
CHAPTER XII
THE CASE OF FRANZ MEHRING

At the time of the Ahlwardt scandals, the Berlin correspondent of
the Neue Zeit contributed more to the discussion of political anti-
Semitism than any other Social Democratic writer. His name was Franz
Mehring. No Marxist journalist or historian made "the repulsive spec-
tacle of anti-Semitism" so often the point of departure for a criticism of
capitalist society as he did. No other writer so consistently combined his
attacks on anti-Semitism with sarcastic comments on "philo-Semitism."
The spirit of Mehring's writings on the subject often reminds one of
the young Marx. But in his reaction to the "Jewish question" there are
also mingled sentiments much akin to conservative antipathy to the
ideals of laissez faire. Mehring's case history offers an excellent oppor-
tunity of studying how cultural and political aversion to the new society
with which Jews were prominently associated, was affected by the revo-
lutionary theory.

As a student Mehring had become attracted by the teachings of
Lassalle in whom he admired an "ingenious and original mind."1 Con-
vinced of the necessity for radical social reforms and repelled by Man-
chesterism, he had embraced socialist thought as the "ideal dream of
the world-redeeming union between the highest forms of science and
the elementary force of the working classes."

When hi 1875 both socialist parties merged, with Marxists winning
out over Lassalleans, Mehring turned away from the labor movement;
he even began to attack the young Social Democratic Party. The Marxist
concept of an irreconcilable conffict within society seems to have dis-
turbed him most. The same "fanatic credo of unbridgeable class differ-
ences"2 he had previously found in Treitschke's attack on socialism. The
workers, Mehring hoped, would read Schmoller's rebuttal of Treitschke
and would "find reassurance in the thought that there were in the upper
classes still men of brain and heart who energetically stood up against
the brutal doctrines of Manchesterism."3 Mehring was repelled not only
by the Marxist doctrines but by the means through which they were
conveyed to the workers. He loathed the mediocrity of the minor party
leaders, their lack of respect for the historical heritage, their cocksure
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dogmatism. They were to him "like pebbles on the seashore licked flat
and smooth by the endless beating of the waves of phraseological clap-
trap."4 He began to fear that, after the Marxists had conquered the
party, the envisaged union of science and labor would remain a dream;
neither would the cultural heritage, threatened by capitalism, be safe
n the hands of the Socialists.

The incident which caused his first sharp clash with the Social Demo-
crats, characteristically enough, grew out of an attack he had made on
the liberal Frankfurter Zeitung. In 1876 he had criticized the newspaper
for having encouraged the wild speculations of the early seventies,
whereupon the Social Democratic leaders Most and Liebknecht declared
him to be a tool of reaction. It was for Mehring a sign of corruption that
the Social Democrats should feel it necessary to come to the defense of
the liberal paper because Bebel and Liebknecht had once politically
collaborated with its owner Leopold Sonnemann. In his opinion, a pro-
fessedly democratic organ deserved to be mercilessly criticized for hav-
ing compromised the cause of democracy in the interest of capitalism.5

It was still in a spirit of noblesse oblige, of conservative ethics, that
Mehring in the early eighties denounced the irresponsible demagogy
of Stoecker and his Christian Social Party. In its approach, Mehring's
masterful pamphlet Herr Hofprediger Stoecker der Sozialpolitiker6 re-
minds one of the essays which Maximilian Harden devoted to the Berlin
Movement and its leading spirit. * Both men, incidentally, knew each
other well; the Gentile and the Jew were men of aristocratic tastes who
were dismayed by the vulgarity of the big press, the dilution of moral
tradition, the transformation of society into a hunting ground for in-
dividual gunners all of which seemed to have taken place under the
aegis of liberalism. But the disgust with these trends evenftially drove
the two men in opposite directions. It was perhaps only a matter of
individual psychology that the Jew went over to Bismarck and became
a spokesman of unbridled German imperialism in World War I, while
the Gentile joined the left wing of the revolutionary movement and acted
in the same period as a spokesman of the most radical opposition to
imperialism and war. But it does not seem accidental that both chose
political worlds which held liberal capitalism and its commercialized cul-
ture in utter contempt.

