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For obvious reasons, research on racism in Germany has traditionally fo-
cused on anti-Semilism in general and the Holocaust in particular.
Historians tended to explain German anti-Semitism as part of the country’s
separate path, or sonderweg, toward nationhood in the nineteenth century.!
According to Christian Geulen, anti-Semitism in Germany represented a
central “medium in the process of bourgeois-national self-understanding >
Despite a few attempts to go beyond this nation-centered perspective by
comparing racist atrocities in Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, the Ger-
man public as well as German historians tended to be skeptical of such
endeavors. Above all, critics charged that historical comparisons harbored
the danger of calling into question the “uniqueness” of and thus trivialize
the Holocaust.? The last two decades have witnessed attempts to interna-
tionalize the Holocaust, however—a development that introduced new
comparative and transnational perspectives to the historical analysis of
racism. Nevertheless, this new scholarship continues to examine anti-Semi-
tism in isolation, neglecting other forms of racist ideclogies and practices.*

Although historians have recently begun to examine possible connec-
tions between anti-Semitism and colonial racism, they continmuie to focus on
the Holocaust and tend to confine their research to ideological (usually lin-
ear) continuities between white colonial racism and “radical” (eliminatory)
anti-Semitism.* This new line of interpretation aroused considerable op-
position among German historians. Jiirgen Zimmerer's theses concerning
the continuities between the colonial crimes of the German Empire in
Southwest Africa and the Nazi war of extermination in Eastern Europe®
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have been subject to particularly harsh criticism.” Jeffrey Herf, for instance,
argued that “radical anti-Semitism” could not be compared with anti-black
racism, since in each case the perpetrators’ aims, declared intentions, and
ideological-pathological personality traits differed considerably.® Even
though Herf rightly emphasizes certain unique aspects of the Holocaust,
privileging the Shoah and the murderous intent of the perpetrators that led
to it, he appears to diminish the deadly consequences of centuries of capi-
talist exploitation of black slaves.? Such a concentration on the uniqueness
of the Holocaust tends to obscure our view of “the dynamic historical re-
lations between the Holocaust and preceding genocides™ as Dirk Moses
has pointed out, and, more importantly, of the various connections, inter-
relationships and transnational interactions between different racist
discourses such as colonial and anti-Semitic racisms.

The debates about the connections between colonial racism and anti-
Semitism reflect a long-established dichotomy between anti-black racism
and racial anti-Semitism in the historiography of racism. Incidentally, this
is true not only for German scholars, but also for U.S. historians, who tend
to neglect anti-Semitism or consider it marginal. Influenced by these bi-
naries, scholars of colonialism and anti-Semitism saw no need to develop
a comparative and interdiscursive approach because of the general as-
sumption that the two forms of racism, which were believed to differ
fundamentally, were not suitable for comparison.

As Neil MacMaster and Robert Miles have pointed out, however, both
anti-black racism and anti-Semitism are generally regarded as forms of
racism, and should therefore be included in any conceptual framework that
aims to analyze the development of modern racism.! MacMaster is highly
critical of the argument of George Mosse and others that these two forms
of racism were distinct from one another and geographically unconnected.
Mosse argues that anti-black racism emerged only in Western European
societies that came into contact with Africans within the context of impe-
rial colonialism, while anti-Semitism was confined to Central and Eastern
Europe, where Jews constituted a larger proportion of the population.!? Ac-
cording to MacMaster, Mosse’s analytic division of Europe into two zones
of racial discrimination is flawed, since there was little empirical evidence
for a correlation between societies’ contact with minorities and the emer-
gence of certain forms of racism in those societies. In Britain and France,
for instance, powerful anti-Semitic movements emerged in the late nine-
teenth century, even though Jews constituted less than 1 percent of the two
countries’ populations. Similarly, racialized, anti-black stereotypes perme-
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ated public discourse in Central and Eastern European societies, which had
little or no part in colonial ventures.!?

