
shops where it is poverty which is the borrower.

The collapse was a total one. The Jew became a petty usurer
who lends to the poor of town and country against pledges of
petty value. And what can he do with the securities which are
not redeemed? He must sell them. The Jew became a petty ped-
dler, a dealer in secondhand goods. Gone forever was his former
splendor.

Now begins the era of the ghettos* and of the worst persecu-

31. Contrary to a rather widespread conception, the ghetto is a rather recent
institution. It was not until 1462 that the Jews of Frankfort were en-
closed in a ghetto.“There never was a question of such a measure in the
Middle Ages. On the contrary, the Jews could select their living quarters
freely and could go anywhere in the whole city at any time.”” Georg
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tions and humiliations. The picture of these unfortunates bearing
the badge of the wheel and ridiculous costumes, paying taxes
like beasts for passing through cities and across bridges, disgraced
and rejected, has been implanted for a long time in the memory
of the populations of Western and Central Europe.

RELATIONS OF THE JEWS WITH OTHER CLASSES IN SOCIETY

The evolution of the social and economic situation of the
Jews was a determining influence upon the relations between
them and other social classes. In the era of their economic
Apogee, they are solicitously protected by kings and nobles.
Their relations with the peasants are not of great importance.
As against this, the relations of the Jews with the bourgeois
class were hostile from the latter’s very entry upon the his-
toric scene.

Eliminated from commerce, Jewish ““capital” takes refuge solely
in usury. This new situation brings about a change in the attitude
of the nobility and royalty toward the Jews. The lords, finding
themselves obliged to defend their threatened properties, often
pass over to a pitiless struggle against the usurers who are ruining
them. The kings continue to “protect the Jews,” but in reality
they make use of the Jews to siphon off the resources of the
country for their own profit. But so long as exchange economy
has not yet penetrated into the rural sphere, the situation of the
Jews still remains relatively tolerable.

It is only when the countryside begins to be “capitalized,”
when lords and peasants begin to produce more and more for
the market, when money begins to conquer an increasingly

Ludwig Kriegk, Frankfurter Biirgerzwiste und Zustinde im Mittelalter (Frank-
fort, 1862), p. 441.

We must not confuse Jewish quarters with ghettos. While the former
are known in various epochs of Jewish history, the latter constitute an
institution born of the period when the Jew becomes “a petty usurer.”
Thus, in Poland, the ghetto constitutes the exception and not a rule. This
did not prevent Hitlerite barbarism from “returning” the Polish Jews to
the ghettos.
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wider field of action, that all classes in society find themselves
in agreement in persecuting and expelling the Jews. The vic-
tory of an economy based on money is also the defeat of the
former “moneyman.” Eliminated from their role as bankers to
the nobility, some Jews still succeed in hanging on within
“pores” of the economy. Becoming pawnbrokers, old clothes
merchants, peddlers, and secondhand dealers, they eke out a
miserable existence in dark ghettos, butt of the hatred and
disdain of the people. Increasingly the Jews come into contact
only with the poor, the artisans and the peasants. And often
the anger of the people, despoiled by the kings and the lords
and compelled to pledge their last belongings among the Jews,
turns against the walls of the ghetto. The lords and rich bour-
geois who utilize the Jews in order further to exploit the people
often take advantage of these riots to pillage the “slaves of
their treasury.”

A. Royalty and the Jews

When the enemy of the Jews, Gonzalo Matiguez, offered
the king of Castile three million pieces of gold on condition
that he would expel the Jews, the Bishop Don Gil replied to
him: “The Jews are a treasure to the king, a veritable treasure!
And you, you want to drive them out. . . . You are then no
less an enemy of the king than you are of the Jews. . . .” Again,
in 1307, following upon a resolution of the Castilian priests
against Jewish usury, the king prohibits raising any difficulties
for the Jews. “The Jews,” states a decree on this subject, “be-
long to the king to whom they pay taxes; and that is the rea-
son why it is impossible to permit any limitation whatever on
their economic life, because this would be prejudicial to the
royal treasury.”

In Poland, royal protection took on unusual proportions in
this epoch. Thus, in 1504, the Polish king, Alexander, declares
that he acts towards the Jews as befits kings and the mighty, who
should not distinguish themselves solely by their tolerance to
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Christians, but also to the followers of other religions.

Another Polish monarch, King Casimir Jagiello, similarly states
that “he acts in accordance with the principle of tolerance im-
posed by divine law.”

The reason for this attitude is not difficult to understand. The
Jews constituted a source of considerable revenue for the kings.
For example, in Spain, it was Jewish financiers, the Ravia broth-
ers, who made it possible for the Castilian kings to bring the war
against the Moors to a successful conclusion. Other Jewish bank-
ers supported the Spanish kings in their struggle against the no-
bility. A special fiscal organization, constituted for the collection
of Jewish taxes, functioned in several countries. In England, the
Scaccarium Judaeorum permitted the registration of all Jewish
business affairs and the recovery of loans was effected through its
agency. It was directed by a committee of seven members, three
of whom were Jews, two Christians, and two appointees of the
king. Each credit operation brought in ten percent to the royal
treasury.

It goes without saying that royalty could not remain content
with such a meager share. So appropriate measures, such as ex-
traordinary confiscations, made up for the deficiency in normal
taxes.

Juridically, the Jews were “Kammerknechte,” slaves of the
royal treasury, and in countries where political power was ex-
tremely divided up, they were slaves of the treasuries of the
lords. To fill the cashboxes of the mighty, this became their
reason for existing.”

32. The principle of religious tolerance is preached at the end of the Middle
Ages in one of the most backward countries of Europe. Isn’t this rather
embarrassing to idealist historians who view the whole Jewish problem
through the prism of religious persecutions?

33. “Among nations to whom commerce and manufactures are little known,
the sovereign, upon extraordinary occasions, can seldom draw any con-
siderable aid from his subjects. It is in such countries, therefore, that he
generally endeavors to accumulate a treasure, as the only resource against
such emergencies.” Smith, Wealth of Nations, p. 414. It was to the Jews,
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In Anglo-Saxon law it is stated: “Ipsi Judaei et omnia sua regis
sunt,” that is to say, the Jews and all their property belong to the
king. The law of North Spain is expressed in the same way:“The
Jews are slaves of the king and belong forever to the royal trea-
sury.”*

The system was one of grandiose simplicity. The Jews despoiled
the lords and the kings fleeced the Jews. But in order to fleece
them, it was essential to keep them there. That is why the kings
protected the Jews and encouraged their ventures with all the
means in the royal power.

But while the king, in his capacity as representative of the
State, was interested in protecting the Jews, we must not forget
that he was, at the same time, a great lord and consequently one
of their great debtors.

In this role he was obviously tempted to put an end to their
undertakings, which always constituted a fruitful operation.
Whereas, on the part of the lords of lesser importance, the will to
free themselves from their debts and to satisfy their greed was
checkmated or restrained precisely by the protection which roy-
alty accorded the Jews, the “Great King-Lord” obviously had no
such external barriers to surmount.

“Two souls therefore inhabited his body.” In his role as king,
he fought the demands of nobility and the bourgeoisie and op-
posed the massacres and expulsions of the Jews; in his role as the
greatest landed proprietor, he himself had the greatest interest in
the persecutions directed against the Jews.

The means which the kings could use in order to “extract”
money from their Jewish slaves were very varied. First there

“servi camarae,” that fell the function of filling this treasury.

34. A German interpretation of this condition does not lack a certain flavor:
“In gratitude to Joseph Flavius who had cured his son, the EmperorVespasian
resolved to protect the Jews, and Titus, after the ruin of the second temple,
welcomed many Jews whom he reduced to slavery. From that time on, the
Jews are slaves of the state and it is as such that they should be considered
in the German State, since the German kings are successors of the power-
ful emperors of ancient Rome.”
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was the mass arrest. The Jews were imprisoned under any pretext
and were not liberated until they handed over rather large sums
of money. By this method, in 1180, the king of France, Philip II,
extorted 150,000 marks from the Jews. Count Alphonse of Poitiers
on a similar occasion “collected” 20,000 pounds.

Still other methods were available. The Jews were accused of
poisoning wells and using the blood of Christians in their reli-
gious ceremonies (the ritual trial). In 1321, the Jews of France
were fined 150,000 pounds for poisoning wells.

Finally, the most successful operation of this kind consisted
of expelling the Jews, confiscating their goods, and later read-
mitting them in consideration of the payment of enormous
sums. In 1182, Philip Augustus throws all the Jews out of his
kingdom and confiscates all their real property. He lets them
return fifteen years later and receives a “gift” of 150,000 marks
for this “act of charity”” Again, in 1268, the king of France de-
crees that all Jews must leave France and their treasuries are to
be confiscated. Soon after negotiations are begun with his “servi
camarae” and the order is subsequently rescinded in consider-
ation of substantial gifts.

The expulsion of the Jews in 1306 brought the king of France
228,460 pounds, an enormous sum for the period. Invited anew
to return in 1315, the Jews pay 22,500 pounds for this new favor.
But some six years later, they find themselves compelled again to
take the path of exile.

The history of the Jews of France and of Languedoc ends in
1394 by their definitive expulsion, accompanied by the usual
sequel: confiscation of all their goods.

These proceedings are not limited to France. In 1379, the
Austrian princes imprisoned all the Jews found in their territo-
ries; the latter succeeded in getting free only at an enormous
price. The same princes profited from anti-Jewish agitation
among the peasants in 1387 by making the Jews pay 16,000
marks.

The attitude of the kings and princes toward the Jews there-
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fore appears somewhat contradictory. But it is determined in the
last analysis by economic development. Wherever the Jews play
an indispensable role in economic life, wherever exchange
economy 1is only weakly developed, state interests impel the kings
to protect the Jews, to defend them against all their enemies.
Thus, in Poland, royalty always appears as their firmest protector.

In the more developed countries, where usury is no longer
anything but an anachronism, the kings have far fewer scruples
about pillaging the Jews. Soon the sole important financial power
will be that of the bourgeoisie, basing itself on the development
of the economy, and in the eyes of the king the Jews will lose all
interest. What are the “Jewish bankers” compared to financiers
like the Fuggers, the Medicis? Here is what Schipper says in re-
gard to the importance of these “Jewish bankers”: “As regards the
importance of the capital of the Jewish bankers of Italy, we have
only found two really rich families among the Jewish capitalists.
But what were they in comparison with such magnates as the
Medicis who, around 1440, possessed half a million florins, or
Agostino Chigi, who in 1520, left eight hundred thousand duc-
ats!” Jewish bankers had at their disposal only several thousand
florins.

[t goes without saying that under these conditions the Jews
could no longer be of interest to the kings. The era of the great
Jewish magnates who supported the royal power against its do-
mestic and foreign enemies was definitely closed. “The increas-
ing expenditure which war imposed upon the state or the princes
compelled the latter to find some new means of replenishing
their treasuries; for now that bands of mercenaries and fleets were
playing a greater part in warfare, it was becoming more costly
than ever.The old sources of revenue were insufficient. . . . Con-
sequently, the only thing to be done was to apply to the Third
Estate—that i1s, to the cities—and to ask them to open their
purses.””

35. Pirenne, History of Europe, p. 390.
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The decline of the economic position of the Jews, produced
by the “capitalization” of economy, resulted in the loss of the
protection which the kings and princes had accorded them.The
kings became actively associated in the persecutions and pillag-
ing of the Jews.

B. The nobility and the Jews

In the early Middle Ages, the Jews were indispensable to the
nobles in their capacity as principal suppliers of Oriental prod-
ucts. Later on, the noble wastrel, living without foresight, needed
the Jews as a money reserve always ready to satisfy his caprices.
For many a powerful lord the Jew was, as he was for the kings, an
important source of revenue. In the epoch when royalty had not
yet asserted its complete authority over the nobility, frequent
conflicts broke out between princes, lords, and kings for posses-
sion of the Jews.*

In the twelfth century, there was much talk about the suit
between the Countess Blanche and King Philip Augustus over
the Jew Kresslin who had fled from the domain of the Countess
in order to take refuge in the lands of the king.

“After the manner of the kings, the barons appropriated the
Jews; a baron would say ‘my Jews’ just as he said ‘my lands’ when
he counted up his income. This property was in fact very remu-
nerative. . . .

“Thibaud, Count of Champagne, was as certain as King Philip
of his property right over the Jews who lived in his domains. In
1198 the two concluded an agreement in which each promised
not to detain the other’s Jews.””’

The practice of agreements on the subject of the Jews spreads

36. “The Jew was such a fruitful and wonderful thing to exploit that every
prince sought to have as many of them as possible. There were the king’s
Jews and those of the lords. . . . Philip the Handsome, in 1299, bought all
the Jews of the county of Valois from his brother for twenty thousand
pounds.” Avenel, Histoire économique, vol. 1, p. 111.

37. Depping, Les juifs dans le moyen age, p. 174.
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rapidly in the thirteenth century. Instead of having to engage in
long suits, the kings and princes agreed to surrender to each
other the Jews who took refuge on their territories. Such an
agreement reached in 1230 states that the king as well as the
princes preserve their rights in the Jews “who are like slaves”
(Judaeus tamquam proprius servus).

“Later on, we see Jews put on the auction block after a fash-
ion. Philip IV buys all the Jews of the county of Valois from his
brother, the Count of Valois, after having had a suit against him
concerning 43 Jews whose property he claimed. He also buys
from him a Jew of Rouen who was good for 300 pounds quar-
terly.”*

“Whereas the Prince Electors have the right within their do-
mains to exploit all mines of gold, silver, tin, iron as well as salt
mines, therefore be it also granted them the right to admit and to
possess Jews.” This is the wording of a “golden bull” of the Ger-
man emperor in the year 1356.

Presently the German cities, prospering increasingly, will
dispute the right to possess Jews with the kings and princes.
Just as between royalty and the princes, so also an agreement
will be reached with the cities which will thus acquire an
important share of the profits accruing from the exploitation
of the Jews.

It goes without saying that all those who thus profited
from Jewish usury could only be hostile to the conversion
of the Jews to Christianity. So true is it that religion is only
a reflection of an economic function, that conversion of Jews
to Christianity automatically led to the abandonment of their
profession by the converts. “The conferences convoked by
the new converts always led to violent conversions of a cer-
tain number of Jews, even if they did not win over the
rabbis who participated in the discussions. This reached a point
where the lords, and the bishops themselves, whose Jews were

38. Bédarride, Les juifs en France, p.219.
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thus being taken from them and who were thus being de-
prived of the income which they received from them, com-
plained to the king on a number of occasions. The Bishop of
Palencia, following a conference convoked by a converted Jew,
Jehuda-Mosca—a conference which had led to the conversion
of a large number of Jews—prayed the king to come to his aid,
in view of the fact that his resources were going to be greatly
reduced.””

The English king, William II, who went so far as to farm out
the revenues of vacant Episcopal seats to the Jews, compelled
converted Jews to return to Judaism in order not to lose the
profits which he drew from them. In order to prevent the con-
version of Jews, another English king, Henry II, decreed that
the goods of Jews embracing Christianity, would be attached
by the Crown, to make up for the losses in revenues that the
Jews would have brought the king if they had not been con-
verted.*

By this we can see the naiveté of our idealist historians who
imagine that all the efforts of Christianity were in the direction
of converting the Jews and who believe that all the sufferings of
the Jews must be explained by the resistance which they made to
these efforts. So long as the economic function represented by
Judaism was necessary, there was opposition to their religious
assimilation which also meant their economic assimilation. It is
solely when Judaism became superfluous economically that it
had to assimilate or disappear.

It was, of course, only a tiny part of the nobility which
profited from Jewish usury. For the majority of feudal lords,

39. Bédarride, Les juifs en France, p. 205.

40. Brentano, Wirtschaftlichen Entwicklung Englands, vol. 1, p. 369. “A custom
was introduced of confiscating the effects of those Jews who embraced
Christianity. . . . This confiscation was a species of the right of amortiza-
tion, to recompense the prince, or the lords, for the taxes levied on the
Jews, which ceased on their embracing Christianity.” Montesquieu, Spirit
of the Law (Cincinnati, 1873), vol. 2, p. 42.
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the Jew was a direct cause of their ruin. For the king or the
prince to be able to despoil the Jews, it was necessary that the
majority of the nobles should groan under the weight of their
debts.

Compelled thus to surrender to the Jews a portion of the sur-
plus value which they extorted from the peasants, it was obvious
that the nobles would endeavor to retake it from them at the first
opportunity. The indebtedness of the nobles to the Jewish usu-
rers contained the germs of bloody conflicts.

In 1189, there were anti-Jewish excesses in a number of En-
glish cities: at London, Lincoln, etc.

A vyear later occurred the tragedy of York. The indebted
knights of the Yorkshire Jews, goaded on by a certain Malebys,
attacked the Jews and the Scaccarium Judaeorum. The notes
found in the Scaccarium were solemnly burned and the Jews
who took refuge in the chateau were besieged. The affair ended
by a mass suicide of the besieged Jews. The customary sequel
was not lacking: the king took over the notes held by the sui-
cides, since the Jews were the slaves of his treasury. The anti-
Jewish massacres at London in 1264, which counted 550 vic-
tims, had also been organized by landed proprietors indebted
to the Jews. The same was true about the anti-Jewish riots in
other cities. Thus, at Canterbury, it began by an attack against
the Scaccarium Judaeorum.

All over Europe assemblies of the nobility are unceasing in
their protest against Jewish usury. Their various demands best
characterize the position of the feudal lords relative to the
Jews.

In the second half of the thirteenth century, the Castilian cortes
submit the three following demands to the king:

1. regulation of Jewish credit operations and limitations on
the interest rates demanded by usurers;

2. proscription of hereditary rights in the possession of lands
by Jews;

3. a reform of the financial administration and elimination of
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Jewish functionaries and comptrollers.

These will be the classical demands of the nobility in all the
countries of Europe. They aim to limit the portion of surplus
value that the nobility is compelled to turn over to the Jews, to
prevent the latter from becoming landed proprietors and from
seizing control of the state apparatus.

It was not until the fourteenth century that the Spanish no-
bility achieved its first results in this sphere. In 1328 King
Alphonse IX reduced the rate of interest to 25 percent and
canceled one-fourth of all Jewish credits. In 1371, there was
another amputation of the credits. The occasions were not few
in which the Aragon cortes raised their voices against the high
rate of interest paid to the Jews, notably in 1235, 1241, 1283,
1292, and 1300.

The cortes of Portugal complain of Jewish usury in 1361 as
becoming an increasingly unbearable yoke upon the popula-
tion.

“In the circles of the Spanish nobility and rich patrician
class the Jews were hated because of their state functions,
where they showed themselves to be servile instruments of
royalty, as well as because of the great tax and impost farming
by which the Jewish magnates unceasingly augmented their
fortunes.”*!

In Poland also, the demands of the nobility and the clergy
against Jewish usury became more and more pressing. An eccle-
siastical congress, held in 1420, demanded measures by the
king against “great Jewish usury.” In 1423, Vladislav Jagiello
promulgated the Statute of Warta which forbade the Jews to
lend on mortgages. In 1454, the Statute of Nieszawa limited
the validity of Jewish credit to three years. The sejms of the
nobility succeeded in banning the Jews from access to state
employment.

The Polish nobility pursued the same objectives as the Span-

41. Schipper, Jewish History, vol. 2, p. 133.
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ish nobility: limitation of the interest rate, safeguarding of its prop-
erties, elimination of Jews from state employment.

Political reasons join with economic causes for the hostility
which the nobility nurses against the Jews. “In 1469 the cortes
protest against the admission of Jews to tax farming and against
the protection with which the kings surround them. Ritual trials
and massacres come to the support of the pressures exerted by
the nobility upon royalty.”*

The Jews were, in fact, solid supports of royal absolutism which
was above all directed against the nobility. The surplus value
surrendered to the Jews by the nobles aided in forging their
chains.

The small barons hated the Jews as creditors, the great ones
saw in them one of the principal financial resources on which
the king’s independence of them rested.

The financial support furnished the kings by the Jews was
indispensable to them in their struggle against the nobility as
well as in their opposition to the growing demands of the cities.
It was the Jews who first permitted the kings to maintain costly
armies of mercenaries which begin to take the place of the un-
disciplined hordes of the nobility. These armies first served for-
eign policy. Thus, in Spain, it was in large part Jewish finance
which allowed the kings to defeat the Arabs.“In 1263, the Jewish
banker Jehudah de Cavallera loans the king [of Aragon] a great
sum which permits him to equip a flotilla against the Arabs. In
1276, Cavallera amasses funds for an army which fights the Arabs
at Valencia.”*

But what is more serious in the eyes of the nobility and
augments the list of its grievances is the support that the Jews

42. Sometimes the Jews also go over to the offensive. In 1376 the banker Jekl
employs bands of mercenaries against noble debtors who have refused to
pay their debts. His son engages mercenaries with a view to launching an
attack against Nuremburg, the council of this city having confiscated his
houses.

43. Schipper, Jewish History, vol. 1, p. 144.
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furnish royalty in the struggle which it is conducting against the
feudal lords.

We have already spoken of the Ravia brothers who supplied the
royal army with money and arms during the domestic wars which
the king conducted against the insurgent nobles of Catalonia. The
nobility could not forgive the Jews for that. The Ravia brothers fell
victims of assassins as did so many of their successors.