In 1886, Mehring accepted the editorship of the Berliner Volkszeitung,
a popular democratic daily, to which Harden contributed too. Under
his stewardship the Volkszeitung became the only paper in the capital
which dared to attack Bismarck where he was most sensitive: it pro-
tested against the government's treatment of the outlawed Social Demo-

* For excerpts of Mebring's writings on Stoecker, see Document No. X.
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cratic Party. The government retaliated by frequently confiscating the
paper; Mehring himself barely missed being jailed for violation of the
anti-Socialist act. We have the testimony of leading Social Democrats
that "at the time when Social Democracy was lying prostrate, bleeding
from a thousand wounds, when all its liberal friends had backed away
from it. . Mehring turned to it again and forcefully defended its case."

For Mehring never hesitated to challenge the powerful and wealthy
when he believed that they were abusing their privileges. As long as he
had not yet become convinced that justice was institutionally violated
in the class society, he took up the struggle against the individual per-
petrators of injustice. One of his experiences put an end to his efforts
on the Berliner Volkszeitung and drove him further along the road to
radical socialism. Apprehensive of the "capitalistic degeneration" which
he observed particularly in the newspapers with mass circulation, anxious
lest the press should "from a lever of cultural progress" become "a tool
of mental obfuscation (geistige Verduminung), moral disintegration and

]social oppression," he attacked in his paper the fashionable novelist and
playwright Paul Lindau. As theater critic of the Berliner Tageblatt Lin-
dau, of Jewish descent, was the day's authority in the literary and
artistic world of Berlin.8 The millionaire Emil Cohn, co-owner of the
Berliner Tageblatt, thereupon bought the Berliner Volkszeitung and, to-
gether with the Progressive Diet member Hermes who was on the Vol ks-
zeitung's board of directors, brought about Mehring's resignation by a
series of provocations. The editor in chief had shown too much inde-
pendence. Mehring declined a scientific position which the university
professors Gustav Schmoller and Lujo Brentano—with Adolph Wagner

ithe leaders of the Kathedersozialisten—offered him, and devoted himself
from then on to the revolutionary cause. In 1891 he became a staff mem-
ber of the Neue Zeit. Together with Rosa Luxemburg and Paul Lensch
he also joined the editorial board of the Leipziger Volkszeitung, one of
the largest Social Democratic dailies. Within a few years he had made
himself the party's most prolific and aggressive polemicist.

In retrospect, Mehring said of the road he traveled that the decisive
turn came when he was forced to abandon as illusory his hope for social
reforms, "when instead of protective labor legislation we received pro-
tective tariffs, instead of trade unionism, police repression of the work-
ing classes."10 The disillusionment over the failure of those in power to
act in good faith gradually evolved into the trenchant irony about their
activities that characterized most of his later works. Throughout his
journalistic and historical writing appears a strain which may easily be
taken as anti-Jewish. The "philo-Semites" against whom Mehring lashed
out were leaders of the liberal parties which, while pretending to defend
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the rights of a minority, had themselves deserted the cause of human
justice and become partners in exploitation. "In considering the brutal-
ities which anti-Semitism, with words rather than with deeds, commits
against the Jews, one should not overlook the brutalities which philo-
Semitism, with deeds rather than with words, is committing against
everyone, be he Jew or Turk, Christian or pagan, who opposes capital-
ism." "With words rather than with deeds"—"with deeds rather than
with words"—this juxtaposition of -the anti-Semitic and the liberal-capi-
talistic modes of procedure expressed Mehring's appraisal of the two
evils. Anti-Semitism was uncouth, noisy, unable to bring about a social
change and even to hit its immediate target; economic liberalism was
smooth, smug, pontifical, and utterly efficient in the arts of exploitation
and corruption. The contest between a coarse, poor, befuddled fanatic
like Ahlwardt and the powers of state and finance, supported by the big
press, appeared too grotesquely uneven to be judged as anything else
but a welcome opportunity for the liberal allies of the Jews to obscure
the real social issues. Just this, in the opinion of Mehring and other
radical Social Democrats, was the function of phio-Semitism which was
"not a bit better than anti-Semitism. If the latter asserts that it fights
capitalism by persecuting the Jews, the former asserts that it protects
the Jews by defending capitalism with every means."