As suggested by MacMaster, comparative and transnational perspectives
promise to shed new light on the complexities of the history of racist ide-
ologies and practices in Europe. Of course, comparing colonial and
anti-Jewish racism harbors certain dangers, including the likelihood of
being confronted with debates about hierarchies of suffering and compet-
ing notions of victimhood among blacks and Jews. Ultimately, however,
historians will have to transcend questions of “uniqueness” to fully com-
prehend the history of this phenomenon. Future research ought to explore
how the threads of colonial racism spread throughout Europe, how they
were adopted and transformed within different national and regional set-
tings and constellations, and whether and how they were interrelated with
early anti-Jewish discourses in the period 1700-1900. Clearly, such ap-
proaches must go beyond comparisons and analyze transfers, network
constellations, and intersectionalities.'4 Conceptually, this transfer-centered
perspective would have to distinguish between a trans-European dimen-
sion (transfers between European countries and their colonies), a
transnational dimension (transfers within Europe), and an interdiscursive
dimension (cross-fertilization of various racist discourses). Rather than
narrowly focusing on the exchange of ideas, economic networks, or polit-
ical institutional interdependence, this approach would have to explore the
complex interplay of all these dimensions.

The following paragraphs seek to put this approach into practice, fo-
cusing on Wilhelm Marr, the “founding father” of German racial
anti-Semitism. Marr’s story suggests that transfers of colonial racism into
anti-Jewish discourses played a significant role in the development of Ger-
man anti-Semitism. Until now, scholars of anti-Semitism have failed to
consider the significance of Marr’s travels in former colonial countries in
North and South America. A close reading of his papers reveals that his
experience with slavery, racial segregation, and indentured servitude con-
tributed to the transformation of Marr’s beliefs about race and politics. In
fact, Marr’s “colonial experience” became a decisive factor in his meta-
morphosis from a radical democrat and religious anti-Judaist to a racial
anti-Semite.®

Wilhelm Marr was born in 1819 in Magdeburg and died in 1904 in
Hamburg, having been a citizen of the German Reich for about a genera-
tion. A trained merchant, journalist, and political activist, Marr was not
only one of the central founding figures of modern anti-Semitism in Ger-
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many, but he was also a radical democrat and revolutionary of 1848. Like
Heinrich Heine and Ludwig Bérne, he was part of the revolutionary “Young
Germany” movement, which advocated Republican ideas resembling those
of the French Revolution. Despite being an adherent of the cult of individ-
ualism, Marr frequently corresponded with Wilhelm Weitling, one of the
fathers of German Socialism, and used communist idioms when address-
ing such issues as class and property.'s His book Young Germany in
Switzerland: The History of Secret Associations in Our Days, which was pub-
lished in 1846, became a bestseller and made Marr a well-known
personality in Germany and Europe.” In 1852, disappointed with the fail-
ure of the 1848 revolution, Marr migrated to Central America, where he
lived, with only a short interruption, until 1860.18

A few years after his return to Germany, Wilhelm Marr publicly re-
nounced his democratic ideals and presented himself to a surprised public
as a radical anti-Semite. Looking back, he rightly called himself the “patri-
arch of anti-Semitism,” having coined the term that later became the sine
qua non of international vocabulary. Interestingly, the neologism “Anti-
semitismus” (anti-Semitism) first appeared on 2 September 1879, in the
Allgemeine Zeitung des deutschen Judentums (General Newspaper of Ger-
man Jewry), which mentioned an advertisement published by Marr for an
“anti-Semitic weekly”"? Even though he has been considered the creator of
the term anti-Semitism ever since, Marr had actually announced the publi-
cation of a “social policy” or “anti-Jewish” weekly, not an “anti-Semitic” one.
It was apparently the newspaper’s editors who switched the terms. At the
end of September 1879, Marr, having adopted the term, called for the found-
ing of an “Antisemiten-Liga” (League of Anti-Semites). This organization
contributed significantly to the popularity of the term anti-Semitism, which
was used in countless pamphlets and became a staple of public discourse.20

Two main factors appear to have contributed to Marr’s evolution into
an anti-Semitic racist. On the one hand, Marr was influenced by various
late-nineteenth-century philosophers that sought to undermine Christi-
anity, Christian society, and the conservative social order, the most
prominent of whom were materialist philosopher Ludwig A. Feuerbach
and German theologian Bruno Bauer. Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christi-
anity (1841), for instance, attacked Judaism along with Christianity. He
demanded that both religions, which he regarded as backward, be aban-
doned in the name of emancipation.”* Feuerbach maintained that
materialism and egoism were the main flaws of Judaism, a critique that
would play a critical role in Marr’s anti-Jewish and anti-Semitic writings.
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On the other hand, Marr was influenced by his travels in North and South
America, which contributed to the fusion of religious anti-Semitism and
colonial racism in his modern anti-Semitic ideology. Biographers of Marr,
including Moshe Zimmermann and Paul Lawrence Rose, largely ignore
this formative period or downplay its significance later in his life.?2