Generally speaking the struggle of the nobility against the Jews
was far less radical than that of the bourgeoisie. Different social
contents influenced the intensity and forms of struggle of each
class. Whereas the landed proprietor still had need of the usurer
and sought simply to limit the field of his activity, the bourgeois
and even the bourgeoisified noble resented him more and more
as an intolerable barrier.

C. The bourgeoisie and the Jews

The commercial monopoly of the Jews was one of the great-
est obstacles that the nascent bourgeoisie had to surmount. De-
struction of the commercial domination of the Jews was the pre-
condition for its own development.

It was not a question of a struggle between two national or
religious groups for commercial supremacy but a conflict be-
tween two classes each representing a different economic sys-
tem. The apparent national competition is only a reflection here
of the transition from feudal economy to exchange economy.
The Jews ruled commerce in the epoch when “the great pro-
prietors bought works of refinement and objects of luxury of
great price against large quantities of the raw materials from
their lands.”* The industrial development of Western Europe

44. “The inhabitants of trading cities, by importing the improved manufac-
tures and expensive luxuries of richer countries, afforded some food to the
vanity of the great proprietors, who eagerly purchased them with great
quantities of the rude produce of their own lands. The commerce of a
great part of Europe in those times accordingly, consisted chiefly in the
exchange of their own rude for the manufactured produce of more civi-
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put an end to their monopoly.”

In struggling against the Jews, the native traders were rising up
against an outmoded economic function which appeared more
and more as an intolerable exploitation of the country by for-
eigners.

The relations of the merchant class with the Jews after the
eviction of the latter from commerce underwent a profound
modification. Jewish credit was essentially consumers’ credit. It
was not to the Jewish bankers that the traders had recourse for
their business. Great banking houses like the Medicis, the Chigis,
the Fuggers, developed in the great cities. Later, when exchange
economy will have penetrated into the rural domains, the Jewish
usurers will be crowded out by these great invading Christian
banks. Just like precapitalist commerce, which exchange economy
drives out of the cities, the usurer is dislodged by the penetration
of capitalism into the feudal domain.

Altogether different will be the position of the great mer-
chants towards the Jews when the latter, upon the decline of
their economic role, will no longer be anything but petty usurers
lending to artisans and small shopkeepers. The Jew no longer
appears in that period as a competitor of the rich trader or banker;
he concerns them insofar as he is an interesting source of profit
and insofar as he is a2 means for weakening the popular classes
with whom he is engaged in continuous struggle. The great mer-
chants will now dispute with the kings and lords for the Jews. It
is above all in Germany that the cities pass over to a general
offensive to take possession of the profits which the “royal” Jew
procured for the princes.

lized nations.” Smith, Wealth of Nations, p. 380.

45. “So long as raw materials were the principal product for export by En-
gland, foreign commerce was in the hands of foreign traders and mer-
chants of the market place (Stapelkaufleute). . . . This changed in the degree
that the English began themselves to process their raw materials especially wool.
Now [English| merchants began to seek outlets for the ready sale of their manufac-
tured goods, ‘the merchant adventurers.” Brentano, Wirtschaftlichen Entwicklung
Englands, vol. 2, p. 139. My emphasis.
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The “royal” Jew is increasingly divided up from the second
half of the thirteenth century on. The German cities, already
flourishing in this period, begin to demand a share of him also.
Their determined struggle against the feudal lords had enabled
them to conquer a series of liberties such as autonomous courts
and the right of administration. They now turn their attention to
the “royal” Jew; they strive to tear him out of the hands of the
lords and of the emperor.

The city of Cologne, in 1252, secures from its archbishop the
right to a third of the taxes collected from the Jews in the city.
The bishop of Worms, in 1293, allows the city council to admit
and to tax Jews.* “On March 7, 1456, the bishop Burchard pawns
the Jews of Halberstadt for three years with the council of this
City”™”

The “royal” Jew is conquered:

by Mainz, in 1259;

by Regensburg, at the end of the thirteenth century;

by Nuremberg, in 1315;

by Speyer, in 1315;

by Zurich, in 1335;

by Frankfort, in 1337,

by Strasbourg, in 1338, etc.

The struggle of these three forces: the nobility, the emperor,
and the cities ends up in a compromise upon the backs of the
Jews.

They will pay:

a) to the emperor:

(1) 2 normal tax (in 1240 the Jews paid one-fifth);
(2) a gold pfennig which every Jew or Jewess possessing
more than 20 gulden had to pay;

b) to the nobility:

(1) an annual tax;

46. Schipper, Jewish History, vol. 2, p. 35.
47. Kohler, Jiidische Wirtschaftsgeschichten, p. 3.
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(2) an extraordinary tax;

c) to the cities:

a special tax, the amount of which is set for each Jew, at the
time when he receives his “letter of citizenship” (Biirgerbrief).

Numerous taxes and extraordinary imposts were added to
those listed above. Methods similar to those which we have
encountered in other European countries were employed to
extort as much money from the Jews as possible. Popular and
peasant riots similarly constituted unique occasions for getting
lush payments from the Jews for the protection that was granted
them.

The growth of the power of the cities augmented their
power over the Jews. “In 1352,” according to an authorization
by the emperor to the city of Speyer, “the Jews inhabiting our
city will belong to us exclusively, will be our property in body
and goods.”

An agreement of 1352 stipulates that the city of Frankfort
must pay the emperor half of the profits that it collects from the
Jews. At Nuremberg, the emperor’s share rose as high as two-
thirds.

The class struggle having as its object the division of the prof-
its derived from the exploitation of the Jews, often turned against
the latter. “The bishop of Cologne,” states a chronicle of this city,
“wished to have a perpetual monopoly of the profits from the
‘royal’ Jew. That is the reason why the Jews were driven out of
this city forever.” The Jews “of the emperors” were badly treated
by the princes, those of the princes by the bourgeoisie.

D. Relations of the Jews with the artisans and peasants

In the measure that usury became the principal occupation of
the Jews, they entered increasingly into relations with the
popular masses and these relations worsened all the time.* It

48. See quotation from Capital, vol. 3, pp. 731-32, previously given in this
chapter.
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was not luxury needs but the direst distress which forced the
peasant or the artisan to borrow from the Jewish usurer. They
pawned their working tools, which were often indispensable to
assure their livelihood. It is easy to understand the hatred that the
man of the people must have felt for the Jew in whom he saw the
direct cause of his ruin, without perceiving the emperor, the prince,
or the rich bourgeois, who became richer thanks to the Jewish
usurer. It is in Germany above all where Jewish usury took on its
most “popular” form, principally in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries, that the hatred of the Jews manifested itself most, a
hatred which ended in anti-Jewish massacres and in the “burn-
ing” of Jews (Judenbrand).

“Many instances of Jewish persecutions in the Middle Ages
were first and foremost efforts to destroy the letters of credit
which were in their possession and are, therefore, to be viewed as
a barbarous method of meeting a financial crisis, as a medieval
form of what we of the present time would call a social revolu-
tion.””

The first large scale riots against the Jews took place be-
tween 1336 and 1338.They were led by the publican Cimberlin,
the “king of the poor,” and from Alsace they spread into Ba-
varia, Austria, and Bohemia. But it was above all during the
years of the “Black Death,” between 1348 and 1350, that fa-
naticism joined with hatred and made terrifying ravages. At
Strasbourg, it was the guilds that preached annihilation of the
Jews. But the city council, on which sat a patrician majority,
which drew large profits from usury, refused to give its consent.
Bourgeois such as Conrad von Winterbourg, the rich Sturm,
and the wealthy artisan Schwarber, made speeches in favor
of the Jews. Nevertheless the guilds did not abandon their
anti-Jewish demands. The matter was finally left to a con-
gress which was to meet in 1343 and in which representatives
of the church, the nobility, and the cities were to take part. The

49. Roscher, “Status of the Jews,” p. 24.
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demands of the guilds were supported by the church and by
the lords, who were anxious to rid themselves of their debts.®
Following this, the Jews were declared outside the pale of the
law and the burning of Jews spread throughout Alsace.

At Mainz and at Cologne, the patricians tried to protect the
Jews but were submerged by the popular wave. A city chronicle
of Augsburg relates the following: “In 1384, the bourgeois of
Nedlingen having massacred all the Jews of Nedlingen, took pos-
session of their goods. The debtors of the Jews, among them the
Count of Etingen, were freed of their debts. The pledges and
notes of the Count were returned to him. All this was done by
the mob against the will of the city council.”

The peasant revolts were accompanied by massacres of Jews.
In 1431, the armed peasants of the Pfalz marched against Worms
and demanded that the city council hand over the Jews to them,
“in view of the fact that they had ruined them and taken away
their last shirt.” The council opposed these demands since its
members were the ones who profited most from Jewish usury.
The lords entered into negotiations with the council in order to
obtain the cancellation of accumulated interest bearing down
upon the impoverished peasants.

The anti-Jewish riots in Catalonia and in the Balearic Islands
bear the same character. The peasants, living in great poverty and
heavily indebted to the Jews because of the burden of taxes, re-
volt in order to free themselves from their debts. They burn the
judicial archives.

50. The attitude of the nobility is probably explained by the fact that the
wealthy bourgeoisie had succeeded in getting possession of the “royal” Jew
and as a consequence the interests of the lords coincided with those of the
popular masses of the cities as against the patricians.



FOUR

The Jews in Europe after the Renaissance

A. THE JEWS IN WESTERN EUROPE AFTER THE RENAISSANCE. THE
THESIS OF SOMBART.

The discovery of the new world and the tremendous current
of exchange that followed upon it sounded the death knell of the
old corporative feudal world. Mercantile economy reached a
higher stage, smashing the remnants of previous periods and pre-
paring, by the development of manufacture and rural industry,
the bases of industrial capitalism. The place of the old centers of
corporative industry and medieval trade, fallen into decay, was
taken over by Antwerp, which became the commercial center of
the world for a certain period.

Everywhere, although at different times and in different
forms, the decline of the economy producing use values was
accompanied by the decay of the economic and social func-
tion of the Jews. An important number of the Jews was com-
pelled to leave the countries of Western Europe in order to
seek refuge in the countries where capitalism had not yet pen-
etrated, principally in Eastern Europe and in Turkey. Others
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became assimilated, fused with the Christian population. This
assimilation was not always easy. Religious traditions long sur-
vived the social situation which had been their foundation. For
centuries the Inquisition struggled mercilessly and barbarously
against Jewish traditions which persisted among the mass of
converts.

The Jews who penetrated into the merchant class acquired a
certain notoriety under the name of “new Christians,” princi-
pally in America and also at Bordeaux and Antwerp. In the first
half of the seventeenth century, all the great sugar plantations in
Brazil were in the hands of Jews. By the decree of March 2, 1768,
all registers concerning new Christians were destroyed; by the
law of March 24, 1773, “new Christians” were made equal be-
fore the law with “old Christians.”

In 1730, Jews possessed 115 plantations out of 344 at Surinam.
But contrary to previous epochs, the activity of the Jews in
America no longer had a special economic character; it was in
no ways distinguished from the activity of Christians. The “new
Christian” merchant was little different from the “old Christian”
merchant. The same was true of the Jewish plantation owner.
And this is also the reason why juridical, religious, and political
distinctions rapidly disappeared.

In the nineteenth century, the Jews in South America no
longer constituted more than a handful.' Assimilation of the
Jews proceeded just as rapidly in France and in England. The
rich merchant Jews of Bordeaux, of whom it was said that they
“possessed entire streets and had large trade,” felt themselves
completely integrated into the Christian population. “Those
who are acquainted with the Portuguese Jews of France, Hol-
land, England, know that they are far from having an uncon-

1. Inthe nineteenth century “there were hundreds of Jewish merchants, landed
proprietors, and even soldiers scattered throughout the vast republics of
what once was Spanish South America, but they now knew hardly any-
thing of the religion of their fathers.” Martin Philippson, Neueste Geschichte
des Jiidischen Volkes (Leipzig, 1907), p. 226.
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querable hatred for all the peoples who surround them, as Mr.
Voltaire says, but on the contrary they believe themselves so
identified with these peoples that they consider themselves a
part of them. Their Portuguese or Spanish origin has become a
pure ecclesiastical discipline.”” The assimilated Jews of the West
acknowledged no relationship with the Jews still living under
the conditions of feudal life. “A Jew of London as little re-
sembles a Jew of Constantinople as the latter does a Chinese
Mandarin. A Portuguese Jew of Bordeaux and a German Jew of
Metz have nothing in common.” “Mr. Voltaire cannot ignore
the delicate scruples of the Portuguese and Spanish Jews in not
mixing with the Jews of other nations, either by marriage or
otherwise.””

Alongside the Spanish, French, Dutch, and English Jews,
whose complete assimilation is proceeding slowly and surely,
we still find Jews in Western Europe, primarily in Italy and in
Germany, who inhabit ghettos and are mostly petty usurers and
peddlers. This is a sorry remnant of the former Jewish mer-
chant class. They are reviled, persecuted, subject to innumer-
able restrictions.

It was on the special basis of the rather important eco-
nomic role played by the first category of Jews that Sombart
presented his famous thesis on “The Jews and Economic Life.”*
He has himself summarized it in these terms: “The Jews pro-
mote the economic flowering of countries and cities in which
they settle; they lead the countries and cities which they
abandon to economic decay.”“They are the founders of mod-
ern capitalism.” “There would be no modern capitalism, no

2. InEngland “certain Spanish Jews converted to Christianity. . . . Some fami-
lies which later became famous throughout the world thus abandoned
Judaism: the Disraelis, Ricardos, Aguilars. Other Sephardic families were
slowly assimilated by English society” Heinrich Hirsch Graetz, Histoire
Jjuive, vol. 6, p. 344.

3. Lettres de quelques juifs, 5th edition, 1781. Quoted by Sombart, Jews and
Modern Capitalism, p. 348.

4. See Sombeart, Jews and Modern Capitalism, chapter 2.
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modern culture without the dispersion of the Jews in the
countries of the North.”“Israel passes over Europe like the sun:
at its coming new life bursts forth; at its going all falls into
decay.”

This is the way, in rather poetic fashion as we can see, that
Sombart presents his thesis. And here are the proofs adduced in
its support:

1. “The first event to be recalled, an event of world-wide im-
port, is the expulsion of the Jews from Spain (1492) and from
Portugal (1495 and 1497). It should never be forgotten that on
the day before Columbus set sail from Palos to discover America
(August 3, 1492) 300,000 Jews are said to have emigrated from
Spain. . ..

2. In the fifteenth century, the Jews were expelled from the
most important commercial cities of Germany: Cologne (1424—
25), Augsburg (1439-40), Strasbourg (1438), Erfurt (1458),
Nuremberg (1498-99), Ulm (1499), Regensburg (1519). In the
sixteenth century, the same fate befell them in a number of Ital-
ian cities; they were driven out of Sicily in 1492, from Naples in
1540-41, from Genoa and Venice in 1550. Here as well the de-
cline of these cities coincides with the departure of the Jews.

3. The economic development of Holland at the end of the
sixteenth century is marked by a great rise of capitalism. The first
Portuguese Marranos settled at Amsterdam in 1593.

4. The brief flowering of Antwerp as the center of world trade
and as a world exchange coincides exactly with the arrival and
departure of Marranos.

These arguments, essential to the Sombart thesis, are very eas-
ily refuted:

1. It is absurd to see in the simultaneity of the departure of
Christopher Columbus “to discover America” and the expul-
sion of the Spanish Jews a proof of the decline of the countries
which they left. “Not only did Spain and Portugal not fall into
decline in the sixteenth century, under CharlesV and Emanuel,
but on the contrary they reached their historical apogee at that
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time. Even at the beginning of the reign of Philip II, Spain is still
the foremost power in Europe and the wealth of Mexico and
Peru which flowed to it was immeasurable.”

This first Sombartist proof is based on a crying falsehood.

2. The very figures which he supplies on the redistribution of
the Jewish refugees coming from Spain aids in demolishing his
thesis. According to him, out of 165,000 exiles, 122,000 or 72
percent emigrated to Turkey and into Moslem countries. Conse-
quently it is there that the “capitalist spirit” of the Jews should
have produced the most important effects. Is it necessary to add
then, that while we can speak of a certain economic rise in the
Turkish Empire under Suleiman the Magnificent, that country
remained the least accessible to capitalism up to a very recent
period, so that the rays of the sun there proved to be . .. very
cold? It is true that a rather important number of Jews (25,000)
settled in Holland, at Hamburg, and in England, but can we con-
cede that the same cause produced diametrically opposite ef-
fects?

3. The coincidence which Sombart perceives in the decline
of the German cities is easily explained by reversing the causal
relation. The ruin of these cities was not provoked by the mea-
sures taken against the Jews; these measures were on the contrary
the effect of the decline of these cities. On the other hand, the
prosperity of other cities was not the result of Jewish immigra-
tion but it was the latter which naturally directed itself toward
prosperous cities. “It is obvious that the relation of cause and
effect is contrary to that presented by Sombart.”

A study of the economic role of the Jews in Italy and
Germany at the end of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries
fully confirms this viewpoint. It is clear that the pawnshops,
the business of Jewish usurers, were endurable so long as the
economic situation of these cities was relatively good. Every

5. Brentano, Die Anfinge des Modernen Kapitalismus, p. 163.
6. Brentano, Die Anfinge des Modernen Kapitalismus, p. 165.
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worsening of the situation rendered the burden of usury more
intolerable and the anger of the population vented itself first of
all against the Jews.

4. The example of Holland does not, it is true, weaken the
thesis of Sombart but neither does it reinforce it. Even if we
admit that its prosperity was favored by the arrival of the
Marranos, we are not thereby authorized to make it its cause.
And how can we explain, if we base ourselves on this criterion,
the decline of Holland in the eighteenth century? It appears,
moreover, that the economic role of the Jews in Holland is
exaggerated. Sayous says, in connection with the Dutch East
India Company, whose importance to the prosperity of Hol-
land was decisive: “The Jews have in any case no role whatso-
ever in the formation of the first genuinely modern stock cor-
poration, the Dutch East India Company; they subscribed barely
0.1 percent of its capital and played no important role in its
activity during the ensuing years.”’

[s it necessary to continue? Must it be shown that the im-
portant economic development of England took place pre-
cisely after the expulsion of the Jews? “If the causal relation
established by Sombart were true, how explain that in Russia
and in Poland, where the southern people from the ‘desert’
have been most numerous for centuries, their influence on
the northern peoples produced no economic flowering what-
ever?”™

The theory of Sombart is consequently completely false.’

7. André Sayous, “Les juifs,” Revue économique internationale, March 1932, p.
526.

8. Brentano, Die Anfinge des Modernen Kapitalismus, pp. 165—66.

9. “Mr. Sombart’s book on the Jews suffers from an endless sequence of seri-
ous errors; one might call it the rigorous development of a paradox by a
man having the genius for portraying things with a great sweep. Like every
paradox, it does not consist solely of false ideas; its part relating to the
present period deserves to be read, although it very often deforms the
characteristics of the Semitic people. Its historical portion in every case is
almost ridiculous. . . . Modern capitalism was born and first developed at
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Sombart claims that he is portraying the economic role of the
Jews, but he does so in a completely impressionistic way, rear-
ranging history to suit his theory. Sombart presents a thesis on
the Jews and economic life in general, but deals solely with a
very limited part of their history. Sombart builds a theory on
the Jews in general and on economic life, but he limits himself
to a minority of Western Jews, of Jews on the road to complete
assimilation.

In reality, even if the role of the Western Jews had been such
as Sombart presents, he would still have had to make an ab-
straction from it in order to understand the Jewish question in
the present period. Without the influx of Eastern Jews into
Western Europe in the nineteenth century, the Western Jews
would long ago have been absorbed in the surrounding mi-
lieu." One more observation regarding the theory of Sombart:
If the Jews constituted such an economic boon; if their depar-
ture provoked the economic decay of cities and countries, how
explain their continuous persecution in the late Middle Ages?
Can this be explained by religion? But then, why was the posi-
tion of the Jews so solid in Western Europe in the early Middle
Ages and in Eastern Europe up to the nineteenth century? How
explain the prosperity of the Jews for long centuries in the
most backward countries of Europe, in Poland, in Lithuania;
the powerful protection accorded them by the kings? Can the
difference in the situation of the Jews be explained by the dif-
ference in the intensity of religious fanaticism? But then how
can we concede that religious fanaticism should be most in-
tense precisely in the most developed countries? How can we
explain that it was precisely in the nineteenth century that anti-
Semitism developed most strongly in Poland?

The question then is to seek the causes for the existence of

the moment when the Jews, rejected almost everywhere, were in no con-
dition to become its precursors.” Sayous, “Les juifs,” p. 533.
10. See Chapter 6.
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differences in the intensity of religious fanaticism. And thus
we are brought back to the duty of studying economic phe-
nomena. Religion explains anti-Jewish persecutions like a
soporific explains sleep. If the Jews had really played the role
that Sombart attributes to them, it would be very difficult to
understand why the development of capitalism was such a
mortal blow to them."

It is consequently inaccurate to regard the Jews as founders of
modern capitalism. The Jews certainly contributed to the devel-
opment of exchange economy in Europe but their specific eco-
nomic role ends precisely where modern capitalism starts.