The rapid growth of reactionary influence in the liberal parties, a hys-
terical but powerless anti-Semitic movement, the political and economic
security of the Jews, and the concerted attack upon the Socialists—these
were the features of the German scene in the 1890's which determined
Mehring's stand. It was not the antics of anti-Semitic agitators nor the
passions of their ignorant followers that constituted for Mehring "the
shame of the century" but the solid front of material interests against
the underprivileged classes. That wealthy and influential Jews, who were
part of this front, would appeal to justice and demand protection when
attacked as Jews was an irrational but powerful irritant to men like
Mehring. At the bottom of this irritation was perhaps the image of the
Schutz Jude who enjoys double privileges: he has the gratification of
wealth and a claim to protection, above and beyond the general solidar-
ity of the wealthy, that flows from his otherness. When such an appeal
for justice for the Jews was made by the "philo-Semites," Mehring sus-
pected it of ulterior motives: liberalism used the plea for the rights of
the Jews to share as equals in the opportunities of capitalist society to
defend this society. Mehring's bitter attacks upon "philo-Semitism" were
made against what he considered a device of class strategy. "This morn-
ing," he would write,12 "capitalist 'notables,' men so famous in political
life as Messrs. Mosse, Davidsohn, Levysohn, Mommsen, Virchow, Barth
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and others, have published an appeal for a collection for Buschhoff.'3 A
most sonorous appeal, to be sure, but did it not occur to a single one of
the subscribers that more than one of them would only have to sacrifice
an infinitesimal part of his own mammon to help good Buschhoff once and
for all. . . . Or is the purpose of it all merely to have another chance of
putting for the thousandth time that beautiful phrase of the 'shame of
the century' in 'notable' form before the public?"

When the liberals spoke of freedom and equality, Mehring heard the
voice of class bigotry. It incensed him all the more as he would not
grant the liberals and the Jews the privilege of caste stupidity and caste
callousness which he was willing to concede to the Conservative-clerical
world. Liberals and Jews knew better! He often castigated Jewish in-
dividuals who as bankers, industrialists, newspaper-owners, parliamen-
tarians, or writers practiced in perfect equality with their Christian col-
leagues the robust philosophy of "St. Manchester," and he never failed
to point out the genuine grievances that were expressed in the anti-
Semitic agitation. It would be easy to compile from his writings a syl-
labus of aggressive anti-Jewish formulations.14 We are even inclined to
believe that the tenor of his critical analyses of liberalism and anti-
Semitism was disquieting to other Social Democrats. Eduard Bernstein's
warning against the use of the' catchword of philo-Semitism15 may well
have been written for Mehring's benefit even if Bernstein addressed it
particularly to "the• comrades of Jewish descent who, just because they
themselves are of Jewish origin, consider it their special obligation to
protect the party against all suspicion of favoring Jewish interests."

Was Mehring, then, an anti-Semite? To raise the question is to answer
it. He keenly sensed "the limitless quantity of social-political tinder"
which the anti-Jewish agitation threatened to fire into "a conflagration
which all the fire extinguishers of state and society would not be able
to control";16 he was deeply concerned with anti-Semitism as "a historical
symptom of persisting social affliction."17 Weltanschauung, not the ac-
cident of birth, differentiated his friends from his enemies. Among his
intimate collaborators were many Jewish revolutionaries and scholars.
Political loyalty and personal friendship united him with Rosa Luxem-
burg, the Polish Jewess, who took her death from the hands of anti-
Semitic counterrevolutionaries in the crucial days of January, 1919.
Mehring died two weeks later, at the age of 73, to the last devoted to
the cause of the socialist society in which the issue of attacking or defend-
ing Jews would be as ludicrous to everyone as it was, in the class so-
ciety, only to the Socialist.

Nor can it be said of Mehring that his assault upon the liberal parties'
"philo-Semitism" tended to bring socialist labor into a shady alliance
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with the old powers of Prussia.'8 The liberal threat to the conservative
state was no longer sufficient to make the Conservatives seek an alliance
with the Socialists. The Social Democratic Party had become the only
danger to the big industrial and agrarian interests and to the political
structure of the Reich. Mehring's criticism was made in the spirit of
defiance, of "splendid isolation." No one could be trusted who was not
unconditionally on the side of revolutionary labor. The purity of the
Marxist doctrine had to be upheld; the party had to be protected against
the spirit of compromise that had led to the downfall of liberalism.

One might ask, however, what the effect of Mehring's acid comments
on "phio-Semitism" was on the younger generation of Social Democrats
who had personally neither experienced anti-Semitic movements nor dis-

criminatory laws nor the common fight for democratic goals. Mehring's
contempt for liberal defense against anti-Semitism must have coufirmed
this generation in the belief that the fate of the Jewish group was of no
concern to Socialists, that, as a matter of fact, there was no Jewish
group which as such could once more become the target of organized
violence.
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