Martin Schulze Wessel

CZECH ANTI-SEMITISM IN THE CONTEXT
OF TENSIONS BETWEEN NATIONAL
AND CONFESSIONAL PROGRAMS,
AND THE FOUNDATION OF THE
CZECHOSLOVAK NATIONAL CHURCH

One might assume that the founding of the Czechoslovak National Church in 1920,
which followed the founding of a Czechoslovak national state, was a prominent
landmark in the history of Czech anti-Semitism. To state this unequivocally right
away — this is not the case: The Czechoslovak National Church, which originated in
a schism of the Catholic church, was by no means a stronghold of anti-Semitism.
One can rather state that its rise to the position of second largest confession in
Czechoslovakia (the Catholics still being the largest denomination) was closely
linked to the decline in anti-Semitism within the population of Czechoslovakia.'

What needs to be explained, then, is not a rise of anti-Semitism, but rather the
opposite: The Czechoslovak Church was founded by a social group that was among
the most anti-Semitic in Bohemia: the lower Catholic clergy. And they mainly ap-
pealed to the Czech urban middle class, which had proven to be especially prone to
anti-Semitism around the end of the 19 century. Nonetheless, after 1920 the leading
representatives of the church cannot be accused of programmatic anti-Semitic state-
ments, or even of the anti-Semitic stereotypes current at that time.”
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We may find an explanation in comments made by contemporaries of the late 19®
and early 20" century. In their opinion, anti-Semitism in Bohemia was possible or
even real, but at the same time something foreign, something imported from other
countries. Thus, in 1882, the Austrian writer Berta von Suttner considered anti-
Semitism as a danger that threatened the Habsburg monarchy from the outside, as
an influence from Prussia, whereas Tomd§ G. Masaryk located the source of anti-
Semitism in Vienna and described Czech anti-Semitism as a mere imitation of the
hostility towards Jews of Vienna’s clergy.’ Both authors viewed anti-Semitism in the
Bohemian lands as an alien phenomenon. That would suggest interpreting the
decline of anti-Semitism as a foreign influence which came to an end because an
independent Czechoslovak state had been founded. But, as a matter of fact, the
history of modern Czech anti-Semitism goes back at least to the revolution of 1848,
and thence it developed independently of foreign influences.

Quite a current explanation for the rise and decline of anti-Semitism is connected
to the history of Czech social structures. Some authors argue that the comparatively
underdeveloped Czech trade gave rise to a kind of anti-Semitism motivated by
trade rivalry, and that this anti-Semitism spread to the Germans in northern and
western Bohemia during the economic crisis of the 1880s.* In this model, the
decline of Czech anti-Semitism after the turn of the century and then later on in the
1920s is explained by the fact that a Czech upper middle class emerged through the
development of Czech industry.

Of course, the history of anti-Semitism is not independent of developments in the
economy and in social history, but it is still a false conclusion to depict anti-Semitism
as a sort of rational answer to certain facts in social history. A closer look reveals that
there is no such immediate connection between social factors and anti-Semitism.

Beneath, I shall discuss the history of Czech anti-Semitism in the field of relations
between state, nations and confessions. The change that took place in this field be-
tween the 1860s and the 1920s can be described as follows: The Habsburg monarchy
was a multi-national and mono-confessional, namely Catholic state — at least for
the period of the concordat being in force (1855-1868), while the Czechoslovak
state was a multi-confessional national state, the state of the Czechoslovaks. The
Czechoslovak Church’s claim to representing a congruence of a nation-state and
a state confession was not maintained for long, even by the church’s leaders. The
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Czechoslovak Church rather saw itself as one confession amongst many equal de-
nominations,

The virulence of anti-Semitism in the second half of the 19" century and especial-
ly around the turn of the century must be seen in connection with the political claims
that were at that time asserted in a field of tension between state, nation and confes-
sion. Thus, anti-Semitism in the Bohemian lands was also an instrument to initiate
political alliances or enforce hostilities.

My first argument is that at times a mutual agreement between competing nation-
alisms within the Habsburg monarchy was sought on the basis of 2 common anti-
Semitism. This political program was not officially supported by any particular
party, but on several occasions in the 1880s and 1890s corresponding attempts can be
detected. The initiative appears to have come from German-Austrian politicians and
publicists. In 1883, for the first time German, Czech and Magyar party politicians
entered negotiations about a “reconciliation of the peoples [Vdlker] on the basis of
anti-Semitism”.” Nine years later this program was once more taken up by the
German-Austrian member of the Reichsrat, Ernst Schneider, a leading exponent of
anti-Semitism in Austria, during his visit to one of the most famous and influential
Czech anti-Semites, the politician of the Young Czech party (Mladoéesi), Viclav
Bfeznovsky, in Prague. Schneider intended to forge a political alliance that was sup-
posed to be joined by August Rohling, a German-Bohemian Professor at Prague
University and author of the infamous book “Der Talmudjude” (The Talmud Jew).®
At that time, the idea of pan-nationalism on the basis of anti-Semitism must have
already appeared quite unrealistic because of widespread national antagonisms
within the Habsburg monarchy. Still, the contacts between leading anti-Semites in
Vienna and Prague were maintained.