B. THE JEWS IN EASTERN EUROPE UP TO THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

At the dawn of the development of industrial capitalism, West-
ern Judaism was on the road to disappearance.The French Revo-
lution, by destroying the last juridical obstacles which stood in
the way of assimilation of the Jews, only gave sanction to an
already existing situation.

But it is certainly not by chance that at the same time that
the Jewish question was being extinguished in the West, it re-
bounded with redoubled violence in Eastern Europe. In the
period when the Jews in Western Europe were being massacred
and burned, a large number of Jews had sought refuge in the
countries where capitalism had still not penetrated. At the be-
ginning of the nineteenth century, the immense majority of
Jews inhabited the east of Europe, principally the former terri-
tory of the monarchist republic of Poland. In this paradise of a
carefree Shlachta (petty nobility), the Jewish commercial class

11. In history, “the position of the Jews during the Middle Ages may be
compared sociologically with that of an Indian caste in a world other-
wise free from castes. . . . Hardly a Jew is found among the creators of
the modern economic situation. . . . This type was Christian and only
conceivable in the field of Christianity. The Jewish manufacturer, on the
contrary, is a modern phenomenon.” Weber, General Economic History, pp.
358-60.
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had found a large field of activity. For long centuries, the Jew
was a merchant, usurer, publican, steward to the noble, an agent
for everything. The small Jewish cities, submerged in a sea of
peasant villages, often themselves adjoining the chateaux of the
Polish feudal lords, represented exchange economy within a
purely feudal society. The Jews were situated, as Marx states, in
the pores of Polish society. This situation lasted as long as the
social and political organization of Poland remained static. In
the eighteenth century, following upon political confusion and
economic decay, Polish feudalism found itself fatally stricken.
Along with it the secular position of the Jews in Eastern Eu-
rope was shaken to its foundations. The Jewish problem, close
to vanishing in the West, flared up violently in Eastern Europe.
The flame, close to extinction in the West, received renewed
vitality from the conflagration which arose in the East. The
destruction of the economic position of the Jews in Eastern
Europe will have as a consequence a massive emigration of Jews
into the world. And everywhere, although in different forms
and under different guises, the flood of Jewish immigrants com-
ing from Eastern Europe will revitalize the Jewish problem. It
is in this respect that the history of the Jews of Eastern Europe
has certainly been the decisive factor in the Jewish question in
our epoch.

The commercial relations of the Jews of Eastern Europe, of
Bohemia, Poland, and Little Russia, date from the Carolingian
era. The trading circuit that the Jews had established during
the early Middle Ages between Asia and Europe became ex-
tended in this way across the fields of Poland and the plains of
the Ukraine. Like their coreligionists, the Radamites, the East-
ern Jews exchanged the precious products of Asia, spices and
silks, for the raw materials of Europe. They constituted the
sole commercial element in a purely agricultural society. In
the Carolingian era, the economic regime of all Europe being
practically the same, the role of Eastern Judaism was similar to
that of Western Judaism. It is only later that their history will
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enter upon completely different paths.

Accounts of the travels of Ibrahim Ibn Jakob (965) testify
to the considerable development of Jewish trade at Prague in
the tenth century. The Jews came there from the Far East and
from Byzantium, bringing different kinds of precious mer-
chandise and Byzantine money, and there bought wheat, tin,
and furs. In a document of 1090, the Jews of Prague are de-
picted as traders and money changers, possessing large sums
of silver and gold; they are depicted as the richest merchants
among all peoples. Jewish slave merchants, as well as other
Jewish traders coming from the Far East and traversing the
frontier in caravans, are also mentioned in documents of 1124
and 1226.The interest rate among the Jewish bankers of Prague,
whose operations were very extensive, fluctuated between 108
and 180 percent.” The chronicler Gallus states that in 1085,
Judith, the wife of Prince Ladislag Herman of Poland, strove
to buy back some Christian slaves from Jewish merchants.
Excavations undertaken in the past century have helped bring
to light the great economic importance of the Jews in Poland
in this period. Polish money has been discovered bearing
Hebraic characters and dating from the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries. This fact in itself proves that Polish trade was in the
hands of the Jews. The Tartar invasions of the thirteenth cen-
tury must certainly have had some influence on the Russian
and Polish Jews, but as early as 1327, there is a privilege con-
ferred by the Polish king, Vladislav Lokietek, involving Hun-
garian Jewish merchants coming to Krakéw. Far from dimin-
ishing, Jewish trade in Poland only takes on greater extension
in the course of succeeding centuries.

Just as in Western Europe, development of trade went to-
gether with an expansion of usury. Here also, the nobility, prin-
cipal client of the Jewish usurers, strove to obtain restrictions
on Jewish usury, as against the kings who favored it “for the

12. Schipper, Jewish History, vol. 2, pp. 77-81.
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Jews, in their capacity as slaves of the treasury, must always have
money ready for our service.” In the sejm of 1347, the nobility,
desiring to limit the interest rate which had reached 108 percent,
collided with the firm resistance of royalty.

In 1456, King Casimir Jagiello proclaims that in protecting
the Jews he is inspired by the principle of tolerance which is
imposed upon him by divine law. In 1504, the Polish king,
Alexander, declares that he acts towards the Jews as befits “‘kings
and the powerful who distinguish themselves not only by toler-
ance towards worshippers of the Christian religion but also to-
wards the adherents of other religions.”

Under such auspices, the affairs of Jews could not help but
prosper. In the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries,
Jewish usurers succeeded in taking possession of a portion of
the lands belonging to the nobles. In 1389, the Jew Sabetai
becomes proprietor of a section of the Cawilowo domain. In
1390, the Krakéw Jew Iosman receives the property of Prince
Diewiez of Pszeslawic as security. In 1393, the Posen Jew
Moschko takes possession of the Ponicz manor. In 1397, the
lands of the Abiejesz manor are pledged with the Posen Jew
Abraham. These lands of the nobles are allotted to the Jews
with complete property rights. Thus, in the last cited example,
the noble having attacked the possessions transmitted to
Abraham, the tribunal confirms the right of possession of the
Jew and punishes the aggressor with a heavy fine. In 1404, the
verdict of a tribunal declares that three villages pledged with
the Jew Schmerlin of Krakéw, are transmitted to him with com-
plete property rights and forever (cum omnibus juribus utilitatibus
dominio, etc. in perpetuum).

The most important “bankers” lived in Krakéw, residence of
the kings. Their principal debtors were in effect the kings, the
princes, the voyevode (governors), and the archbishops. Thus
Casimir the Great borrowed the enormous sum of 15,000 marks
from Jewish bankers. King Louis of Hungary owed the usurer
Levko of Krakéw 30,000 gulden at one time, 3,000 gulden at
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another. King Vladislav Jagiello and the queen, Jadwiga, also owed
him substantial sums.

Levko was not only a great banker; he was also a wholesale
farmer for the kingdom. He leased the mint and coined its moneys;
and the salt mines of Wieliczka and of Bochnia were also farmed
out to him. He owned houses at Krakéw, as well as a brewery.
Just like the great patricians, he was honored with the title of “vir
discretus.”

The usury of the great Jewish bankers such as Miesko,
Jordan of Posen, and Aron, who succeeded in amassing im-
mense properties and took possession of villages and lands,
raised a storm of protest among the nobility. The Statute of
Warta (1423) greatly restricted Jewish usury. Thus, in 1432,
the Jew Alexander, with whom the villages Dombrowka and
Sokolow and a part of their living inventory had been pledged,
was forced to return these properties to his debtor by decision
of the tribunal, the Statute of Warta having proscribed loans
on real property.

The Jews and the kings did not readily resign themselves to
this situation. A fierce struggle enabled them to abolish the Stat-
ute of Warta. The bankers were able to expand their sphere of
operation. Thus, in 1444, the King pledged his palace at Lemberg
to the banker Schina. This usurer also had among his clients Prince
Szwidrigiella, the voyevoda Chriczka, who had pledged the vil-
lage of Winiki with him, etc.

But neither did the nobility accept defeat. It returned con-
tinuously to the charge and succeeded in forcing the king to
promulgate the Statute of Nieszawa in 1454, with harsher
provisions than the Statute of Warta. Nevertheless, and this
fact is sufficient to show the fundamental difference which
existed in this sphere between Poland and Western Europe,
the most Draconian laws were not able to end Jewish usury.
Starting with 1455, we even witness a rebirth of the banking
trade mainly as a result of the immigration of Jews from
Moravia and Silesia, as well as from other countries. From



AFTER THE RENAISSANCE 185

1460 on, the records of Krakéw testify to such an extensive
revival of usurious transactions that this period is reminiscent of
the epoch of Levko and of Schmerlin. The richest banker is a
certain Fischel who had married the female banker Raschka of
Prague and who furnished funds to the Polish king, Casimir
Jagiello, as well as to his sons, the future kings Albrecht and
Alexander. Whereas the nobility of Western Europe, thanks to
the penetration of exchange economy and to an abundance of
money, succeeded in ridding itself everywhere of Jewish usury,
the persistence of feudal economy in Eastern Europe made the
nobility powerless on this terrain. Jewish banking survived all
proscriptions.

The backward state of the country also fettered the evolu-
tion which we have observed in the countries of Western Eu-
rope: the eviction of Jews from commerce and their confine-
ment within usury. The bourgeois class and the cities were
only beginning to develop. The struggle of the bourgeoisie
against the Jews remained in an embryonic state and did not
achieve any decisive results. The artisans, oppressed by Jewish
usury, joined ranks with the traders. Here also, the sooner a
province developed, the sooner arose conflicts with the Jews.
In 1403, at Krakdw, and in 1445 at Bochnia, artisans incite
massacres of Jews. But the struggles were only episodic and
nowhere ended with the elimination of the Jewish element.
On the contrary, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
their situation is only strengthened and Jewish commerce con-
tinues to flourish.

In the second half of the fourteenth century, we hear of a
“syndicate” of three Lemberg Jews, Schlomo, Czewja, and Jacob,
formed with a view to furnishing Italian merchandise to the
city council of Lemberg. At the beginning of the fifteenth
century, Jews are provisioners of the royal court. In 1456, the
starosta of Kamieniec Podolsky confiscates Oriental merchan-
dise worth six hundred marks from Jewish merchants coming
to Poland from the commercial centers of the Black Sea. The



186 CHAPTER FOUR

Byzantine and Italian Jews of Capha made numerous trips to
Poland. The Jew Caleph Judaeus of Capha passed great quantities
of Oriental goods through the customhouse of Lemberg. Even
after the destruction of the Italian colonies in the Black Sea (1475)
the Jews continued to maintain relations with the Orient. From
1467 on, the Jew David of Constantinople regularly supplied
Lemberg with Oriental goods. There is even mention of a re-
newal of the slave trade in Little Russia from 1440 to 1450. Rus-
sian law books recount an interesting fact in 1449: A slave be-
longing to a Jew Mordecai of Galicia having fled, his owner sues
in the courts for his return.

The Jewish merchants of Capha and Constantinople came
only to the great fairs of Lemberg and Lublin. To these also
came the Jews dispersed throughout the Russian and Polish
cities and market towns in order to purchase Oriental goods
and spread them throughout the districts which they inhabited.
These Jewish merchants traveled the roads running from
Lemberg and Lublin through Little and Greater Poland up to
the Silesian frontier.

The Jews also crossed this frontier and conducted a very
lively trade with Bohemia and Germany. Letters from 1588
inform us that hides and furs were brought from Krakéw to
Prague and that money was loaned at interest and against
pledges.

The fair of Lublin served as the commercial meeting place
between the Jewish merchants of Poland and of Lithuania. The
Jewish merchants exported hides, furs, timber, honey from
Lithuania, and at the Lublin fair they bought spices coming from
Turkey and manufactured goods originating in Western Europe.
Records of the city of Danzig mention Jewish merchants from
Lithuania who exported timber, wax, furs, hides, etc., during the
period 1423 to 1436.

The position of Lithuanian Judaism was still more favorable
than that of the Polish Jews. Until the Union of Lublin (Union
of Poland and Lithuania), the Lithuanian Jews enjoyed the same
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rights as the entire free population. In their hands lay big busi-
ness, banking, the customhouses, etc. The farming of taxes and
customs brought them great wealth. Their clothes glittered with
gold and they wore swords just like the gentry.

Records of the Lithuanian chancellery show that in the pe-
riod from 1463 to 1494 the Jews had leased almost all the cus-
toms offices of the Duchy of Lithuania: Bielek, Bryansk, Brchiczin,
Grodno, Kiev, Minsk, Novgorod, Zhitomir. Some documents from
the years 1488 and 1489 mention certain Jews of Trock and of
Kiev as exploiting the Grand Duke’s salt mines. In the same pe-
riod, we begin to meet Jews in the role of publicans, a profession
which in the Polish and Little Russian village goes hand in hand
with the trade of usury.

The strengthening of the anarchy of the nobles in Poland
necessarily affected the situation of the Jews. In the sixteenth
century, their position remains very solid but they pass more
and more from royal control to that of the large and small feu-
dal lords. The decline of the royal power makes its protection
less effective and the Jews themselves seek less brilliant but
surer protectors. King Sigismund complains to the sejm of
1539: “The aristocracy of our kingdom wants to monopolize
all the profits of the Jews inhabiting the market towns, villages,
and manors. It demands the right to judge them. To that we
reply: If the Jews themselves resign the privileges of an au-
tonomous jurisdiction which the kings our forefathers granted
them and which have also been confirmed by us, they do in
fact abandon our protection, and no longer drawing profit from
them, we have no reason whatever to impose our kindnesses
on them by force.”

It is obvious that if the Jews now declined these “kindnesses,”
it was because royalty no longer had any degree of real power in
this country dominated by the nobles.

In the sixteenth century, the situation of the Jews became
stronger. They received anew all the rights against which at-
tempts had been made in the preceding century. Their eco-



188 CHAPTER FOUR

nomic position improved. The growing power of the nobility
(Poland became an electoral kingdom in 1569) deprived them of
the protection of the kings, but the feudal lords did everything to
stimulate their economic activity. The traders, lenders at interest,
stewards of the noble manors, with their inns and breweries, were
extremely useful to the feudal lords who passed their time abroad
in luxury and idleness. “The small towns located on the estates of
the nobility were full of shops, of inns, of eating and drinking
places, as well as of artisans. The Jew enjoyed absolute freedom if
he only succeeded in ingratiating himself into the favor of his
lord or ‘Poritz.) 7"

The economic situation of the Jews was in general very good
but their subordinate position to the nobility sapped the basis of
the highly developed Jewish autonomy which had existed in
Poland. “Circumstances were such at that time that the Jews of
Poland could form a state within a state.”"

With their special religious, administrative, and juridical insti-
tutions, the Jews constituted a special class there enjoying a special
internal autonomy.

A decree of Sigismund August (1551) established the follow-
ing bases for the autonomy of the Jews of Great Poland: The Jews
had the right to choose, upon general agreement among them-
selves, rabbis and judges who were to administer them. The coer-
cive power of the State could be put at their disposal.

Each Jewish city or market town had a community council. In
large centers, the community council consisted of forty mem-
bers; in small ones, of ten members. The members of this council
were elected by a system of double voting.

The activity of the council was very extensive. It had to
raise taxes, administer the schools, institutions, decide eco-
nomic questions, engage in administering justice. The power
of each council, called a Kahal, extended to the Jews of the

13. Graetz, Popular History of the Jews (New York, 1919), vol. 5, p. 10.
14. Graetz, Popular History, vol. 5, p. 28.
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surrounding villages. The councils of the large cities had author-
ity over the small communities. In this way community unions
were created, the Galil.

We have already spoken of the Vaad Arba Aratzoth which was
the General Assembly of the Jewish councils of Poland (of four
countries, Great Poland, Little Poland [Krakéw], Podolia [Galicia-
Lemberg], and Volhynia), which met at regular intervals and con-
stituted a veritable parliament.

In the seventeenth century, the foundations of Jewish autonomy
began to rock. This coincided with the worsening of the situa-
tion of Polish Judaism as it began to feel the disagreeable effects
of the anarchy that Polish feudal society was passing through.
The partial change in the situation of the Jews, arising from the
lessening of royal authority, had as result the placing of the Jews
in greater contact than previously with the great mass of the
bonded population. The Jew, becoming the steward of the noble
or a publican, was hated by the peasants equally with or even
more than the lords, because he was the one who became the
principal instrument for their exploitation. This situation soon
led to terrible social explosions, above all in the Ukraine, where
the authority of the Polish nobility was weaker than in Poland.
The existence of vast steppes permitted the formation of Cos-
sack military colonies where fleeing peasants could prepare their
hour of vengeance.

“The Jewish steward strove to draw as much as possible from
the manors and to exploit the peasant as much as possible. The
Little Russian peasant bore a deep hatred for the Polish landed
proprietor, in his double role as foreigner and noble. But he
hated even more, perhaps, the Jewish steward with whom he
was in continuous contact and in whom he saw at one and the
same time the detestable representative of the lord and a ‘non-
Christian’ who was foreign to him both by his religion and his
way of life.””

15. Graetz



190 CHAPTER FOUR

The tremendous Cossack revolt of Chmielnicki in 1648 re-
sults in completely erasing seven hundred Jewish communities
from the face of the earth. At the same time the revolt demon-
strates the extreme feebleness of the anarchic Polish kingdom
and prepares its dismemberment. From 1648 on, Poland never
ceases to be the prey to invasions and domestic troubles.

With the end of the old feudal state of things in Poland the
privileged position of Judaism is likewise finished. Massacres deci-
mate it; the anarchy which rules the country makes any normal
economic activity impossible.

The worsening of the situation of the Jews weakens the old
ideological bases of Judaism. Poverty and persecution create a
propitious terrain for the development of mysticism. Study of
the Kabbala begins to replace that of the Talmud. Messianic move-
ments like that of Sabbatai Zebi take on a certain dimension.

It is also interesting to recall the conversion of Frank and his
adherents to Christianity. “The Frankists demanded that they be
given a special territory because they did not want to exploit the
peasants and live from usury and the exploitation of taverns. They
preferred to work the land.”"

These movements did not take on very great dimensions be-
cause the position of Judaism was not as yet definitely compro-
mised. It is only toward the close of the eighteenth century that
Polish feudal society really begins to cave in under the combined
blows of internal anarchy, economic decay, and foreign interven-
tion. It is then that the problems of emigration and of passing
over to other professions (“productivization”) begin to be posed
for Judaism.

16. Graetz
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Evolution of the Jewish problem in the
nineteenth century

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the immense ma-
jority of Jews was concentrated in the backward countries of
Eastern Europe. In Poland at the time of the partition of the
country there were over a million Jews. According to the Rus-

sian census of 1818, the social composition of Eastern Judaism
was the following:

BUSINESSMEN ARTISANS FARMERS
Ukraine 86.5% 12.1% 1.4%
Lithuania 86.6% 10.8% 2.6%
and White Russia
Together 86.5% 11.6% 1.9%

The percentage of artisans and farmers indicates the begin-
ning of the social differentiation of Judaism. But in a general way,
the structure of Eastern Judaism had not yet undergone any im-
portant changes; it remained what it had been for many centu-
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ries. Certain travelers’ stories by soldiers who participated in the
Russian campaign of Napoleon constitute invaluable testimony
relative to the life of the Jews at the beginning of the nineteenth
century. “Many of them,” says von Furtenbach, “farm out and
manage seignorial manors and exploit taverns. Everything is in
their hands. They lend money to lords and peasants and they go
to purchase merchandise at Leipzig.”' Another soldier, the French-
man Puybusque, in his Lettres sur la guerre en Russie (Paris, 1818),
supplies interesting information on the role of the Jews in the
economic life of the country: “They were the intermediaries
between the peasants and the lords. The lords farmed out the
taverns to them and compelled them to sell only drinks made in
their manors. On the occasion of festivals, baptisms, burials, mar-
riages, the peasants were compelled to buy at least a bucket of
whiskey. The Jews sold them on credit but exacted heavy interest.
They intervened in all the commercial operations of the country.
They were also bankers.” The author relates that constant busi-
ness relations linked the Polish Jews to their brothers in Ger-
many. They had their own postal service and were informed about
stock exchange quotations everywhere in Europe.?

The author of Journey of the Moscovite Officer V. Bronevsky from
Trieste to Constantinople in 1810 states: “Poland should in all jus-
tice be called a Jewish kingdom. . .. The cities and towns are
primarily inhabited by them. Rarely will you find a village with-
out Jews. Jewish taverns mark out all the main roads. . . . Apart
from some rare manors which are administered by the lords them-
selves, all the others are farmed out or pledged to the Jews.They
possess enormous capitals and no one can get along without their
help. Only some few very rich lords are not plunged up to the
neck in debt with the Jews.”” “The Jews in the villages,” writes

1. Friedrich von Furtenbach, Krieg gegen Russland und Russische Gefangenschaft
(Leipzig, 1912), pp. 101, 204.

2. Yivo Studies in History (Wilno, 1937), vol. 2, p. 521.

3. Quoted by W. Dubnow in “On the Economic History of the Jews in
Russia,” Writings on Economics and Statistics (Yiddish). J. Lestschinsky, ed.
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Kamanine in L’archive de la russie méridionale et occidentale, ““restrict
themselves to farming [leasing] mills, liquor shops and taverns.
There is hardly a village without its Jewish ‘farmer.’ Such is the
extent of this that the census often confuses the idea of farmer
with that of Jew and links the profession to the nationality or to
the religion. Instead of writing ‘there is no Jew in the village,;
they write: ‘there is no “farmer” in the village’ ™

Nevertheless, while believing that they were describing the
present, these various authors were no longer painting anything,
but the past. The secular situation of Judaism in Eastern Europe
was, very slowly it is true, being swept away in the current of
capitalist economy. Even before substituting itself for the old, the
new regime was breaking it. The decay of feudalism preceded its
replacement by new capitalist forms. “The numerical growth of
the Jews demanded new and greater means of subsistence while
the old economic positions were vanishing. . . . The Jews,adapted
for centuries to a natural economy, felt the ground slipping be-
neath their feet. . . . In that earlier undeveloped economy they
had been the middlemen and had held a virtual monopoly of
trade. . . . The process of capitalization in Russia and in Poland
now led the landed proprietors to attend personally to various
branches of production and to drive the Jews out of them. Only
a small section of rich Jews could find a favorable field of action
in this new situation.”>

On the other hand, the immense majority of Jews, consisting
of petty merchants, publicans, and peddlers, suffered greatly from
this new state of things. The old trade centers of the feudal epoch
declined. New industrial and commercial cities supplanted the
small towns and fairs. A native bourgeoisie began to develop.

“The economic situation of the Jewish masses had become so

(Berlin, 1928), vol. 1, p. 92

4. Quoted by Jacob Lestschinsky, The Development of the Jewish People in the
Last One Hundred Years (Yiddish) (Berlin, 1928), p. 55.

5. S.B. Weinryb, Neueste Wirtschaftsgeschichte der Juden in Russland und Polen
(Breslau, 1934), pp. 5-8.
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critical, even before the partition of Poland, that questions of the
transformation of the social structure of the Jews and of their
emigration became posed automatically””® Emigration was pos-
sible in this period only within the boundaries of the states into
which Poland had been divided. The Jewish masses strove to leave
the decadent and backward regions of the former aristocratic
kingdom with the continually declining possibilities for subsis-
tence, in order to seek new occupations in the more developed
sections of the empires which had inherited Poland. As early as
1776 and 1778 several Polish Jewish communities ask the Rus-
sian government for permission to emigrate to Russia. “At the
beginning of the nineteenth century, a large stream of emigra-
tion is going from former Poland towards Russia.””” The same
was true of the regions annexed by Prussia and Austria. The Jews
headed for Berlin, for Vienna, for all the centers in which the
pulse of a new economic life was beating, where commerce and
industry offered them vast openings. “Jewish emigration from
Podolia, Volhynia, White Russia and Lithuania, towards Russia,
that of Posnan and Polish Jews to England and even to America,
all prove that the Jews of Eastern Europe were looking for coun-
tries of immigration as early as the first half of the nineteenth
century.”™

This desire for expatriation went hand in hand with at-
tempts to make the Jews into “useful citizens,” to adapt them
to the new situation by making them artisans and farmers.
The Polish “Great Sejm” of 178488, already had the prob-
lem of the “productivization” of the Jews on its agenda.’ All
the governments which had inherited a section of Polish Juda-
ism considered its social structure as an anomaly. Attempts were
made to transform the Jews into factory workers. Premiums were
granted both to artisans who hired Jewish apprentices and to

Lestschinsky, Development of the Jewish People, p. 25.
Lestschinsky, Development of the Jewish People, p. 28.
Lestschinsky, Development of the Jewish People, p. 29.
Lestschinsky, Development of the Jewish People, p. 30.
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the Jews who became apprentices."

Thousands of Jews were also colonized in certain regions of
Russia. Tsar Alexander I encouraged this colonization. Despite
great difficulties at the start, these villages succeeded in becom-
ing acclimated in the long run.

“Two processes characterize the development of the Jewish
people in the course of the last century: the process of emigra-
tion and the process of social differentiation. . . . The decay of
the feudal system and of feudal property and the rapid growth of
capitalism in Central and Eastern Europe created new sources
for subsistence, but in a far greater measure they destroyed their
positions as intermediaries, by which the greatest part of the Jewish
people lived. These processes forced the Jewish masses to change
their living places as well as their social appearance; forced them
to seek a new place in the world and a new occupation in
society.”"!

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the process of
“productivization” is still only in its opening phase. On the one
hand, the decline of feudal economy is proceeding rather slowly
and the Jews are still able to hang on to their old positions for a
long time; on the other hand, the development of capitalism is
still clothed in quite primitive forms and a great number of Jews
find a vast field for occupations in trade and in artisanry.”” They
played a role as very active commercial agents for young capital-
ist industry and contributed to the capitalization of agriculture.

10. Lestschinsky, Development of the Jewish People, pp. 32-34.

11. Lestschinsky, Development of the Jewish People, p. 1.

12. The struggle between “Haskalah” (the movement for emancipation) and
orthodoxy, between those who wanted to transform the economic life of
Judaism as well as its cultural life as against the supporters of old traditions,
is a reflection of the antagonism between the new Jewish bourgeoisie
profiting from capitalist development and tending towards complete as-
similation and the old feudal layers attached to their ancient mode of ex-
istence. This struggle continues throughout the entire course of the nine-
teenth century and ends in the defeat of the assimilationists. This defeat is
due not so much to the solidity of the old economic forms as to the
fragility of the new ones.
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In general we may consider that Jewish penetration into
capitalist society took place up to the end of the nineteenth
century. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, however,
substantial masses of Jews were compelled to leave Eastern
Europe.

The annual average of Jewish emigration was:

1830 to 1870 4,000 to 5,000
1871 to 1880 8,000 to 10,000
1881 to 1900 50,000 to 60,000
1901 to 1914 150,000 to 160,000

During the first period, which extends up to 1870, we witness
primarily an internal migration directed towards the great cities.
From 1830 to 1870, when annual emigration did not exceed
7,000, the Jewish people increased from 3,281,000 to 7,763,000.
Consequently, this substantial natural increase was in the main
absorbed within the countries inhabited by the Jews. But what
an extraordinary change takes place, beginning with 1881 and
even more so after 1901, when Jewish emigration reaches the
truly impressive figure of 150,000 to 160,000 per annum! What
were the causes for this change?

The process of capitalization of Russian economy was accel-
erated by the reform of 1863. Agriculture began to produce in-
creasingly for the market. The bonds of serfdom and of feudal
restrictions became looser; social differentiation progressed rap-
idly in the village. A section of peasants became transformed into
well-to-do farmers; another section became proletarianized. Capi-
talization of agriculture had as effect the opening of an impor-
tant domestic market for means of production (machines, etc.)
and for articles of consumption.

Capitalist production in agriculture means in effect the fol-
lowing: (1) division of labor within agriculture due to the spe-
cialization of its branches; (2) a growing demand for manufac-
tured products by the enriched peasants and by the proletarianized
mass, which has only its labor power to sell and must purchase its
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subsistence; (3) agricultural production for the market necessi-
tates a more and more extensive use of machines, and this devel-
ops industry in the means of production; (4) growth in produc-
tion of the means of production brings with it a continuous
increase of the proletarian mass in the cities, and this contributes
also to enlarging the market for means of consumption.

These vast possibilities within the domestic market gave the
Jewish masses, crowded out of their former economic posi-
tions, the opportunity to integrate themselves into capitalist
economy. Workshops and small industries experienced a great
expansion.

Whereas the non-Jewish blacksmith or peasant found his way
into the factory or the mine, the Jewish proletarianized masses
flowed into small industries producing consumers goods."

But there is a fundamental difference between the transfor-
mation of the peasant or blacksmith into a steelworker and the
transformation of a Jewish merchant into an artisan or garment
worker. Capitalist development of the branches of heavy indus-
try is accompanied by a change in the material conditions of produc-
tion. Not only do the means of production change their desti-
nation but they also change their form. The primitive tool
becomes the perfected modern machine. The same is not true
of the means of consumption. Clothing, whether it be pro-
duced for the maker’s own use or for the local or world market,
does not change its appearance. The same is not true of the
tool which is transformed into the ever increasingly perfected
machine and which requires the investment of increasingly greater
capital.

In order to undertake the manufacture of machines, it is nec-
essary, from the very beginning, to have a large capital. This is
explained, especially in the beginning, by the length of the working
period, the “number of inter-related working days that are re-
quired, in a particular line of business, to complete a finished

13. This process is analyzed later in the chapter.
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product.”" “According to the longer or shorter duration of the
working period that the specific nature of the product or the
useful effect to be attained demands for its production, a steady
additional expenditure of circulating capital is required (wages,
raw materials and ancillaries). . . "

It is for this reason that from its very beginning production of
the means of production has taken place in the capitalist form of
large factories, whereas the production of means of consumption
can continue to be carried out in the same artisan workshops as
before.

It is only much later that the great factory crowds out the
workshop and its outmoded methods of work in this latter
sphere as well. This follows upon the invention of perfected
machines which then invade the sector of the means of con-
sumption. It is, consequently, the growth of fixed capital which
here plays a dominant role." In this way conditions of produc-
tion in these two main sectors of economy are brought to the
same level. “The fact that a steam engine gives up some value bit
by bit each day to the yarn, the product of a discrete labour
process, while it gives up value over three months to a locomo-
tive, the product of a continuous act of production, in no way
alters the outlay of capital needed to acquire the steam en-
gine. . . . In both cases, the steam engine is renewed only after
some twenty years.”"

The liberation of the peasants in Russia had created a big
market for manufactured products. Instead of an economy still
largely feudal, the production of exchange values becomes es-
tablished. Russia begins to become the granary of Europe. Cit-
1es, centers of trade and industry, rapidly develop. The Jews leave

14. Marx, Capital, vol. 2, p. 308.

15. Marx, Capital, vol. 2, p. 309.

16. The long persistence of the system of home industry has its basis in the
slightness of the fixed capital which it requires. See Weber, General Eco-
nomic History, p. 160).

17. Marx, Capital, vol. 2, p. 308.
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the small towns en masse in order to settle in the great urban
centers, where they contribute heavily to the development of
trade and artisan industry (means of consumption). In 1900, out
of twenty-one important cities in Poland, Jews are an absolute
majority in eleven of them. Migration of the Jews into the large
cities is accompanied by a social differentiation which shakes the
traditional bases of Judaism.

But the development of the means of production sector brings
about a mechanization of agriculture and light industry. Machines
begin to compete fiercely with the small Jewish artisan work-
shops. Towards the end of the last century, a great mass of non-
Jewish workers migrates to the great cities where the rhythm of
increase in the Jewish population is falling off and even coming
to a complete halt.” Jewish artisan industries, which developed
because of the expansion of the domestic market, succumb for
the most part because of the mechanization and modernization
of industry.

It was difficult for the Jewish artisan to compete with the peas-
ant masses flowing in from the country, who had a very low
standard of living and were accustomed to hard physical labor
from earliest times. Of course, in some places Jewish workers,
surmounting all difficulties, also found a place in mechanized
industries, but for the most part they had to take the path of exile
at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth
century. The process of transformation of the Jewish precapitalist
merchant into a craft worker is crossed by another process, that
of the elimination of the Jewish worker by the machine."”

18. “In the nineteenth century, the increase in the Jewish population in the
cities of Poland was greater than that of the non-Jewish population. To-
wards the end of the last century, in the period when large-scale industry
was created and when great masses of non-Jewish workers migrated to the
cities, the rhythm of Jewish population increase slowed down and in places
the movement came to a complete halt.” World Jewish Congress (Eco-
nomic Bureau), La situation économique des juifs dans le monde (Paris, 1938),
pp- 215-16.

19. A similar phenomenon can also be seen in the rural sphere.“In the locali-
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This last process influences the first. The Jewish masses, crowded
out of the small towns are no longer able to become proletarian-
ized and are forced to emigrate. Herein, in large part lies the
explanation of the enormous growth in Jewish emigration at the
end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century.
Whereas dissolution of the old feudal economy and creation of
the domestic market had similar effects on the Jewish and non-
Jewish masses, industrial mechanization and concentration pro-
duced opposite results. From that also arise certain different ten-
dencies in Jewish emigration from those of general emigration.
Jewish emigration is relatively late and continues to increase,
whereas the reverse is often the case for general emigration. For
example, in Germany annual emigration, which fluctuated be-
tween 100,000 and 200,000 persons from 1880 to 1892, never
exceeded 20,000 at the beginning of the twentieth century. This
heavy drop in German emigration is explained by the tremen-
dous economic development of Germany in this period.

The phenomenon of the elimination of the Jews from indus-
try leads us quite naturally to the subject of the Jewish prole-
tariat.

The confinement of the Jewish working class in consumer
goods industries undoubtedly constitutes one of the most re-
markable phenomena of the economic and social structure of
the Jewish people. The fact that a tiny number of Jewish work-
ers is involved in the initial phases of industrial production,
whereas their percentage in the final phases is extremely high,
strikingly characterizes what has become known as the Jewish
anomaly. This economic base of the Jewish proletariat is not
alone weak in itself; it is also continually contracted by techno-
logical development. The Jewish workers not only suffer the

ties where agricultural capitalism is most highly developed, this process of
the introduction of wage-labour along with the introduction of machines is
intersected by another process, namely, the ousting of wage-workers by
the machine.” Lenin, “The Development of Capitalism in Russia,” Col-
lected Works (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1960-70), vol. 3, p. 232.
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inconveniences inherent in craft industry, notably social weak-
ness, seasonal employment, sharpening exploitation and bad work-
ing conditions, but they are increasingly driven out of their eco-
nomic positions.

Capitalist economy is characterized by the uninterrupted
growth of constant capital at the expense of variable capital, or to
put this another way, by the increase in the importance of capital
constituted by means of production and the decrease in the im-
portance of capital which buys the form of labor. This economic
process produces the familiar phenomena of elimination of the
worker by the machine, of annihilation of the artisan workshop
by the factory and of a decrease in the specific weight of the
section of the class producing consumers’ goods relative to the
other section which is engaged in the manufacture of means of
production.

Ofticial economics thus characterizes this process:

“The one certain fact—and it is a very important one—is that
the economic evolution of the past hundred or hundred and fifty
years has operated in the direction of the increase in relative im-
portance of fixed capital and the decrease in relative importance
of circulating capital.”

The more primitive man is the more important is the work
which allows him to satisfy his immediate needs. But the more
humanity progresses, the more it turns first towards the tool, and
later towards the machine which enormously increases its pro-
ductive power. First the tool is an appendage to man, then man
becomes an appendage to the tool.

This recollection of a rather well-known economic process
serves but to underline its decisive importance in the specific situ-
ation of the Jewish working class and allows us to proceed imme-
diately to our subject. The question which becomes posed im-
mediately and which has not up to now received any attention is
to find the historic cause or causes for this state of things.

20. Ansiaux, Traité d’économie politique, vol. 1, p. 137.
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In the substantial study dedicated to Jewish economy at the
beginning of the nineteenth century which was undertaken by
Lestschinsky in his book The Development of the Jewish People in
the Last 100 Years, he writes as follows on the professional com-
position of Jewish and non-Jewish artisans in this period:

“The most superficial glance over this comparative statistical
material is sufficient to note that those trades were in the hands
of Jewish artisans which had the smallest chance of going over to
factory production, whereas, precisely to the contrary, the pro-
fessions most adapted to this transformation were widespread
among non-Jewish artisans. In Galicia, non-Jews constituted 99.6
percent of the metalworkers, 99.2 percent of the weavers, 98.2
percent of the blacksmiths, 98.1 percent of the spinners (whereas,
in sharp contrast, 94.3 percent of the tailors and 70.0 percent of
the furriers were Jews). These first four trades were the labor
foundation on which the textile and metallurgical industries were
later constructed. Without these trained workers which large-
scale industry inherited from artisanry, the birth of these indus-
tries would have been impossible. . . . It is in this historic fact
that the fundamental cause may lie for the weak penetration of
large-scale industry by the Jews. It was no more than natural that
the first workers’ cadres in the metallurgical and textile plants
should consist exclusively of non-Jews. And these compact masses
of non-Jewish workers certainly had a natural attractive force for
the non-Jewish populations which were closer to them from the
religious, national, and psychological point of view, whereas, on
the other hand, they repelled the Jewish mass which has remained
foreign to them in every way up to this day.”'

Lestschinsky’s explanation contributes to clarifying the prob-
lem with which we are engaged and shows us the first immediate
cause for the specific professional structure of the Jewish working
class. But in its turn, it places before us a new problem, or rather
raises the old one to a new level. If we now clearly see the present

21. Lestschinsky, Development of the Jewish People, p. 60.
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Jewish worker as a descendant of the eighteenth century artisan,
we must still find an explanation of the different professional
composition of Jewish and non-Jewish artisans in that period.
Why were the former primarily tailors and the non-Jewish arti-
sans blacksmiths? Why were the latter to be found in trades linked
with production, and the former confined to clothing, producing
consequently for consumption? To pose the question in this way is
practically to resolve it.

Natural economy which ruled Eastern Europe in this period
was characterized by the almost exclusive production of use val-
ues and implied an almost complete absence of the division of
labor (into trades).

Each family was self-sufficient or practically so, producing ev-
erything necessary for the satisfaction of its needs. Here is how
Vandervelde describes this state of affairs:

“Each family is sufficient to itself or practically so: it is lodged
in a house made of timber coming from the nearest forest, and
obtains straw and mortar right on the spot. It warms itself exclu-
sively and primarily with turf, heather, furze, dead wood gath-
ered in the vicinity. It spins, weaves, transforms flax and hemp of
its own harvesting into clothes; it feeds itself with its own wheat,
potatoes, vegetables . . . it bakes its bread, makes its wine . . . or
beer, dries its own tobacco, exchanges its eggs and butter against
rare goods which it secures from without: candles, oil, ironware,
etc. In short, it produces almost everything which it consumes
and consumes all that it produces, selling only what is strictly
necessary to meet very limited money expenses.”*

The same could be said, with very little correction, regarding
the feudal manor.

It is readily understandable that while such an economic sys-
tem does not absolutely exclude professional specialization, the
few trades that find a place within it are the products of quite
exceptional conditions.

22. Emile Vandervelde, L'exode rural et le retour aux champs (Paris, 1903), p. 70.
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“We should consider the labors of the blacksmith and the potter
as the first which rose to special professions because they de-
manded from the very beginning more skill and more special-
ized working equipment. Even among nomad peoples, special
artisans devoted themselves to the iron trade.””

It is therefore easy to understand that even in the era of natu-
ral economy, the trades of blacksmith and of weaver* were spread
throughout the villages and abounded in the cities, which, in
Eastern Europe, were almost exclusively military and administra-
tive centers.

“In Galicia, in Bucovina, in many parts of Hungary, R omania,
and Transylvania, as among the Yugoslav peoples, there were up
to recent times no artisans other than blacksmiths.”*

Non-Jewish artisanry in Eastern Europe was therefore the product of
special causes which, in a society based on natural and not exchange
economy, nevertheless requires an exchange of services.

Completely different was the point of departure of Jewish
artisanry. It was born in the specific conditions of the small Jewish town
and produced for that town.

But whoever speaks of the small Jewish town of the eigh-
teenth century speaks of an agglomeration of small traders,
publicans, bankers, and intermediaries of all sorts.”

23. A.Menes,*“Craft Industry among the Jews in Biblical and Talmudic Times,”
Whitings on Economics and Statistics (Yiddish), J. Lestschinsky, editor (Berlin,
1928), vol. 1, p. 65.

24. The trade of weaver, like that of the blacksmith, demanded a special pro-
fessional formation and eatly became separated from household economy.
The weaver in the feudal era is a traveler who moves from one place to
another, from one village to another, in pursuing his trade

25. Ansiaux, Trait d’économie politique.

26. All the Jews did not live in small towns, far from it, but their social role in
the large cities or in the village was the same as in the small town. The
latter, however, by its specific aspect, best characterized this social role.
According to a governmental census in 1818, in the Ukraine and Byelorussia:

86.5 percent of the Jews were traders;
11.6 percent of the Jews were artisans;
1.9 percent of the Jews were farmers.
In Galicia, in 1820, 81 percent of the traders were Jews.
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The Jewish artisan therefore did not work for the peasant pro-
ducers, but for the merchants, the banker intermediaries. It is here
that we must seek the fundamental cause for the specific profes-
sional structure of the Jewish proletariat and of its ancestor, Jew-
ish artisanry. The non-Jewish artisan did not produce articles of
consumption for the peasant because, as we have seen, the latter
was sufficient to himself in this regard. But that was precisely the
principal occupation of the Jewish artisan, his clientele being
composed of men devoted to trade in money and in goods, thus
nonproducers by definition. Alongside of the peasant, we find
the non-Jewish blacksmith artisan; close to the money man, we
find the Jewish tailor.”

The professional difference existing between the Jewish and non-Jew-
ish artisans therefore derives in the last analysis from the difference in
their spheres of activity.

It goes without saying that this explanation is necessarily sche-
matic and like all schemas allows us to understand phenomena in
their general aspect but cannot present the diversity of real life
with complete exactness. But to try to reflect the latter with
exactness and in detail would mean in turn to make it difficult to
understand the general processes which derive from it. Sociol-
ogy is therefore compelled to make a complete and continuous
circuit: from reality to theoretical schema and the reverse. Those
who reproach this method for not reflecting the entire diversity
of life, have not completely understood this dialectical interde-
pendence.