Taking the argument a step further, we may see that in the elections to the
Reichstag in 1891, the modern national Czech Party, the so called Young Czechs,
became the leading political force in the Bohemian lands. Why anti-Semitism play-
ed a considerable, but not decisive role in the political program of the Young Czechs,
can be explained by the fact that the party developed the way it perceived itself in
opposition to the predominance of the Catholic Church. Historical background for
this was the liberal fight against the concordat of 1855, which had strongly influ-
enced the political program of the German-Bohemian Liberals in the 1860s. This was
directed against the Austrian confessional state, against the Catholic Church’s
pretension to control decisions concerning marriage laws, science and education.
During this conflict, from the 1860s to the 1880s, political antagonisms arose — first
among German-Bohemians, later among the Czechs — between the Catholic Church
on one side and the laicists on the other. In a certain sense, their strict anti-clerical-
ism made the latter something of a second “confessional party.” The conflict
between the clericalism of the predominant state confession and the laicism of the
Young Czechs was, as one of their party leaders put it, “the key to all our internal
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quarrels.”” In the 1870s and 1880s, the fight against the dominating position of the
Catholic Church, against its influence on other parties, such as the so called Old
Czechs (Starolesi), became a source of agitation for the Young Czechs, who, from
their point of view, were fighting an important battle for the sake of identity of the
Czech nation. In his open letter to the leader of the so-called Old Czechs, the Young
Czech leader, Eduard Grégr, maintained that the Young Czechs saw the “reason
for their existence” in the fight against the “very effectively organized efforts of the
ultramontane Catholics.”® In another programmatic writing, he stated that the
Czechs were “in their core” liberal-minded and anti-Catholic. There could be no
greater difference, no greater opposition than between the liberal and the clerical
parties: “The one wants enlightenment and education for everybody, the other wants
to keep people in ignorance and superstition.”” Jan Hus who, as a religious reformer,
offered the opportunity for actualizing political topics, similar to Martin Luther in
Germany, became the symbol of this battle against the clergy: Hus, just like Luther,
was an important integrative figure for the anti-Roman, educated middle classes,
who in the Bohemian lands were united not in a single protestant confession, but in
a community of like-minded laicists. In the Bohemian lands, countless Hus celebra-
tions mobilized around one million people in the 1870s for patriotic and liberal goals
and became the most important symbol of an anti-clerical, united modern nation."
To Jews, this vision of a nation had a strong appeal as well, at least there was a surge
of new members joining the Czech-Jewish Society after the triumphant victory of
the Young Czechs in the elections of 1891. Amongst Jews, the majority of whom
lived in a Czech-speaking environment but (mainly) used German as colloquial lan-
guage, there was a definite trend towards a shift of language from German to Czech.

My next point is that the Young Czechs’ modern laicistic concept of a nation cor-
responded with a Catholic concept that was decidedly anti-modern and anti-Semitic.
The particular virulence of Catholic anti-Semitism within the Habsburg monarchy
resulted from the fact that Catholicism perceived modernity not only as an attack on
religious convictions, but also as a loss of the confessional Catholic monarchy. The
dismantling of the concordat during the 1860s meant a traumatic farewell from a
state that had been theirs. In 1870, the year the concordat was officially repealed, the
first Catholic party was founded in Bohemia. Exactly because the adversaries of the
Catholics were not united in a single denomination — like Protestantism in Germany
— but remained rather indistinct, the political Catholicism of the Christian-Socials in
the Habsburg monarchy was much more anti-Semitic than in other countries. This
anti-Semitism was disguised as a criticism of capitalism, but a closer look quickly
reveals that it ultimately had its roots in racism. In the Bohemian lands, this anti-
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Semitism was supported by parts of the church’s hierarchy — for example by one
of the first Czech national bishops, the bishop Brynych of Hradec Krilove/
Koéniggratz. But it was the lower clergy who was particularly active, especially
,the organized movement of the Czech Clergy which would later lead to the
Czechoslovak National Church being founded. (A personal continuity between the
Christian-Social movement of the clergy and the Czechoslovak National Church
can be detected in the curate and author Emil Dlouhy-Pokorny, among others.)
Characteristic of the anti-Semitic sentiment within the lower clergy was under which
circumstances they prevailed against the first non-aristocratic and national Czech
archbishop of Olomouc/Olmiitz, Theodor Kohn (1845-1915), to gain the latter’s
abdication. The fact that Kohn’s parents were Jewish converts formed the back-
ground of this unprecedented case."