It should also be noted that the struggles which broke out in
certain periods between Jewish and non-Jewish artisans appear
to have been provoked by the encroachment of one section of arti-
sans upon the sphere of activity of another and should not be
attributed to some alleged national competition which was sim-
ply inconceivable in the feudal epoch because it is prior to the

27. Certain crafts, close to trade, were also often exercised by Jews. Such was
the goldsmith’s craft.
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formation of nations. “Nationality” is “a sentiment unknown to
the heterogeneous society of the Middle Ages.”*

By way of illustration, we quote this passage from an ancient
chronicle of Prague, the Ramschackie Chronik of 1491:“Jews were
forbidden to do work for Christians but they were all free to
work for Jewish clients.”

The city council of Prague also complains in the same period:
“that the Jews pay no attention to the old privileges and ordi-
nances whereby they are forbidden to work for Christians.” “At
Posen,” states Graetz, “Jews were allowed to engage in certain
trades, like that of tailoring, but only to satisfy their own needs
and not for Christians.”

It seems to me that we have thus traversed the causal chain
leading from the present-day economic structure of the Jewish
proletariat back to its origins. It is complete in this sense that it
brings us back to the social problem of a more general order,
which has already been explored: that of the social and economic
function of the Jews in the precapitalist era.

28. Pirenne, Belgian Democracy, p. 143.



SIX

Contradictory trends in the Jewish problem
during the period of the rise of capitalism

The French Revolution put the finishing touches to the
course of the economic and social evolution of Judaism in
Western Europe.The development of industrial capitalism will
speed up the penetration of the Jews into the ranks of the
bourgeoisie and their cultural assimilation. The triumphant
march of the Napoleonic armies was the signal for Jewish
emancipation everywhere. Napoleonic policy reflected the will
of bourgeois society to assimilate the Jews completely. But in
the regions still ruled by the feudal system, important diffi-
culties surged across the road to emancipation. Thus, contrary
to the Jews of Bordeaux, completely absorbed into the bour-
geois class, the Alsatian Jews were little differentiated from their
ancestors of the Middle Ages. The peasant riots against Jewish
usury compelled Napoleon to promulgate exceptional laws
against Alsatian Judaism. Bourgeois juridical norms proved in-
applicable to a feudal state of society. The same was true of
Poland where formal legality for all citizens before the law
introduced by Napoleon was not applicable to Jews “for a

207
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period of ten years”—as the face-saving formula put it. It is
necessary to add that the great mass of Polish Jews, led by fanati-
cal rabbis, was resolutely opposed to emancipation. Except for a
small layer of wealthy bourgeois, the Polish Jews in no way felt
the need for civil equality.

But in general, from the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury, Western Judaism enters on the road of complete assimi-
lation. By the end of the eighteenth century, one half of the
Jews of Berlin had become converted to Christianity in a pe-
riod of thirty years. Those who remained faithful to the Jew-
ish religion vigorously denied that they formed a distinct na-
tion. “Without a land, without a state, without a language, there
can be no nation, and that is why Judaism long ago ceased to
constitute a nation,” said Riesser, one of the representatives of
the German Jews in the first half of the nineteenth century.'
“We are Germans, and Germans only, in whatever concerns
nationality,” a Jewish professor of Berlin wrote somewhat later,
in 1879.

Contrary to Western Europe, where their assimilation was fa-
vored by capitalism, in Eastern Europe capitalism uprooted the
Jews from their secular economic positions. Thus, by provoking a
flow of Jews towards the West with its left hand, it was destroying
the accomplishments of its right hand. Waves of Eastern Jews
continuously flowed towards the Western countries and instilled
new life into the moribund body of Judaism.”

“Our great popular masses of the East, who are still rooted in
Jewish tradition, or at least live in its atmosphere, form a barrier

1. S.M. Dubnow, Die Neueste Geschichte des Jiidischen Volkes (Berlin, 1920-24),
vol. 2, p. 42.

2. “The flow of Eastern Jews into Western Europe stopped and probably
saved the Western Jews from the complete disappearance which was inevi-
table.” Lestschinsky, Development of the Jewish People, p. 9.

“Without immigration from Eastern Europe, the small Jewish commu-
nities of England, France and Belgium would probably have lost entirely
their Jewish character. Also German Jewry. . . ” Ruppin, Jews in the Modern
World, p. 63
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to the disappearance of Western Judaism. . . . Western Judaism no
longer exists save as a reflection of Eastern Judaism.”

In order to understand the importance of the immigration of
Jews from Eastern Europe, it is sufficient to recall that in Vienna,
at the beginning of the nineteenth century, there were only sev-
eral hundred Jews, and that in the twentieth century, their num-
ber reached 176,000.

The massive emigration of Jews to Western Europe and mainly
to America went hand in hand with a complete transformation
of the territorial structure of Judaism. We know that the advance
of capitalism was accompanied by an enormous extension of urban
developments. From the middle of the nineteenth century on,
the great centers of commercial and industrial life became a pow-
erful attractive pole for the Jews.

The concentration of the Jewish masses in great cities was
as obvious in the countries of immigration as in the regions
from which the Jews originated. The Jews en masse forsook
the little towns which had for centuries been the centers of
their economic life and flowed either into the commercial
and industrial cities of Poland and Russia, or towards the
great cities of the Western world—Vienna, London, Berlin,
Paris, and New York. “Far into the nineteenth century the
greater part of world Jewry inhabited Eastern Europe, where
in the absence of good means of communication small towns
continued to offer opportunities to traders [and] during that pe-
riod the Jews lived predominantly in small towns. . . . According
to a statistical survey of the Polish provinces of Kiev, Volhynia,
and Podolia, made in the second half of the eighteenth cen-
tury, there were in every village, on the average, seven Jewish
inhabitants, i.e., one Jewish family. But there were innumer-
able villages and very few towns; in East Galicia, therefore,
27.0 percent of the Jewish population lived in villages, and in
West Galicia, even 43.1 percent. . . . Similar conditions pre-

3. Jacob Klatzkin, Probleme des Modernen Judentum (Berlin, 1918), p. 46.
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vailed in a few German states, for instance, in Hesse and
Baden.™

This condition underwent a decisive change in the twentieth
century. Substantial Jewish masses became concentrated in the
urban centers of the world.

In Russia, between 1847 and 1926, the Jewish population
in communities numbering more than ten thousand multi-
plied eightfold. In 1847, there were only three Jewish com-
munities comprising more than ten thousand people in the
entire Russian Empire. There were twenty-eight of these in
1897 and thirty-eight in 1926 (in the old territory of Holy
Ruussia).

The percentage of Russian Jews living in large communities
was:

1847 5.0%
1897 28.2%
1926 50.2%

Here are the corresponding figures for Germany:

1850 6.0%
1880 32.0%
1900 61.3%

More than three-quarters of American Jews are presently
living in communities of more than 10,000 persons. The tre-
mendous Jewish agglomerations of New York (2,000,000),
Warsaw (300,000 to 500,000), Paris, London, etc., bear wit-
ness to the fact that the Jews have become the “greatest ur-
ban people in the world.”The concentration of the Jewish masses
in the great cities undoubtedly constitutes one of the most im-

4. Ruppin, Jews in the Modern World, pp. 31-33.
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portant phenomena of Jewish life in the modern capitalist
epoch.

We have already examined the difference between Jewish
emigration up to 1880 and the exodus after that date. Up to
1880, the states inhabited by the Jews still offered vast possibili-
ties for penetration into capitalist economy; migration was pri-
marily internal. After this date, events are precipitous: feudal
economy is smashed to bits and with it goes the ruin of the
artisan branches of capitalism in which the Jews are very widely
represented. The Jews begin to forsake their countries of origin
in great masses.

“Between 1800 and 1880 the number of Jews in the United
States, the main destination of Jewish emigrants, rose from a few
thousands to 230,000—which points to an average yearly immi-
gration of about 2,000; between 1881 and 1899, the yearly aver-
age reached 30,000 and between 1900 and 1914, 100,000. Add-
ing the emigration to other overseas countries (Canada, the
Argentine, South Africa, Palestine, etc.) and to Central and West-
ern Europe, the total Jewish emigration from Eastern Europe
during the years 1800 to 1880 must be put at about 250,000, i.e.
a yearly average of about 3,000; for 1881-99, at 1,000,000 and a
yearly average of about 50,000; and for 1900-1914 at 2,000,000,
and an average of 135,000. Percentually these figures place the
East European Jews first among emigrant nations; about the middle
of the period 1881-1914, their number in Russia, Galicia, and
Romania amounted to about 6.5 million, and measured by that
figure, the emigrants formed about 46 percent. The correspond-
ing Italian rate, which is otherwise the highest in Europe, was
only 15 percent after the re-emigrants have been deducted—
these were numerous among the Italians, but very few among
the Jews.”

5. Ruppin, Jews in the Modern World, p. 45.
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This great emigration was favored by the high birthrate of the
Jews. Their number in the world rose as follows:

1825 3,281,000 1900 10,602,500
1850 4,764,500 1925 14,800,500
1880 7,663,000

Between 1825 and 1925, the number of Jews multiplied five
times, a rate of increase one and a half times larger than that of
the population of Europe.

“The number of Jews must certainly exceed 18 million at the
present time. It is important to note that despite the high emi-
gration figures, not only has the number of Jews in Eastern Eu-
rope not decreased but it has even greatly increased.” “Judaism in
Eastern Europe sent abroad almost four million persons in the
course of the last thirty-five years and yet not only has the num-
ber of Jews in Eastern Europe not diminished during this period
but it has greatly increased; it has gone from less than six to eight
millions.”

Emigration contributed to the social differentiation of Juda-
ism, a process which had made rapid progress in the course of the
nineteenth century.

At least 90 percent of the Jews were agents and merchants at
the beginning of the capitalist era. In the twentieth century, we
can consider that in America we have almost two million Jewish
proletarians, who are almost 40 percent of all the economically
active Jews.

6. “‘Yiddishe Economic (Wilno, January—February 1938), p. 11.
7. The percentage of employees and workers was:

EncLann  77.0%  (1923) France  48.0%  (1906)

USA  75.0% (1920) PoLanp  24.8%  (1921)

Betcium  73.0%  (1910) Russia  15.0%  (1925)
GERMANY  62.0%  (1907) Jews  35.8%
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Here is the professional division for all Jews in 1932:

TRADE (INCLUDING TRANSPORTATION,

6,100,000 (38.6%)

AMUSEMENT, BANKING)

I

NPUSTRY 5 950,000 (36.4%)

(INCLUDING MINING AND ARTISANRY)
LIBERAL PROFESSIONS AND ADMINISTRATION 1,000,000 (6.3%)
AGRICULTURE 625,000 (4.0%)
PART-TIME WORKERS AND DOMESTICS 325,000 (2.0%)
NO TRADE (LIVING FROM INCOMES, PENSIONS, 2,000,000 (12.7%)

OR CHARITY)

15,800,000

The number of Jewish workers, relatively low in the back-
ward countries like Poland where it reaches about 25 percent
of all persons economically active, reaches 46 percent in America.
The professional structure of the Jewish working class still dif-
fers greatly from that of the proletariats of other peoples. Thus
white collar workers form 30 to 36 percent of all Jewish wage
earners, which is a proportion three to four times as great as
among other nations. Agricultural workers, practically com-
pletely missing among the Jews, constitute from 15 to 25 per-
cent of non-Jewish workers. Sixty to 70 percent of the Jews
employed in industry are in reality worker-artisans (in Eastern
Europe 80 percent of the proletarians work in shops and not in
factories) whereas among the workers of other nationalities, 75
to 80 percent are factory workers. Finally, the Jewish workers
are employed primarily in branches of consumer goods; non-
Jewish workers in the same branches form only a small per-
centage of the proletariat as a whole.

Comparative statistics of the professional division of Jewish and
“Aryan” workers will permit of an easier grasp of this phenomenon.
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IN SEVERAL EUROPEAN COUNTRIES JEWS NonN-JEws
Clothing 43.7 8.5
Food 11.0 9.5
Leather 10.5 1.7
Metallurgy 8.6 19.9
Lumber 7.9 6.9
Textiles 6.8 12.0
Building 4.2 15.2
Printing and paper 3.2 3.2
Others 3.8 22.1
NoN-JEwIsH

IN PorLanp (1931)8 JEWISH WORKERS WORKERS

Artisanry 58.7 332
Business and transportation 18.7 12,5
Home work 9.2 1.9
Small industry 8.9 9.6
Medium and large industry 3.8 23.0
Mines 0.4 8.4
Electricity, water, railroads 0.3 8.9
Foundries 2.5

These statistics clearly show that the Jews are employed pri-
marily in artisanry whereas non-Jewish workers, on the contrary,
are concentrated mainly in heavy industry. Jews are relatively five
times more numerous than non-Jewish workers in the clothing
industry, but in metallurgy, the textile industry, and building, non-
Jewish workers are two or three times more numerous than Jew-
ish workers.

However, while the professional structure of the Jewish working
class still differs greatly from that of the non-Jewish, poverty is driv-
ing them more and more to the penetration, despite all barriers, into
professions which have been inaccessible to them up to now.

Some twenty years ago, when a great industrialist of Lodz was
asked about the ban against Jewish workers in his factories, he

8. Yiddishe Economic (July—August, 1938), p. 317.
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replied: “I do not want to have two thousand partners in my
business.” But prior to this war [World War II], 15 percent of
Jewish workers were operating machines.

Judaism has therefore undergone a very important transfor-
mation in the capitalist epoch. The people-class has become dif-
ferentiated socially. But this process, while of considerable scope,
is accompanied by a multitude of contradictory tendencies, which
have not as yet allowed the crystallization of a stable form for
Judaism in our period. It is far easier to say what Judaism has
been than to define what it is.

In effect, the evolution of the Jewish question resulting from
capitalist development has been thrust onto diametrically op-
posite paths. On the one hand, capitalism favored the economic
assimilation of Judaism and consequently its cultural assimila-
tion; on the other hand, by uprooting the Jewish masses, con-
centrating them in cities, provoking the rise of anti-Semitism,
it stimulated the development of Jewish nationalism. The “re-
naissance of the Jewish nation,” the formation of a modern Jew-
ish culture, elaboration of the Yiddish language, Zionism, all
these accompany the processes of emigration and of the con-
centration of Jewish masses in the cities and go hand in hand
with the development of modern anti-Semitism. In all parts of
the world, along all the roads of exile, the Jewish masses, con-
centrated in special quarters, created their own special cultural
centers, their newspapers, their Yiddish schools. Naturally it was
in the countries of greatest Jewish concentration, in Russia,
Poland, and the United States, that the national movement took
on its greatest scope.

But the development of history is dialectical. At the same
time that the bases for a new Jewish nationality were being
elaborated, all the conditions were likewise being created for
its disappearance. Whereas the first Jewish generations in the
countries of immigration still remained firmly attached to Juda-
ism, the new generations rapidly lost their special customs and

language.
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“Among the East European immigrants to Western Europe,
America, and other non-European countries, Yiddish is still re-
tained, at any rate in the first generation, though a large num-
ber of English words are introduced, so that it is growing into a
dialect different from the Polish or LithuanianYiddish. The sec-
ond generation speak both Yiddish and the language of the
country, while the third no longer know Yiddish . . ”” “The
Yiddish press in the United States developed strongly during
the last fifty years because of the coming in of more than two
million East European Jews who knew no English. . . . But of
recent years, a marked decline has set in of the Yiddish press,
immigration having stopped, while the younger generation is
becoming Americanized.”"

In 1920, according to official statistics, Yiddish was the
mother tongue of 32.1 percent of American Jews; in 1930, of
27.8 percent. In Hungary, Yiddish disappeared almost com-
pletely. In the census of 1920, 95.2 percent declared Hungar-
ian as their mother tongue, 4.0 percent German, and 0.8 per-
cent other languages.

Throughout the world:in 1900, 60.6 percent of the Jews spoke
Yiddish; in 1930, 42.7 percent of the Jews spoke Yiddish.

During this same period that the use of Yiddish is declining,
we witness a considerable growth in mixed marriages. The more
highly developed the country, the more frequent are its mixed
marriages.

In Bohemia, 44.7 percent of all marriages in which at least
one party was Jewish were mixed marriages. As against this, the
number of mixed marriages in sub-Carpathian Russia and
Slovakia was insignificant."

9. Ruppin, Jews in the Modern World, pp. 289-90.
10. Ruppin, Jews in the Modern World, p. 351.
11. Yiddishe Economic (April-June, 1939), p. 176.
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Ratio of mixed marriages between Jews and non-Jews to purely

Jewish marriages:*

BERLIN

HamBurG

 TRIESTE

COPENHAGEN

1901-4

1905
19035
. 1900-1903

1880-89
1890-99

1900-1905

35.4%

A44%

49.5%
61.5%
55.8%
68.7%

82.9%

An increase in conversions is also noted. Thus in Vienna, the
average of Jewish conversions went from 0.4 percent in 1870 to
4.4 percent in 1916-20. However, the general weakening of re-
ligion removes most of the importance from this index.

We thus see how precarious are the bases for the “national
renaissance” of Judaism. Emigration, at first a powerful obstacle
to assimilation and a “nationalization” factor of the Jews, rapidly
changes into an instrument of fusion of the Jews with other
peoples. The concentration of Jewish masses in the great cities,

12. Based on Ruppin, Jews in the Modern World. [Leon’s operation on Ruppin’s
statistics here appears to be incorrect. We therefore append an abstract of
Ruppin’s table (pp. 319—-20). Despite the differences, these confirm Leon’s

contention.— Tr]
City

BERLIN

HaMBURG

TRIESTE

COPENHAGEN

Year or Period

19014

1929

1906-10

1928
1900-1903

1927
1880-89
1900-1905

To every 100 Jews entering
marriage, mixed marriages
were contracted by

15.06

29.21

24.30
383

17.90

56.10
21.84
31.76
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which thus became a sort of “territorial base” for the Jewish
nationality, cannot long impede the process of assimilation. The
atmosphere of the great urban centers constitutes a melting pot
in which all national differences are rapidly wiped out.

While capitalism first created conditions for a certain Jewish
“national renaissance,” by uprooting millions of Jews, by tearing
them from their traditional living conditions and concentrating
them in large cities, it soon contributes to accelerating the pro-
cess of assimilation. The development of Yiddish, for example, is
followed by its rapid decline. Capitalist development, although at
times in rather unexpected ways, ends with the fusion of the
Jews among other peoples. But at the beginning of the twentieth
century, the signs of capitalist degeneration become manifest. The
Jewish question, which seems to be developing normally in the
nineteenth century, rebounds with unprecedented sharpness as a
result of the decline of capitalism. The solution of the Jewish
question appears to be farther off than ever.



SEVEN

The decay of capitalism and the tragedy of the
Jews in the twentieth century

The primary merit of the capitalist regime lay in its tremen-
dous expansion of the productive forces, its creation of a world
economy, its permitting an unprecedented development of tech-
nology and science. As against the stagnation of the feudal world,
capitalism presented an unparalleled dynamism. Hundreds of
millions of people, immobilized up to then in a routinized,
horizonless existence, suddenly found themselves drawn into the
current of a feverish and intensive life.

The Jews lived within the pores of feudal society. When the
feudal structure started to crumble, it began expelling elements
which were, at one and the same time, foreign to it and indis-
pensable to it. Even before the peasant had left the village for
the industrial center, the Jew had abandoned the small medi-
eval town in order to emigrate to the great cities of the world.
The destruction of the secular function of Judaism within feu-
dal society is accompanied by its passive penetration into captalist
society.

But if capitalism has given humanity certain tremendous con-
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quests, only its disappearance can allow humanity to enjoy them.
Only socialism will be able to lift humanity to the level of the
material bases of civilization. But capitalism survives and all the
enormous acquisitions turn more and more against the most el-
ementary interests of humanity.

The progress of technology and science has become the
progress of the science of death and its technology. The develop-
ment of the means of production is nothing but the growth of
the means of destruction. The world, become too small for the
productive apparatus built up by capitalism, is constricted even
further by the desperate efforts of each imperialism to extend its
sphere of influence. While unbridled export constitutes an in-
separable phenomenon of the capitalist mode of production, de-
caying capitalism tries to get along without it, that is to say, it
adds to its disorders the disorder of its own suppression.

Powerful barriers impede the free circulation of merchan-
dise and men. Insurmountable obstacles arise before the masses
deprived of work and bread following the breakdown of the
traditional feudal world. The decay of capitalism has not only
accelerated the decomposition of feudal society but has multi-
plied a hundredfold the sufferings which resulted from it. The
bearers of civilization, in a blind alley, bar the road to those who
wish to become civilized. Unable to attain civilization, the lat-
ter are still less able to remain in the stage of barbarism. To the
peoples whose traditional bases of existence it has destroyed,
capitalism bars the road of the future after having closed the
road of the past.

It is with these general phenomena that the Jewish tragedy of
the twentieth century is tied up. The highly tragic situation of
Judaism in our epoch is explained by the extreme precariousness
of its social and economic position. The first to be eliminated by
decaying feudalism, the Jews were also the first to be rejected by
the convulsions of dying capitalism.The Jewish masses find them-
selves wedged between the anvil of decaying feudalism and the
hammer of rotting capitalism.
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A. THE JEWS IN EASTERN EUROPE

The entire situation of Judaism in Eastern Europe is explained
by the combination of the decline of the old feudal forms and
of the degeneration of capitalism. The social differentiation
which took place in the village as a result of capitalist penetra-
tion brought about an influx into the cities of enriched as well
as proletarianized peasants; the former wanted to invest their
capital; the latter to offer their labor. But the openings for the
placement of capital were as slight as those for work. Hardly
born, the capitalist system already showed all the symptoms of
senility. The general decay of capitalism manifested itself in cri-
ses and unemployment within the countries of Eastern Europe;
by the closing of all the outlets for emigration outside their-
frontiers. Seven to eight million peasants were landless and al-
most without work in “independent” Poland. Placed between
two fires, the Jews were exposed to the hostility of the petty
bourgeoisie and the peasantry, who sought to find a place for
themselves at the expense of the Jews. “Jewish positions are
particularly threatened by the urban Polish bourgeoisie and by
the rich peasants who seek a solution for their difficulties through
a flerce economic nationalism, whereas the Polish working class
suffering from permanent unemployment, seeks a remedy for
its poverty through social liberation and puts its reliance upon
economic and political solidarity rather than upon a sterile and
murderous competition. . . .”'

It is precisely in the regions which capitalism had most
developed that a non-Jewish commercial class formed most
rapidly. It is there that the anti-Semitic struggle was fiercest.
“The decrease in the number of Jewish shops has been great-
est in the central provinces, that is to say, in a region where
the population is purely Polish, where the peasants have
attained a higher standard of living, where industry is more
developed, which is very important for the material and

1. World Jewish Congress, La situation économique des juifs, pp. 246—47.
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2

intellectual situation of the village.”

Whereas in 1914, 72 percent of the stores in the villages were
Jewish, this fell to 34 percent in 1935, that is to say, by more than
one-half. The situation was better for the Jews in territories less
developed economically.“The participation of Jews in commerce
1s more important in the most backward provinces,” maintains
Lipovski. “The eastern sections belonging to White Russians are,
in all their relations—economic, intellectual, and political—the
most backward part of Poland. In these regions, the absolute ma-
jority of Jewish businessmen has increased by a third.”* In 1938,
82.6 percent of the shops in the backward regions of Poland
were in the hands of Jews.*

All of these facts are further proof that the destruction of
feudalism is at the bottom of the Jewish question in Eastern
Europe. The more backward a region is, the more easily are
the Jews able to preserve their secular positions. But it is the
general decay of capitalism which renders the Jewish question
impossible of solution. The crisis and chronic unemployment
make it impossible for the Jews to go into other professions,
producing a frightful crowding in the professions which they
follow and unceasingly augmenting anti-Semitic violence.The
governments of the provincial nobles and large capitalists natu-
rally endeavored to organize the anti-Jewish current and
thereby divert the masses from their real enemy. “Resolve the
Jewish question” became for them a synonym for the solution
of the social question. In order to make place for the “national
forces,” the state organized a systematic struggle for “dejudifying”
all the professions. The methods of “Polanizing” business in
Poland proceeded from simple boycotting of Jewish stores by
means of propaganda, right up to pogroms and incendiarism.
Here, by way of example, is a “victory bulletin” published June

2. World Jewish Congress, La situation économique des juifs, p. 249.
3. World Jewish Congtess, La situation économique des juifs, p. 249.
4. Yiddishe Economic (September—October 1938), p. 437.
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14, 1936, in the governmental paper Illustrowany Kurjer
codztienny: “One hundred and sixty Polish business positions
were conquered during the first months of this year in the
Madom district. At Przktyk alone—a notorious pogrom city—
50 business licenses were purchased by Poles. All in all, 2,500
Polish business positions were conquered in the various dis-
tricts.”

Jewish craftsmanship was no more tenderly handled by the
Polish governments. Boycott, exorbitant taxes, Polish examina-
tions (thousands of Jewish craftsmen did not know this lan-
guage), contributed to grinding down the Jewish artisans. De-
prived of unemployment relief, the craft proletariat was one of
the most disinherited. The wages of Jewish workers were very
low and their living conditions frightful (workday up to eigh-
teen hours).

The universities constituted the favorite arena for the anti-
Semitic struggle. The Polish bourgeoisie exerted all its efforts to
prevent Jews from entering the intellectual professions. The Pol-
ish universities became places of veritable pogroms, throwing
people out of windows, etc. Well before Hitler’s stars of David,
the Polish bourgeoisie initiated ghetto benches in the universi-
ties. “Legal” measures, more circumspect but no less effective,
rendered entry into the universities almost impossible for the
Jewish youth, whose ancestral heritage had strongly developed
their intellectual faculties. The percentage of Jewish students in
Poland declined from 24.5 percent in 1923-33 to 13.2 percent
in 1933-36.°

5. AtWarsaw in 1882, 79.3 percent of businessmen were Jews; in 1931, 51.4
percent of the business men were Jews. Jacob Lestschinsky, Der Wirtschaftliche
Zusammenbruch der Juden in Deutschland u. Polen (Paris, 1938), p. 48.

6. In the period when Jewish and non-Jewish petty-bourgeois intellectuals
represent Hitler as the sole responsible party for anti-Semitism in our
time, in the period when the United Nations, among them Poland, lay
claim to being defenders of the “rights of man”—recalling this fact will
most certainly not be devoid of usefulness. Of course Hitler organized, in
a premeditated way, the destruction of European Judaism, and personified
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The same policy of excluding Jewish students was followed in
Lithuania and Hungary. The percentage of Jewish students in
Lithuania declined from 15.7 percent in 1920 to 8.5 percent in
1931; in Hungary, from 31.7 percent in 1918 to 10.5 percent in
1931. In general the situation of the Jews in Hungary had for
centuries resembled in every way that of Poland.

In the country of great feudal magnates, the Jews for a long
time played the role of an intermediary class between the lords
and the peasants. “One of our correspondents reminds us that at
the end of the nineteenth century, a certain Count de Palugyay
had great trouble in avoiding expulsion from the National Club
of the Hungarian nobility at Budapest, because he wanted to
take charge personally of the industrial transformation of his
agricultural products, particularly the distillation of alcohol and
whiskey from potatoes; he had even gone so far as to take charge
of their sale!

“The liberal professions were likewise not unaffected by
this prejudice, which was as widespread among the high aris-
tocracy as among the petty nobility. Shortly before the fall of
the dual monarchy, a Hungarian magnate expressed his dis-
gust of noblemen, who ‘for money, examined the throats of
individuals whom they did not know.” A natural consequence
of this attitude was that the Jews formed the intermediary
class between the peasantry and the nobility, particularly in
the towns. . . . Trade, and especially petty trade, was a Jewish
matter in the eyes of the people.

“Even today, in the minds of the masses of the Magyar popu-
lation, the shop, and in a general way everything connected with
the exploitation of the shop, are thought of as Jewish, even if this

capitalist barbarism in this sphere as in others. But the various more or less
“democratic” governments which followed each other in Poland could
not have learned very much from him. The disappearance of Hitler can
change nothing fundamental in the situation of the Jews. A transitory im-
provement of their condition will in no wise alter the profound roots of
twentieth-century anti-Semitism.
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shop has become an instrument of economic struggle against the
Jews.

“Here is a story which strikingly illustrates this state of mind:
A peasant woman sent her son on some purchasing errands. She
wanted them taken care of at the semistateized Hangya coopera-
tive and not at a Jewish shop, so she said to him: ‘Pista, go to the
Jew; not to the Jew who is a Jew, but to the new shop.””’

The process of elimination of the Jews from their economic
positions took place in all of Eastern Europe. The situation of the
Jewish masses became hopeless. A declassed youth, having no
possibility of integrating itself into economic life, lived in black
despair. Prior to the second war, 40 percent of the Jewish popu-
lation of Poland had to resort to philanthropic institutions. Tu-
berculosis raged.

“Let us give the floor to correspondents of the Economic and
Statistical Section of the Jewish Scientific Institute residing in
regions where despair and the complete absence of a better fu-
ture were stifling the Jewish youth. Here is what one wrote of
Miedzyrzecze, province of Volhynia: “The condition of the Jew-
ish youth is very difficult, notably that of the sons and daughters
of tradesmen who are without work because their parents do not
require assistance. It is impossible to open new businesses. Sev-
enty-five boys and 120 young girls, aged 15 to 28 years, have no
hope whatever of integrating themselves into the economic life
of the country’ Of Sulejow (province of Lodz) we are in posses-
sion of a more detailed picture, which is characteristic of the
small towns of Poland: ‘Almost 50 percent of the children of
Jewish businesspeople work with their parents, but solely be-
cause they are unable to find another job. Twenty-five percent
are learning some sort of trade and 25 percent are completely
idle. Seventy percent of the children of artisans remain in the
workshops of their parents even though the latter are almost with-
out work and can very well get along without assistants. Ten

7. World Jewish Congress, La situation économique des juifs, pp. 120-21.
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percent are learning new trades . . . twenty percent have noth-
ing to do.The sons of rabbis and of employees of Jewish commu-
nities are trying to attain a livelihood by learning a trade. The
entire youth desires to emigrate, 90 percent to Palestine, but be-
cause of the limited number of emigration visas, their chances
are slim. And yet they are ready to go to the North Pole or the
South Pole, just so long as they can tear themselves out of this
stagnation. More and more the youth is turning towards the crafts

EEERY

and the number of young people in business is on the decline.

B. THE JEWS IN WESTERN EUROPE

The condition of Judaism, rendered hopeless in Eastern Eu-
rope by the combined decay of feudalism and capitalism—which
created a stifling atmosphere filled with insane antagonisms—
had repercussions of a certain worldwide character. Western and
Central Europe became the theater of a frightful rise of anti-
Semitism. Whereas the reduction in Jewish emigration, whose
average annual rate declined from 155,000 between 1901 and
1914 to 43,657 between 1926 and 1935, greatly aggravated the
situation of the Jews in Eastern Europe, the general crisis of capi-
talism made even this reduced emigration an intolerable burden
to the Western countries.’

The Jewish question reached unprecedented sharpness not
only in the countries of emigration but in the countries of
immigration as well. Even before the first imperialist war, the
mass arrival of Jewish immigrants created a strong anti-Semitic
movement among the middle classes of several Central and
Western European countries. We need only recall the great suc-
cesses of the anti-Semitic Social Christian Party at Vienna and
of its leader, Lueger; the sweeping rise of anti-Semitism in Ger-
many (Treitschke), and the Dreyfus Affair. Anti-Semitism showed
its roots most clearly in Vienna, one of the great centers of Jewish

8. World Jewish Congress, La situation économique des juifs, p. 254.
9. Yiddishe Economic (July—August 1938), p. 353.
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immigration before the first imperialist war. The petty bour-
geoisie, ruined by the development of monopoly capitalism
and headed for proletarianization, was exasperated by the mass
arrival of the Jewish element, traditionally petty-bourgeois and
artisan.

After the first imperialist war, the countries of Western and
Central Europe: Germany, Austria, France, and Belgium, saw
tens of thousands of Jewish immigrants, in tatters, lacking all
resources, pour in from Eastern Europe. The seeming postwar
prosperity permitted these elements to penetrate into all bran-
ches of business and artisanry. But even the Jewish immigrants
who had penetrated into the plants did not remain there for
long.

The long commercial past of the Jews weighed heavily on
their descendants and the favorable postwar economic condi-
tions brought about a perceptible process of deproletarianization
in Western Europe as well as in the United States. The Jewish
workers retained their artisan position in the countries of immi-
gration. In Paris in 1936 out of 21,083 Jewish workers belonging
to trade unions, 9,253 worked at home.

The economic catastrophe of 1929 threw the petty-bourgeois
masses into a hopeless situation. The overcrowding in small busi-
ness, artisanry, and the intellectual professions took on unheard
of proportions. The petty bourgeois regarded his Jewish com-
petitor with growing hostility, for the latter’s professional clever-
ness, the result of centuries of practice, often enabled him to
survive “hard times” more easily. Anti-Semitism even gained the
ear of wide layers of worker-artisans, who traditionally had been
under petty-bourgeois influence.

It is consequently incorrect to accuse big business of having
brought about anti-Semitism. Big business only proceeded to
make use of the elementary anti-Semitism of the petty-bour-
geois masses. It fashioned it into a major component of fascist
ideology. By the myth of “Jewish capitalism,” big business en-
deavored to divert and control the anticapitalist hatred of the
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masses for its own exclusive profit. The real possibility of an agi-
tation against Jewish capitalists lay in the antagonism between
monopoly capital and speculative-commercial capital, which Jew-
ish capital was in the main. The relatively greater permeability of
speculative capital (stock exchange scandal) allowed monopoly
capital to channel the hatred of the petty-bourgeois masses and
even of a part of the workers against “Jewish capitalism.”

C. RACISM

“Ideology is a process which is indeed accomplished con-
sciously by the so-called thinker, but it is the wrong kind of
consciousness. The real motive forces impelling him remain un-
known to the thinker; otherwise it simply would not be an ideo-
logical process. Hence he imagines false or illusory motive
forces”!"

Up to now we have tried to understand the real bases of anti-
Semitism in our time. But it is sufficient to consider the role
played in the development of anti-Semitism by the wretched
document fabricated by the Tsarist Okhrana, The Protocols of Zion,
to become aware of the importance of the “false or apparent
motive forces” of anti-Semitism. In Hitlerite propaganda today,
the real motivation of anti-Semitism in Western Europe—the
economic competition of the petty bourgeoisie—no longer plays
any role. On the contrary, the most fantastic allegations of The
Protocols of Zion—"the plans of universal domination by interna-
tional Judaism”—reappear in every speech and manifesto of Hitler.
We must therefore analyze this mythical ideological element of
anti-Semitism.

Religion constitutes the most characteristic example of an
ideology. Its true motive forces must be sought in the very
prosaic domain of the material interests of a class, but it is in
the most ethereal spheres that its apparent motive forces are

10. Frederick Engels, Karl Marx, “Engels to Franz Mehring in Berlin,”
Selected Correspondence (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1955), p. 434.
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found. Nevertheless, the God who launched the Puritan fanatics
of Cromwell against the English aristocracy and Charles I was
nothing but the reflection or symbol of the interests of the En-
glish peasantry and bourgeoisie. Every religious revolution is in
reality a social revolution.

It 1s the unbridled development of the productive forces col-
liding against the narrow limits of consumption which constitute
the true motive force of imperialism, the highest stage of capital-
ism. But it is the “race” which seems to be its most characteristic
apparent force. Racism is therefore in the first place the ideologi-
cal disguise of modern imperialism. The “race struggling for its
living space” is nothing but the reflection of the permanent ne-
cessity for expansion which characterizes finance or monopoly
capitalism.

While the fundamental contradiction of capitalism, the con-
tradiction between production and consumption, involves for the
big bourgeoisie the necessity to struggle for the conquest of for-
eign markets, it compels the petty bourgeoisie to struggle for the
expansion of the domestic market. The lack of foreign markets
for the big capitalists proceeds hand in hand with the lack of
domestic markets for the small capitalists. Whereas the big bour-
geoisie struggles furiously against its competitors on the foreign
market, the petty bourgeoisie combats its competitors on the
domestic market not a whit less fiercely. “Racism” abroad is con-
sequently accompanied by “racism” at home. The unprecedented
aggravation of capitalist contradictions in the twentieth century
brings with it a growing exacerbation of “racism” abroad as well
as “racism” at home.

The primarily commercial and artisan character of Judaism,
heritage of a long historical past, makes it Enemy Number One
of the petty bourgeoisie on the domestic market. It is therefore
the petty-bourgeois character of Judaism which makes it so odi-
ous to the petty bourgeoisie. But while the historical past of
Judaism exercises a determining influence on its present social
composition, it has effects no less important on the representation
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of the Jews in the consciousness of the popular masses. For the
latter, the Jew remains the traditional representative of the “money
power.”

This fact is of great importance because the petty bourgeoisie
1s not only a “capitalist” class, that is to say, a repository “in min-
iature” of all capitalist tendencies; it is also “anticapitalist.”’ It has a
strong, though vague, consciousness of being ruined and despoiled
by big business. But its hybrid character, its interclass position,
does not permit it to understand the true structure of society nor
the real character of big business. It is incapable of understanding
the true tendencies of social evolution, for it has a presentiment
that this evolution cannot help but be fatal for it. It wants to be
anticapitalist without ceasing to be capitalist. It wants to destroy
the “bad” character of capitalism, that is to say, the tendencies
which are ruining it, while preserving the “good” character of
capitalism which permits it to live and get rich. But since there
does not exist a capitalism which has the “good” tendencies with-
out also possessing the “bad,” the petty bourgeoisie is forced to
dream it up. It is no accident that the petty bourgeoisie has in-
vented “supercapitalism,” the “bad” deviation of capitalism, its
evil spirit. It is no accident that its theoreticians have struggled
mightily for over a century (Proudhon) against “bad speculative
capitalism” and defended “useful productive capitalism.”'" The
attempt of Nazi theoreticians to distinguish between “national
productive capital” and “Jewish parasitic capital” is probably
the last attempt of this kind. “Jewish capitalism” can best rep-
resent the myth of “bad capitalism.” The concept of “Jewish
wealth” is in truth solidly entrenched in the consciousness of
the popular masses. It 1s only a question of reawakening and
giving “presence,”’ by means of a well-orchestrated propaganda,
to the image of the “usurious” Jew, against whom peasant, petty
bourgeois, and lord had struggled over a long period. The petty
bourgeoisie and a layer of workers remaining under its sway

11. See the Proudhon utopia of free credit.
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are easily influenced by such propaganda and fall into this trap
of “Jewish capitalism.”

Historically, the success of racism means that capitalism has managed
to channel the anticapitalist consciousness of the masses into a form that
antedates capitalism and which no longer exists except in a vestigial
state; this vestige is nevertheless still sufficiently great to give a
certain appearance of reality to the myth.

We see that racism is made up of rather strange elements. It
reflects the expansionist will of big capital. It expresses the hatred
of the petty bourgeoisie for “foreign” elements within the do-
mestic market as well as its anticapitalist tendencies.

It is in its aspect as a capitalist element that the petty bour-
geoisie fights its Jewish competitor, and in its capitalist aspect
that it struggles against “Jewish capital.” Racism finally diverts
the anticapitalist struggle of the masses into a form that antedates
capitalism, persisting only in a vestigial state.

But while scientific analysis permits us to reveal its compo-
nent parts, racist ideology must appear as an absolutely homo-
geneous “doctrine.” Racism serves precisely to cast all classes
into the crucible of a “racial community” opposed to other
races. The racist myth strives to appear as a whole, having only
vague connections with its origins which are often very differ-
ent. It endeavors to fuse its different elements together in per-
fect fashion.

Thus, for example, “foreign” racism, the ideological disguise of
imperialism, is not compelled, in and of itself, to adopt a strong
anti-Semitic coloration. But from the necessity of synchroniza-
tion, it generally does take on this character. The anticapitalism of
the masses, first channeled in the direction of Judaism, is then
carried over against the “foreign enemy,” which is identified with
Judaism. The “Germanic race” will find itself faced with the duty
of fighting the “Jew;” its principal enemy, in all his disguises: that of
domestic Bolshevism and liberalism, of Anglo-Saxon plutocracy
and of foreign Bolshevism. Hitler states in Mein Kampf that it is
indispensable to present the various enemies under a common
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aspect, otherwise there is a danger that the masses will start think-
ing too much about the differences which exist among those
enemies. That is why racism is a myth and not a doctrine. It
demands faith, and fears reason like the plague. Anti-Semitism
contributes most to cementing the different elements of racism.

Just as it is necessary to cast the different classes into one
single race, so is it also necessary that this “race” have only a
single enemy: “the international Jew.” The myth of race is nec-
essarily accompanied by its “negative”—the antirace, the Jew.
The racial “community” is built on hatred of the Jews, a ha-
tred of which the most solid “racial” foundation is buried in
history in a period when the Jew was in effect a foreign body
and hostile to all classes. The irony of history wills that the
most radical anti-Semitic ideology in all history should tri-
umph precisely in the period when Judaism is on the road of
economic and social assimilation. But like all “ironies of his-
tory” this seeming paradox is very understandable. At the time
when the Jew was unassimilable, at a time when he really rep-
resented “capital,” he was indispensable to society. There could
be no question of destroying him. At the present time, capital-
ist society, on the edge of the abyss, tries to save itself by res-
urrecting the Jew and the hatred of the Jews. But it is pre-
cisely because the Jews do not play the role which is attributed
to them that anti-Semitic persecution can take on such an
amplitude. Jewish capitalism is a myth; that is why it is so
easily vanquished. But in vanquishing its “negative,” racism at
the same time destroys the foundations for its own existence.
In the measure that the phantom of “Jewish capitalism” disap-
pears, capitalist reality appears in all its ugliness. The social
contradictions, banished for a moment by the fumes of “ra-
cial” intoxication, reappear in all their sharpness. In the long
run, the myth proves powerless against reality.