The failure of the Czech national policy concerning the language question, i. e. the
repeal of the Badeni language decree of 1898, marks a distinct turning point in
the history of Czech anti-Semitism. Especially in the political camp of the Young
Czechs, anti-Semitism became much more intensive than before and underwent a
change of meaning. While up to 1898 the concept of Czech and German nationalists
joining forces on the basis of a common anti-Semitism was still discussed, afterwards
for the Young Czechs anti-Germanism and anti-Semitism became essentially inter-
woven. This meant that political Catholicism had the opportunity for a partial
reconciliation with the Young Czechs, despite their anti-clerical attitude. Until 1898,
both groups had aimed devastating rhetoric against each other, often borrowed from
the vocabulary of anti-Semitism. The national Hus celebrations gave the Young
Czechs the opportunity to accuse the Catholics that it had been them who con-
demned Hus to be burned at the stake, while the Catholics talked of their enemies
as the “jungtschechischen und freidenkerischen Ratten” (Young Czech and liberal-
minded rats), who would get their skulls bashed if they attacked Saint Peter’s rock.
After 1898, an end was put to the battle between clericalism and anti-clericalism in
favor of a national truce based on anti-Semitic and anti-German sentiments. The
debates of the Prague council of elders are characteristic for this. It was decided that
there should be two monuments on the Old Town Square, a statue of the Virgin
Mary and a new monument of Jan Hus. In their speeches the leaders of the Young
Czechs, otherwise ardent laicists, not only talked of Hus, the apostle of a progressive
nation, but also of Hus, the devout venerator of the Virgin Mary. As the German
newspaper in Prague, “Bohemia”, aptly stated, anti-Catholic sentiments were not to
be detected during the debate, it had not been a conflict between laicism and clerical-
ism, but a declaration of war against Germans (and Jews).'” Only the fact that Czech
national language policies failed, and resulting from this the careful rapprochement
of Young Czechs and political Catholicism, reinforced by a common opposition to
social democracy, explains how an atmosphere came about in which stories about
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ritual murders not only found many followers, but were also widely accepted and
even supported by politicians. Tom4§ G. Masaryk was a solitary exception. Only the
victory of the Social democrats in 1907 led to a drastic decline in anti-Semitism in the
politics of the Bohemian lands.

The final point to be examined refers to the period after the first World War.
Immediately after the Czechoslovak nation state had been founded, there were
numerous acts of anti-Semitic violence. Still, after a while a remarkable decline in
Czech anti-Semitism was to be observed. No phenomenon shows this more clearly
than the attitude of the Czechoslovak Church, founded in 1920 by the most impor-
tant representatives of the old clerical anti-Semitism, the patriotic lower Czech cler-
gy. However, the members of the new Church came mainly from the urban Czech
middle classes, the traditional voters of the Young Czechs. Within the Czechoslovak
Church, the old opposition between clericalism and laicism was symbolically re-
solved, because it chose Jan Hus as its central symbol. In the tradition of the Young
Czechs, Hus had hitherto embodied the laicistic nation, and now he became the
symbol of a reformative Church. The fact that now, unlike in 1898, reconciliation did
not take place on the basis of anti-Semitism had several reasons:

For one thing, it can be explained by a certain loss of purpose that anti-Semitism
underwent: The trauma of the Czech nationalists, the fact that their efforts towards
the Habsburg language laws had failed, was finally eradicated by the founding of the
nation-state. Moreover, the Habsburg confessional state of the concordat was no
longer an option for the Czech Catholics after the founding of the CSR. And even
if part of the Catholics’ reaction to measures taken against the church by the new
state — like nationalization of church property — was anti-Semitic, the Catholics
nonetheless accepted the existence of a state that made the separation of state and
church part of its program (a promise never completely redeemed). The fact that the
de-confessionalization of the state was an irrevocable objective of the new state’s
policy is especially due to its founding president, Tom4¥ G. Masaryk, who even in
exile during the war seized every opportunity to establish a link between the setting
up of a Czech nation-state and the objective of separating state and church. His name
is also particularly connected with the successful policy of consequently banning
anti-Semitism in Czechoslovakia ~ it is for this reason, for example, that the presi-
dent did not accept any honorary citizenship from towns and cities where acts of
anti-Semitic violence had been committed after 1918. Even if Masaryk had no part
in the founding of the Czechoslovak state church (for certain reasons he was rather
critical towards it), the new church nonetheless reflected the spirit in which the CSR
was set up. Without dogmatically committing itself to the belief in a personal God,
the First Czechoslovak Republic saw itself, at least during the period of its founda-
tion, as a representative of a Czech civil religion, central elements of which were
freedom of conscience and tolerance. These principles were symbolized by Jan Hus,
who thus for the first time had become an effective religious and national idol:
Before 1918, he had been a heretic according to the Catholics’ point of view and a
national and anti-clerical pioneer according to the Young Czechs, and with the
Czechoslovak National Church having been established he was ethicized: as the
symbol of a tolerant, civil religion.