Despite its apparent homogeneity, the very evolution of rac-
ism allows to be clearly discerned the economic, social, and
political transformations that it strives to conceal. At the begin-
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ning, in order to arm itself for the struggle for its “living space,”
for imperialist war, big business must beat down its domestic
enemy, the proletariat. It is the petty bourgeoisie and declassed
proletarian elements that furnish it with its shock troops, ca-
pable of smashing the economic and political organizations of
the proletariat. Racism, at the beginning, appears therefore as
an ideology of the petty bourgeoisie. Its program reflects the
interests and illusions of this class. It promises struggle against
“supercapitalism,” against the trusts, stock exchange, big de-
partment stores, etc. But as soon as big business has succeeded
in smashing the proletariat, thanks to the support of the petty
bourgeoisie, the latter becomes an unbearable burden to it. The
program of preparation for war implies precisely the ruthless
elimination of small business, a prodigious development of the
trusts, an intensive proletarianization. This same military prepa-
ration necessitates the support or at least a kind of neutrality
from the proletariat, the most important factor in production.
Thus big business does not hesitate for a moment to violate its
most solemn promises in the most cynical way and to strangle
the petty bourgeoisie in the most brutal fashion. Racism now
devotes itself to flattering the proletariat, to appearing as a radi-
cally “socialist” movement. It is here that the Judaist-capitalist
identification plays its most important role. The radical expro-
priation of Jewish capitalists has to fulfill the role of “collateral,”
of*“endorser” of racism’s anticapitalist will to struggle. The anony-
mous character of the capitalism of the monopolies, in contrast
to the generally personal (and often speculative commercial)
character of Jewish businesses, facilitates this operation of spiri-
tual swindling. The common man more readily sees the “real”
capitalist, the businessman, the manufacturer, the speculator, than
the “respectable director of a corporation” who is made to pass
as an “indispensable factor in production.” It is in this way that
racist ideology reaches the following identifications: Judaism =
capitalism; racism = socialism; a regulated war economy = a
planned socialist economy.
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It is undeniable that large layers of workers, deprived of their
organizations, blinded by the foreign political successes of Hitler,
have allowed themselves to be taken in by racist mythology, just
as was the case previously with the petty bourgeoisie. For the
time being the bourgeoisie appears to have attained its objective.
The furious anti-Jewish persecution extending throughout Eu-
rope serves to indicate the “definitive” victory of racism, the final
defeat of “international Judaism.”

D. THE JEWISH RACE

The racial “theory” now dominant is nothing but an at-
tempt to establish racism “on a scientific basis.” It is devoid of
any scientific value. It is enough to observe the pitiful acro-
batics which the racist theoreticians perform to demonstrate
the relationship of the “Germans and the Nipponese” or the
irrevocable antagonism between “the heroic German spirit”
and the “commercial Anglo-Saxon spirit” in order to be com-
pletely convinced of this. The ramblings of a Montadon on
“deprostituting” the Jewish “ethnic entity” by . . . compelling
the Jews to wear stars of David, are certainly not worth much.
The real prostitution of certain “scholars” to racism presents
an unusual spectacle of the decline of human dignity. But we
see there only an end product of the complete decay of bour-
geois science which had already, under democracy, lost its
objectivity.

Racist stupidities must not however deter us from examining
the extent to which it is necessary to speak of a Jewish race. The
most superficial examination of the question leads us to the con-
clusion that the Jews constitute in reality a mixture of the most
diverse races. It is evidently the Diaspora character of Judaism
which is the fundamental cause of this fact. But even in Palestine,
the Jews were far from constituting a “pure race.” Leaving aside
the fact that, according to the Bible, the Israelites brought a mass
of Egyptians with them when they left Egypt and that Strabo
considered them as descendants of Egyptians, it is enough to
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recall the numerous races which had established themselves in
Palestine: Hittites, Canaanites, Philistines (“Aryans”), Egyptians,
Phoenicians, Greeks, and Arabs. According to Strabo, Judea was
inhabited by Phoenicians, Egyptians, and Arabs. The develop-
ment of Jewish proselytism during the Greek and Roman era
strongly accentuated the mixed character of Judaism. As early as
139 b.c., the Jews were driven out of Rome for having made
proselytes there. The community of Antioch was composed in
large part of proselytes. Proselytism continued even during
subsequent eras. The compulsory conversion of slaves to Judaism,
the conversion of the Khazars as well as of other races and tribes
in the course of the long Diaspora, have been so many factors
which have made a characteristic conglomeration of races out of
Judaism.

At the present time there is absolutely no racial homoge-
neity between the Yemenite Jews, for example, and the Jews
of Dagestan. The first are Oriental in type while the second
belong to the Mongol race. There are black Jews in India,
Ethiopian Jews (Falasha), “Troglodyte” Jews in Africa. How-
ever, this fundamental difference which exists, for example,
between the Jews of Dagestan and the Yemenite Jews, does
not exhaust the question. Actually nine-tenths of today’s Jews
are inhabitants of Eastern Europe or descendants of Jews from
this area.

Is there a European-Oriental Jewish race? Here is how the
anti-Semitic theoretician, Hans Giinther, answers this question:
“Eastern Judaism, which comprised close to nine-tenths of the
Jews, consisting today of the Jews of Russia, Poland, Galicia,
Hungary, Austria, and Germany, as well as the largest part of the
Jews in North America and a large part of Western European
Jewry constitutes a racial mixture which we may designate as
Western Asiatic-Oriental-East Baltic-Eastern-Central Asiatic-
Nordic-Hamitic-Negroid.”"

12. Hans Giinther, Rassenkunde des Jiidischen Volkes (Munich, 1930), p. 191.



236 CHAPTER SEVEN

According to research undertaken in New York of 4,235 Jews
there were:

JEws (PERCENT) JEWESSES (PERCENT)
BRUNET TYPES 52.62 56.94
BLOND TYPES 10.42 10.27
MIXED TYPES 36.96 32.79

14.25 percent of Jews and 12.7 percent of Jewesses had what is
called the Jewish nose, which is nothing else but the nose com-
mon to the peoples of Asia Minor, especially widespread among
the Armenians. This nose is also common among the Mediterra-
nean peoples as well as among the Bavarians (Dinaric race). These
few observations permit us to see how stupid the concept of the
“Jewish race” is. The Jewish race is a myth. On the other hand, it
is correct to say that the Jews constitute a racial mixture that is
different from the racial mixtures of most of the European peoples,
especially the Slavs and Germans.

However, it is not so much the anthropological characteristics
of the Jews which distinguish them from other peoples as their
physiological, pathological, and, above all, psychological charac-
teristics.

It is primarily the economic and social function of Judaism
throughout history which explains this phenomenon. For cen-
turies the Jews were the inhabitants of cities, occupied in trade.
The Jewish type is far more the result of this secular function
than a racial characteristic. The Jews have absorbed a mass of
heterogeneous racial elements but all these elements have been
subjected to the influence of the special conditions in which the
Jews lived, which, in the long run, ended up with the creation of
the so-called “Jewish type.” This is the result of a long selection,
not racial but economic and social. The physical weakness, the
frequency of certain illnesses like diabetes, nervous disorders, a
specific body posture, etc., are not racial characteristics but are
the result of a specific social position. Nothing is more ridiculous
than to explain, for example, the Jews’ penchant for trade or their
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tendency to abstract thinking on the basis of their race. Wherever
the Jews are assimilated economically, wherever they cease to
form a class, they rapidly lose all these characteristics. And so it
happens that where the racist theoreticians thought they were
face to face with a “genuine race,” they were in reality only viewing
a human community, whose specific characteristics are above
all the result of the social conditions in which it lived for many
centuries. A change in these social conditions must naturally
bring with it the disappearance of the “racial characteristics” of
Judaism.

E. ZIONISM

Zionism was born in the light of the incendiary fires of the
Russian pogroms of 1882 and in the tumult of the Dreyfus
Affair—two events which expressed the sharpness that the
Jewish problem began to assume at the end of the nineteenth
century.

The rapid capitalist development of Russian economy after
the reform of 1863 made the situation of the Jewish masses in
the small towns untenable. In the West, the middle classes,
shattered by capitalist concentration, began to turn against the
Jewish element whose competition aggravated their situation.
In Russia, the association of the “Lovers of Zion” was founded.
Leo Pinsker wrote Auto-Emancipation, in which he called for a
return to Palestine as the sole possible solution of the Jewish
question. In Paris, Baron Rothschild, who like all the Jewish
magnates viewed with very little favor the mass arrival of Jewish
immigrants in the Western countries, became interested in
Jewish colonization in Palestine. To help “their unfortunate
brothers” to return to the land of their “ancestors,” that is to
say, to go as far away as possible, contained nothing displeas-
ing to the Jewish bourgeoisie of the West, who with reason
feared the rise of anti-Semitism. A short while after the pub-
lication of Leo Pinsker’s book, a Jewish journalist of Budapest,
Theodor Herzl, saw anti-Semitic demonstrations at Paris pro-



238 CHAPTER SEVEN

voked by the Dreyfus Affair. Soon he wrote The Jewish State,
which to this day remains the bible of the Zionist movement.
From its inception, Zionism appeared as a reaction of the Jew-
ish petty bourgeoisie (which still forms the core of Judaism),
hard hit by the mounting anti-Semitic wave, kicked from one
country to another, and striving to attain the Promised Land
where it might find shelter from the tempests sweeping the
modern world.

Zionism is thus a very young movement; it is the youngest of
the European national movements. That does not prevent it from
pretending, even more than all other nationalism, that it draws its
substance from a far distant past. Whereas Zionism is in fact the
product of the last phase of capitalism, of capitalism beginning to
decay, it pretends to draw its origin from a past more than two
thousand years old. Whereas Zionism is essentially a reaction
against the situation created for Judaism by the combination of
the destruction of feudalism and the decay of capitalism, it af-
firms that it constitutes a reaction against the state of things ex-
isting since the fall of Jerusalem in the year 70 of the Christian
era. Its recent birth is naturally the best reply to these pretensions.
As a matter of fact, how can one believe that the remedy for
an evil existing for two thousand years was discovered only at
the end of the nineteenth century? But like all nationalisms—
and even more intensely—Zionism views the historic past in
the light of the present. In this way, too, it distorts the present-
day picture. Just as France is represented to French children as
existing since the Gaul of Vercingetorix, just as the children of
Provence are told that the victories that the kings of Ile de
France won over their ancestors were their own successes, in
the same way Zionism tries to create the myth of an eternal
Judaism, eternally the prey of the same persecutions. Zionism
sees in the fall of Jerusalem the cause of the dispersion, and
consequently, the fountainhead of all Jewish misfortunes of
the past, present, and future. “The source of all the misfor-
tunes of the Jewish people is the loss of its historic country and
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its dispersion in all countries,” declares the Marxist delegation
of the “Poale-Zion” to the Dutch-Scandinavian committee.
After the violent dispersion of the Jews by the Romans, their
tragic history continues. Driven out of their country, the Jews
did not wish (oh beauty of free will!) to assimilate. Imbued
with their “national cohesiveness,” “with a superior ethical
feeling,” and with “an indestructible belief in a single God”
(see the article of Ben-Adir on “Anti-Semitism” in the Gen-
eral Encyclopedia), they have resisted all attempts at assimila-
tion. Their sole hope during these somber days which lasted
two thousand years has been the vision of a return to their
ancient country.

Zionism has never seriously posed this question: Why, during
these two thousand years, have not the Jews really tried to return
to this country? Why was it necessary to wait until the end of the
nineteenth century for a Herzl to succeed in convincing them of
this necessity? Why were all the predecessors of Herzl, like the
famous Sabbatai Zebi, treated as false Messiahs? Why were the
adherents of Sabbatai Zebi fiercely persecuted by orthodox Ju-
daism?

Naturally, in replying to these interesting questions, refuge is
sought behind religion. “As long as the masses believed that they
had to remain in the Diaspora until the advent of the Messiah,
they had to suffer in silence,” states Zitlovski," whose Zionism is
moreover quite conditional. Nevertheless this explanation tells
us nothing. What is required is precisely an answer to the ques-
tion of why the Jewish masses believed that they had to await the
Messiah in order to be able to “return to their country” Religion
being an ideological reflection of social interests, it must perforce
correspond to them. Today religion does not at all constitute an
obstacle to Zionism."

13. Materialism and the National Question.
14. There is a religious Zionist bourgeois party, Misrakhi, and a religious Zion-
ist workers party, Poale-Misrakhi.
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In reality just so long as Judaism was incorporated in the
feudal system, the “dream of Zion” was nothing but a dream
and did not correspond to any real interest of Judaism. The
Jewish tavern owner or “farmer” of sixteenth-century Poland
thought as little of “returning” to Palestine as does the Jewish
millionaire in America today. Jewish religious Messianism was
no whit different from the Messianism belonging to other reli-
gions. Jewish pilgrims who went to Palestine met Catholic,
Orthodox, and Moslem pilgrims. Besides it was not so much
the “return to Palestine” which constituted the foundation of
this Messianism as the belief in the rebuilding of the temple of
Jerusalem.

All of these idealist conceptions of Zionism are naturally in-
separable from the dogma of eternal anti-Semitism. “As long as
the Jews will live in the Diaspora, they will be hated by the ‘na-
tives.”” This essential point of view for Zionism, its spinal column
so to speak, is naturally given different nuances by its various
currents. Zionism transposes modern anti-Semitism to all of his-
tory; it saves itself the trouble of studying the various forms of
anti-Semitism and their evolution. However, we have seen that
in different historical periods, Judaism made up part of the pos-
sessing classes and was treated as such. To sum up [the idealist
conception], the sources of Zionism must be sought in the im-
possibility of assimilation because of “eternal” anti-Semitism and
of the will to safeguard the “treasures of Judaism.”"

In reality, Zionist ideology, like all ideologies, is only the dis-
torted reflection of the interests of a class. It is the ideology of the
Jewish petty bourgeoisie, suffocating between feudalism in ruins
and capitalism in decay. The refutation of the ideological fanta-
sies of Zionism does not naturally refute the real needs which
brought them into being. It is modern anti-Semitism, and not
mythical “eternal” anti-Semitism, which is the best agitator in
favor of Zionism. Similarly, the basic question to determine is: To

15. Adolf Bohm, Die Zionistische Bewegung (Berlin, 1935), vol. 1, chapter 3.
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what extent is Zionism capable of resolving not the “eternal”
Jewish problem but the Jewish question in the period of capital-
ist decay?

Zionist theoreticians like to compare Zionism with all other
national movements. But in reality, the foundations of the na-
tional movements and that of Zionism are altogether difterent.
The national movement of the European bourgeoisie is the
consequence of capitalist development; it reflects the will of
the bourgeoisie to create the national bases for production, to
abolish feudal remnants. The national movement of the Euro-
pean bourgeoisie is closely linked with the ascending phase of
capitalism. But in the nineteenth century, in the period of the
flowering of nationalisms, far from being “Zionist,” the Jewish
bourgeoisie was profoundly assimilationist. The economic pro-
cess from which the modern nations issued laid the founda-
tions for integration of the Jewish bourgeoisie into the bour-
geois nation.

It is only when the process of the formation of nations ap-
proaches its end, when the productive forces have for a long time
found themselves constricted within national boundaries, that
the process of expulsion of Jews from capitalist society begins to
manifest itself, that modern anti-Semitism begins to develop.The
elimination of Judaism accompanies the decline of capitalism.
Far from being a product of the development of the productive
forces, Zionism is precisely the consequence of the complete
halt of this development, the result of the petrifaction of capital-
ism. Whereas the national movement is the product of the as-
cending period of capitalism, Zionism is the product of the im-
perialist era. The Jewish tragedy of the twentieth century is a
direct consequence of the decline of capitalism.

Therein lies the principal obstacle to the realization of Zi-
onism. Capitalist decay—basis for the growth of Zionism—is also
the cause of the impossibility of its realization. The Jewish bour-
geoisie is compelled to create a national state, to assure itself of
the objective framework for the development of its productive
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forces, precisely in the period when the conditions for such a
development have long since disappeared. The conditions of
the decline of capitalism which have posed so sharply the Jew-
ish question make its solution equally impossible along the Zi-
onist road. And there is nothing astonishing in that. An evil
cannot be suppressed without destroying its causes. But Zion-
ism wishes to resolve the Jewish question without destroying
capitalism, which is the principal source of the suffering of the
Jews.

At the end of the nineteenth century, in the period when the
Jewish problem was just beginning to be posed in all its sharp-
ness, 150,000 Jews each year left their countries of origin. Be-
tween 1881 and 1925, nearly four million Jews emigrated. De-
spite these enormous figures, the Jewish population of Eastern
Europe rose from six to eight million.

Thus, even when capitalism was still developing, even when
the countries across the ocean were still receiving immigrants,
the Jewish question could not even begin to be resolved (in the
Zionist sense); far from diminishing, the Jewish population showed
a bad penchant of wanting to grow. In order to begin to resolve
the Jewish question, that is to say, in order to begin really to
transplant the Jewish masses, it would be necessary for the coun-
tries of immigration to absorb at least a little more than the natu-
ral growth of Jews in the Diaspora, that is at least three hundred
thousand Jews per year. And if such a figure could not be reached
before the first imperialist war, when all the conditions were still
favorable for emigration, when all developed countries such as
the United States were permitting the mass entry of immigrants,
then how can we think that it is possible in the period of the
continuous crisis of capitalism, in the period of almost incessant
wars?

Naturally there are enough ships in the world to transport
hundreds of thousands, even millions of Jews. But if all coun-
tries have closed their doors to immigrants, it is because there is
an overproduction of labor forces just as there is an overpro-
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duction of commodities. Contrary to Malthus, who believed
that there would be too many people because there would be
too few goods, it is precisely the abundance of goods which is
the cause of the “plethora” of human beings. By what miracle,
in a period when the world markets are saturated with goods,
in a period when unemployment has everywhere become a
permanent fixture, by what miracle can a country, however great
and rich it may be (we pass over the data relating to poor and
small Palestine), develop its productive forces to the point of
being able to welcome three hundred thousand immigrants each
year? In reality the possibilities for Jewish emigration diminish
at the same time that the need for it increases. The causes which
promote the need for emigration are the same as those which
prevent its realization; they all spring from the decline of capi-
talism.

It is from this fundamental contradiction between the necessity
for and the possibility of emigration that the political difficulties of
Zionism flow. The period of development of the European na-
tions was also the period of an intensive colonization in the coun-
tries across the ocean. It was at the beginning and middle of the
nineteenth century, in the golden age of European nationalism,
that North America was colonized; it was also in this period that
South America and Australia began to be developed. Vast areas of
the earth were practically without a master and lent themselves
marvelously to the establishment of millions of European emi-
grants. In that period, for reasons that we have studied, the Jews
gave almost no thought to emigrating.

Today the whole world is colonized, industrialized, and
divided among the various imperialisms. Everywhere Jewish
emigrants come into collision at one and the same time with the
nationalism of the “natives” and with the ruling imperialism. In
Palestine, Jewish nationalism collides with an increasingly ag-
gressive Arab nationalism. The development of Palestine by Jew-
ish immigration tends to increase the intensity of this Arab na-
tionalism. The economic development of the country results in
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the growth of the Arab population, its social differentiation, the
growth of a national capitalism. To overcome Arab resistance the
Jews need English imperialism. But its “support” is as harmful as
is Arab resistance. English imperialism views with a favorable eye
a weak Jewish immigration to constitute a counterweight to the
Arab factor, but it is intensely hostile to the establishment of a
big Jewish population in Palestine, to its industrial development,
to the growth of its proletariat. It merely uses the Jews as a coun-
terweight to the Arab threat but does everything to raise difficul-
ties for Jewish immigration. Thus, to the increasing difficulties
flowing from Arab resistance, there is added the perfidious game
of British imperialism.

Finally, we must draw still one more conclusion from the
fundamental premises which have been established. Because
of its necessarily artificial character, because of the slim per-
spectives for a rapid and normal development of Palestinian
economy in our period, the task of Zionist colonization re-
quires considerable capital. Zionism demands incessantly in-
creasing sacrifices from the Jewish communities of the world.
But so long as the situation of the Jews is more or less bear-
able in the Diaspora, no Jewish class feels the necessity of
making these sacrifices. To the extent that the Jewish masses
feel the necessity of having a “country,” to the extent also that
persecutions mount in intensity, so much the less are the Jew-
1sh masses able to contribute to Zionist construction.“A strong
Jewish people in the Diaspora is necessary for Palestinian re-
construction,” states Ruppin. But so long as the Jewish people
is strong in the Diaspora, it feels no need for Palestinian re-
construction. When it strongly feels this necessity, the possi-
bility for realizing it no longer exists. It would be difficult
today to ask European Jews, who have a pressing need to
emigrate, to give aid for the rebuilding of Palestine. The day
when they will be able to do 1it, it is a safe assumption that
their enthusiasm for this task will have considerably cooled.

A relative success for Zionism, along the lines of creating a
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Jewish majority in Palestine and even of the formation of a
“Jewish state,” that is to say, a state placed under the complete
domination of English or American imperialism, cannot, nat-
urally, be excluded. This would in some ways be a return to
the state of things which existed in Palestine before the de-
struction of Jerusalem and, from this point of view, there will
be “reparation of a two-thousand-year-old injustice.” But this
tiny “independent” Jewish state in the midst of a worldwide
Diaspora will be only an apparent return to the state of things
before the year 70. It will not even be the beginning of the
solution of the Jewish question. The Jewish Diaspora of the
Roman era was in effect based on solid economic ground; the
Jews played an important economic role in the world. The
existence or absence of a Palestinian mother country had for
the Jews of this period only a secondary importance. Today it is
not a question of giving the Jews a political or spiritual center
(as Achaad Haam would have it). It is a question of saving Juda-
ism from the annihilation which threatens it in the Diaspora.
But in what way will the existence of a small Jewish state in
Palestine change anything in the situation of the Polish or
German Jews? Admitting even that all the Jews in the world
were today Palestinian citizens, would the policy of Hitler
have been any different?

One must be stricken with an incurable juridical cretinism
to believe that the creation of a small Jewish state in Palestine
can change anything at all in the situation of the Jews through-
out the world, especially in the present period. The situation
after the eventual creation of a Jewish state in Palestine will
resemble the state of things that existed in the Roman era only
in the fact that in both cases the existence of a small Jewish state in
Palestine could in no way influence the situation of the Jews in the
Diaspora. In the Roman era, the economic and social position
of Judaism in the Diaspora was very strong, so that the disap-
pearance of this Jewish state did not in any way compromise it.
Today the situation of the Jews in the world is very bad; so the
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reestablishment of a Jewish state in Palestine cannot in any way
restore it. In both cases the situation of the Jews does not at all
depend on the existence of a state in Palestine but is a function of
the general economic, social, and political situation. Even sup-
posing that the Zionist dream is realized and the “secular injus-
tice” is undone—and we are still very far from that—the situa-
tion of Judaism throughout the world will in no way be modified
by that. The temple will perhaps be rebuilt but the faithful will
continue to suffer.

The history of Zionism is the best illustration of the insur-
mountable difficulties that it encounters, difficulties resulting,
in the last analysis, from the fundamental contradiction which
tears it apart: the contradiction between the growing necessity
of resolving the Jewish question and the growing impossibility
of resolving it under the conditions of decaying capitalism. Im-
mediately following the first imperialist war, Jewish emigration
to Palestine encountered no great obstacles in its path. Despite
that, there were relatively few immigrants; the economic con-
ditions of capitalist countries after the war made the need to
emigrate less pressing. It was, moreover, because of this light
emigration that the British movement did not feel obliged to
set up bars to the entry of Jews into Palestine. In the years 1924,
1925, 1926, the Polish bourgeoisie opened an economic offen-
sive against the Jewish masses. These years are also the period of
a very important immigration into Palestine. But this massive
immigration soon collided with insurmountable economic dif-
ficulties. The ebb was almost as great as was the flood tide. Up
to 1933, the date of Hitler’s arrival to power, immigration was
of little importance. After this date, tens of thousands of Jews
began to arrive in Palestine. But this “conjuncture” was soon
arrested by a storm of anti-Jewish demonstrations and massa-
cres. The Arabs seriously feared becoming a minority in the
country. The Arab feudal elements feared being submerged by
the capitalist wave. British imperialism profited from this ten-
sion by piling up obstacles to the entry of the Jews, by working
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to deepen the gulf existing between the Jews and the Arabs, by
proposing the partition of Palestine. Up to the second imperi-
alist war, Zionism thus found itself in the grip of mounting
difficulties. The Palestinian population lived in a state of per-
manent terror. Precisely when the situation of the Jews became
ever more desperate, Zionism showed itself absolutely incapable
of providing a remedy. “Illegal” Jewish immigrants were greeted
with rifle fire by their British “protectors.”

The Zionist illusion began to lose its attractiveness even in
the eyes of the most uninformed. In Poland, the last elections
revealed that the Jewish masses were turning completely away
from Zionism. The Jewish masses began to understand that
Zionism not only could not seriously improve their situation,
but that it was furnishing weapons to the anti-Semites by its
theories of the “objective necessity of Jewish emigration.” The
imperialist war and the triumph of Hitlerism in Europe are
an unprecedented disaster for Judaism. Judaism is confronted
with the threat of total extinction. What can Zionism do to
counteract such a disaster? Is it not obvious that the Jewish
question is very little dependent upon the future destiny of
Tel Aviv but very greatly upon the regime which will be set
up tomorrow in Europe and in the world? The Zionists have
a great deal of faith in a victory of Anglo-American imperial-
ism. But is there a single reason for believing that the attitude
of the Anglo-American imperialists will differ after their even-
tual victory from their prewar attitude? It is obvious that there
is none. Even admitting that Anglo-American imperialism will
create some kind of abortive Jewish state, we have seen that
the situation of world Judaism will hardly be affected. A great
Jewish immigration into Palestine after this war will confront
the same difficulties as previously. Under conditions of capi-
talist decay, it is impossible to transplant millions of Jews. Only
a worldwide socialist planned economy would be capable of
such a miracle. Naturally this presupposes the proletarian revo-
lution.
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But Zionism wishes precisely to resolve the Jewish question
independently of the world revolution. By misconstruing the real
sources of the Jewish question in our period, by lulling itself with
puerile dreams and silly hopes, Zionism proves that it is an ideo-
logical excrescence and not a scientific doctrine.”'

16. In this chapter, Zionism has been treated only insofar as it is linked with
the Jewish question. The role of Zionism in Palestine naturally constitutes
another problem.
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Toward a solution of the Jewish question

It is incorrect to state that a solution for the Jewish problem
has been needed for two thousand years. The very fact that in the
course of this long period such a solution was not found best
demonstrates that it was not necessary.

Judaism was an indispensable factor in precapitalist society. It
was a fundamental organism within it. That is what explains the
two thousand year existence of Judaism in the Diaspora. The
Jew was as characteristic a personage in feudal society as the
lord and the serf. It was no accident that a foreign element
played the role of “capital” in feudal society. Feudal society as
such could not create a capitalist element; as soon as it was able
to do so, precisely then it ceased being feudal. Nor was it acci-
dental that the Jew remained a foreigner in the midst of feudal
society. The “capital” of precapitalist society existed outside of
its economic system. From the moment that capital begins to
emerge from the womb of this social system and takes the place
of the borrowed organ, the Jew is eliminated and feudal society
ceases to be feudal.

249
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It is modern capitalism that has posed the Jewish problem.
Not because the Jews today number close to twenty million people
(the proportion of Jews to non-Jews has declined greatly since
the Roman era) but because capitalism destroyed the secular ba-
sis for the existence of Judaism. Capitalism destroyed feudal soci-
ety, and with it the function of the Jewish people-class. History
doomed this people-class to disappearance; and thus the Jewish
problem arose. The Jewish problem is the problem of adapting
Judaism to modern society, of liquidating the heritage bequeathed
to humanity by feudalism.

For centuries Judaism was a social organism within which
social and national elements were closely intermingled. The
Jews are far from constituting a race; on the contrary, they are
probably one of the most typical and conspicuous examples
of racial mixture. This does not mean, however, that the Asi-
atic element is not very noticeable in the mixture—sufficiently
outstanding, in any case, to set the Jew apart in the Western
nations, where he is chiefly to be found. This real national
“base” is supplemented by an imaginary, poetic base, formed
out of the secular tradition which attaches the present Jew to
his distant “ancestors” of biblical times. On this national base,
the class foundation and the mercantile psychology were sub-
sequently grafted. The national and social elements became
mixed to the point of complete intermingling. It would be
difficult to distinguish in a Polish Jew the part that his “type”
has inherited from his ancestors and the part acquired from
the social function that he fulfilled in that country for centu-
ries. It must be agreed that the social base long ago acquired
greater importance than the national base. At any rate, if the
social element came to be added to the national element, the
latter could persist only thanks to the former. It is thanks to
his social and economic situation that the Jew was able to
“preserve” himself.

Capitalism has posed the Jewish problem, that is to say, it has
destroyed the social bases upon which Judaism maintained itself
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for centuries. But capitalism has not resolved the Jewish problem,
for it has been unable to absorb the Jew liberated from his social
shell. The decline of capitalism has suspended the Jews between
heaven and earth. The Jewish “precapitalist” merchant has largely
disappeared, but his son has found no place in modern produc-
tion. The social basis of Judaism has crumbled; Judaism has be-
come largely a declassed element. Capitalism has not only doomed
the social function of the Jews; it has also doomed the Jews them-
selves.

Petty-bourgeois ideologists are always inclined to raise a his-
torical phenomenon into an eternal category. For them the Jew-
ish question is a function of the Diaspora; only the concentration
of the Jews in Palestine can resolve it.

But it 1s pure childishness to reduce the Jewish question to a
question of territory. The territorial solution has meaning only if
it signifies the disappearance of traditional Judaism, the penetra-
tion of Jews into modern economy, the “productivization” of the
Jews. By a detour, Zionism thus returns to the solution proposed
by its worst enemies, the consistent “assimilationists.” For the
Zionists as well as for the assimilationists it is a question of doing
away with the “cursed” heritage of the past, of making workers,
agriculturists, productive intellectuals, of the Jews. The illusion of
Zionism does not consist in its desire to attain this result; that is a
historical necessity which will cut its own path sooner or later.
Its illusion consists in believing that the insurmountable difficul-
ties which decaying capitalism puts in the way of these tasks will
disappear as if by magic in Palestine. But if the Jews were unable
to find a place in economic life in the Diaspora, the same causes
will prevent them from doing so in Palestine. The world today is
so much a unit that it is sheer folly to try to build within it a
haven sheltered from its storms. That is why the failure of “as-
similation” must of necessity be followed by the failure of Zion-
ism. In this period when the Jewish problem takes on the aspect
of a terrible tragedy, Palestine can be no more than a feeble pal-
liative. Ten million Jews find themselves in a huge concentration
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camp. What remedy can the creation of a few Zionist colonies
bring to this problem?

Well then—neither assimilation nor Zionism? No solution at
all? No, there is no solution to the Jewish question under capital-
1sm, just as there 1s no solution to the other problems posed be-
fore humanity—without profound social upheavals. The same
causes which make the emancipation of the Jews an illusion also
make the realization of Zionism impossible. Unless the profound
causes for the Jewish question are eliminated, the effects cannot
be eliminated.

The ghetto and the wheel [the badge that Jews sewed on their
clothes in the Middle Ages] have reappeared—symbols, more-
over, of the tragic destiny toward which humanity is being driven.
But the very exacerbation of anti-Semitism prepares the road for
its disappearance. The driving out of the Jews provides momen-
tarily a kind of living space for the petty bourgeoisie. “ Aryaniza-
tion” creates jobs for some tens of thousands of unemployed in-
tellectuals and petty bourgeois. But in attacking the apparent causes
of their misfortunes, the petty bourgeoisie has merely strength-
ened the operation of the real causes. Fascism will accelerate the
process of proletarianization of the middle classes. After the Jew-
ish petty bourgeoisie, hundreds of thousands of shopkeepers and
artisans were expropriated and proletarianized. Capitalist con-
centration made gigantic progress. “Improvement in the eco-
nomic situation” took place only at the price of preparation for
the second imperialist war, the cause of enormous destruction
and slaughter.

Thus the tragic fate of Judaism mirrors with singular sharp-
ness the situation of all humanity. The decline of capitalism means
for the Jews the return to the ghetto—although the basis for the
ghetto disappeared long ago, along with the foundations of feu-
dal society. Similarly, for all humanity, capitalism bars the road of
the past as well as the highway to the future. Only the destruc-
tion of capitalism will make it possible for humanity to benefit
from the immense achievements of the industrial era.
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[s it astonishing that the Jewish masses, who are the first to
feel—and with special sharpness—the eftects of the contradic-
tions of capitalism, should have furnished rich forces for the
socialist and revolutionary struggle? “On various occasions Lenin
emphasized the importance of the Jews for the revolution, not

only in Russia but in other countries as well. . . . Lenin also
expressed the thought that the flight of a part of the Jewish
population . . . into the interior of Russia, as a result of the

occupation of the industrial regions of the West, had been a
very useful thing for the revolution—just as the appearance of
a large number of Jewish intellectuals in the Russian cities dur-
ing the war had also been useful. They helped to smash the
widespread and extremely dangerous sabotage which confronted
the Bolsheviks everywhere immediately following the revolu-
tion. Thus they helped the revolution to survive a very critical
stage.”! The high percentage of Jews in the proletarian move-
ment is only a reflection of the tragic situation of Judaism in
our time. The intellectual faculties of the Jews, fruit of the his-
toric past of Judaism, are thus an important support for the
proletarian movement.

In this latter fact lies a final—and not the least important—
reason for modern anti-Semitism. The ruling classes persecute
with special sadism the Jewish intellectuals and workers, who
have supplied a host of fighters to the revolutionary movement.
To isolate the Jews completely from the sources of culture and
science has become a vital necessity for the decaying system which
persecutes them. The ridiculous legend of “Jewish-Marxism” is
nothing but a caricature of the bonds that actually exist between
socialism and the Jewish masses.

Never has the situation of the Jews been so tragic. In the worst
periods of the Middle Ages entire countries opened their doors
to receive them. Today capitalism, which rules the whole world,

1. S.Dimanstein, Lenin on the Jewish Question in Russia (Russian) (Moscow,
1924). Quoted by Otto Heller, Der Untergang des Judentums (Vienna, 1931),
p. 230.
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makes the earth uninhabitable for them. Never has the mirage of
a Promised Land so haunted the Jewish masses. But never was a
Promised Land less capable of resolving the Jewish question than
in our time.

The very paroxysm, however, that the Jewish problem has
reached today, also provides the key to its solution. The plight of
the Jews has never been so tragic; but never has it been so close
to ceasing to be that. In past centuries, hatred of the Jews had a
real basis in the social antagonism which set them against other
classes of the population. Today, the interest of the Jewish classes
are closely bound up with the interests of the popular masses of
the entire world. By persecuting the Jews as “capitalist,” capital-
ism makes them complete pariahs. The ferocious persecutions
against Judaism render stark naked the stupid bestiality of anti-
Semitism and destroy the remnants of prejudices that the work-
ing classes nurse against the Jews. The ghettos and the yellow
badges do not prevent the workers from feeling a growing soli-
darity with those who suffer most from the afflictions all human-
ity is suffering.

And the greatest social explosion the world has ever seen is
finally preparing the liberation of the most persecuted pariahs of
our planet. When the people of the factories and the fields have
finally thrown off the yoke of the capitalists, when a future of
unlimited development opens up before liberated humanity, the
Jewish masses will be able to make a far from unimportant con-
tribution towards the building of a new world.

This does not mean that socialism, brought to maturity by a
wave of a magic wand, will remove all the difficulties that stand
as obstacles to the solution of the Jewish question. The example
of the USSR shows that even after the proletarian revolution,
the special structure of Judaism—a heritage of history—will give
rise to a number of difficulties, particularly during the transition
periods. During the time of the NEP, for instance, the Jews of
Russia, utilizing their traditional business experience, furnished
numerous cadres for the new bourgeois class.
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Moreover, the great mass of Jewish small tradesmen and petty
artisans suffered greatly at the beginning of the proletarian dicta-
torship. It was only later, with the success of the Five Year Plan,
that the Jews penetrated en masse into Soviet economic life.
Despite certain difficulties, the experiment was decisive: hun-
dreds of thousands of Jews became workers and peasants. The
fact that white-collar workers and functionaries constitute a con-
siderable percentage of wage-earning Jews must not be consid-
ered a matter for concern. Socialism is not at all interested that all
Jews should take up manual occupations. On the contrary, the
intellectual faculties of the Jews should be put to widest use.

It is thus clear that, even under the relatively difficult condi-
tions of a backward country, the proletariat can solve the Jewish
problem. The Jews have penetrated en masse into Russian
economy. The “productivization” of the Jews has been accompa-
nied by two parallel processes: assimilation and territorial con-
centration. Wherever the Jews penetrate into industry, they are
rapidly assimilated. As early as 1926 there were hardly 40 percent
of the Jewish miners in the Donets Basin who spoke Yiddish.
Nevertheless the Jews live under a regime of national autonomy;
they have special schools, a Yiddish press, autonomous courts.
But the Jewish nationalists are continually deploring the aban-
donment of these schools and this press. Only in those places
where fairly dense masses of Jews have been colonized, especially
in Birobidjan, do we witness a kind of “national renaissance.”

Thus life itself demonstrates that the problem which so bit-
terly divides Judaism—assimilation or territorial concentration—
is a fundamental problem only to petty-bourgeois dreamers. The
Jewish masses want simply an end to their martyrdom. That, so-
cialism alone can give them. But socialism must give the Jews, as
it will to all peoples, the possibility of assimilation as well as the
possibility of having a special national life.

2. We touch here on the Jewish problem in Russia only in passing.
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The end of Judaism? Certainly. Despite their apparently irrec-
oncilable opposition, assimilationists and nationalists are agreed
in combating Judaism as history has known it—the mercantile
Judaism of the Diaspora, the people-class. The Zionists never stop
repeating that it is a matter of creating a new type of Jew in
Palestine, altogether different from the Jew of the Diaspora. They
even reject with horror the language and culture of the Judaism
of the Diaspora. In Birobidjan, in the Ukraine and the Donets
Basin, even the old man discards his secular dress. The people-
class, historical Judaism, has been definitively doomed by history.
Despite all its traditional pretensions, Zionism will not culminate
in a “national renaissance” but, at the most, in a “national birth.”
The “new Jew” resembles neither his brother of the Diaspora
nor his ancestor of the era of the fall of Jerusalem. The young
Palestinian, proud of speaking the language of Bar Kochba, would
probably not be understood by his ancestor; in reality, the Jews in
the Roman era spoke Aramaic and Greek fluently but had only a
vague knowledge of Hebrew. Moreover, neo-Hebrew, in the na-
ture of things, is going further and further away from the lan-
guage of the Bible. Everything will add up to estrange the Pales-
tinian Jew from the Judaism of the Diaspora. And tomorrow, when
national barriers and prejudices begin to disappear in Palestine,
who can doubt that a fruitful reconciliation will take place be-
tween the Arab and the Jewish workers, the result of which will
be their partial or total fusion?

“Eternal” Judaism, which, moreover, has never been any-
thing but a myth, will disappear. It is puerile to pose assimila-
tion and the “national solution” as opposites. Even in those
countries where Jewish national communities will eventually
be created, we will be witnessing either the creation of a new
Jewish nationality, completely different from the old, or the
formation of new nations. Moreover, even in the first case,
unless the people already established in the country are driven
out or the rigorous prescriptions of Ezra and Nehemiah are
revived, this new nationality cannot fail to come under the
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influence of the longtime inhabitants of the country.

In the sphere of nationality, only socialism can bring the wid-
est democracy. It must provide the Jews with the opportunity of
living a national existence in every country they inhabit; it must
also give them the opportunity of concentrating in one or more
territories, naturally without injuring the interests of the native
inhabitants. Only the widest proletarian democracy will make
possible the resolution of the Jewish problem with a minimum
of suffering.

Clearly, the tempo of the solution of the Jewish problem
depends upon the general tempo of socialist construction. The
opposition between assimilation and the national solution is an
entirely relative one, the latter often being nothing but the pre-
lude to the former. Historically, all existing nations are the prod-
ucts of various fusions of races and peoples. It is not excluded
that new nations, fanned by the fusion or even the dispersion of
nations now existing, will be created. However it may be, so-
cialism must limit itself in this sphere to “letting nature take its
course.”

Thus in a certain sense socialism will return to the practice
of precapitalist society. It was capitalism by virtue of the fact
that it provided an economic basis for the national problem,
which also created insoluble national contradictions. Before the
capitalist era, Slovaks, Czechs, Germans, French, lived in perfect
understanding. Wars did not have a national character; they had
interest only for the possessing classes. The policy of compul-
sory assimilation, of national persecution, was unknown to the
Romans. Submission of barbarian peoples to Romanization or
Hellenization was a peaceful process. Today, national-cultural
and linguistic antagonisms are only manifestations of the eco-
nomic antagonism created by capitalism. With the disappear-
ance of capitalism, the national problem will lose all its acute-
ness. If it is premature to speak of a worldwide assimilation of
peoples, it is nonetheless clear that a planned economy on a
global scale will bring all the peoples of the world much closer
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to each other. But the hastening of this assimilation by artificial
means would hardly seem to be indicated; nothing could do
more harm. We still cannot foresee exactly what the “offspring”
of present Judaism will be; socialism will take care that the “birth”
will take place under the best possible conditions.
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“We must not start with religion in order

to explain Jewish history; on the confirary,
the preservation of the Jewish religion or
nationality can be explained only by the
‘real Jow,’ that is to say, by the Jew in his
economic and social role. The preservation of
the Jews contains nothing of the miracvlous.”

Abram Leon

Covering the span from the Roman era to World War II, Abram Leon
takes as his point of departure Marx’s observation that “Judaism
continues to exist not in spite of history but owing to history.”

Leon traces the historical rationalizations of anti-Semitism to the fact
that Jews were forced to become a “people-class” of merchants and
moneylenders in the centuries preceeding the domination of
industrial capitalism. And he explains how in times of social crisis
renewed Jew-hatred is incited by the capitalists to mobilize
reactionary forces against the labor movement and to disorient the
middle classes and layers of working people about the true source of
their impoverishment.

Leon, an activist in the underground factory committees in Belgium
during the Nazi occupation, was arrested in 1944 and deported to
" Auschwitz, where he was executed in the gas chambers.
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