By contrast, Marr’s contemporaries acknowledged these connections
from the very beginning. Each time he published a new anti-Jewish pam-
phlet, for instance, he was officially accused of having been engaged in slave
trading. In reality, Marr, having resumed his merchant career, brought Ger-
man indentured servants to Costa Rica. These immigrants, who planned to
settle permanently in the country, were first committed by contract to work
ten hours per day for a period of two years. However, the conditions offered
by Costa Rica, a country that had gained independence only five years ear-
lier and sought white workers from Europe, were apparently criticized by
the Berlin Central Society for Colonialization. This criticism led to the later
accusation of Marr being a “slave trader,” charges he repeatedly denied.?®

In 1863 Marr published his two-volume Journey to Central America
(Reise nach Central-America) as part of his memoirs dealing with the years
of 1852-1860. Marr’s travelogue is written in the typical form of a chrono-
logical report based on personal experience, which, as the author implies
to his reader, is derived from a letter to a prematurely departed friend, a
narrative strategy used to attest to the impartiality, naturalness, and au-
thenticity of the narrated impressions.?

A presentation of his first encounter with the African-American popu-
lation in New York is followed by the detailed description of the voyage.
Marr’s text fits the common pattern in numerous popular cultural texts on
the role and social status of the black population, which gives an overrid-
ing impression of America.?> “Seeing black men for the first time,’
African- American writer James Baldwin observed, can be considered a pri-
mordial scene of trans-cultural contact, which is subject to a kind of
cultural adaptation already in the travelogues by constructing a relation
between “the self” and “the other? The portrayal of blacks in travel liter-
ature is thus directly related to the “self-reflexive description of a new [own]
identity”? Codifications of “the self” and “the other” are embedded in a
process of narrative negotiation, which often undergoes changes, shifts and
re-codifications within the individual texts. This is also true with regard to
Marr’s work, which compares Germany’s white lower classes with African-
Americans:
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Fare well, poor compatriot! But here, there is a class of people whose
fate is not preferable to yours ... They are the coloured. With moral
indignation I read the words ‘coloured people admitted’ on a carriage
of Harlem-Rail-Road. For I have learned by heart the ‘Déclaration des
droits de Thomme’ during confirmation classes, and the thermome-
ter of my admiration for the freest people on Earth decreased by some
degree when 1 read the caste-like etiquette stated on the rail car.?

Marr viewed the “coloured” as being on a par with the white proletarians
in Germany. He integrated them into his previous worldview as equals
within the context of his socialist fight for the liberation of the working
class. Noticing the strict segregation of “races” in public transportation,
Marr changed his view of American society, which from then on appeared
as the radical other. Having formerly perceived the North Americans as
the “freest people on Earth,” he now shows his disappointment about the
openly practiced violation of African-Americans civil rights (droits de
citoyen).” In his narrative, Marr emphasized his commitment to different
ideals, which, according to him, were a consequence of his German so-
cialist background: “I had learned from books that there is a clear
borderline between the coloured and the white in the South, in Louisiana
and other states, but here, in enlightened New York, that every Negro is a
free person even if he is not allowed to be a free person: such conventions
directly violate the droits de citoyen—I had not expected this!”*

In order to prove his commitment to full equality, Marr describes how
he enters the railroad carriage reserved for “coloured ladies and gentlemen.”
He responds to the disapproving look of the driver by calling out the rev-
olutionary slogan of fraternity. At the same time, Marr questions his own
act of civil disobedience, later dismissing the ideals of fraternity as being
pure “philosophizing” and finally calling the initiative a “false investment.”
Marr’s ideals appear to be shattered in the face of what he perceives as in-
surmountable physical disparities. He ascribes the smell “of ten muskrats”
to the “Blacks” sitting oppuosite him, a situation that resolves the author to
“stay put in this philanthropic situation only until the next street corner”
and, in the end, to walk the rest of the way on foot. “If you love your fellow
human beings;” Marr explains his decision, “it does not mean that you have
to smell them; my heart beats for everyone, but my nose is my property,
despite Proudhon.™! Later, however, “With the fresh air” his “philanthrop-
ism returned, of course;” and Marr prepared a speech “on the equality of all
human beings” that he presented to friends on the same day.*2
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Some four or five months later, Marr traveled to Central America. By the
time he arrived in Nicaragua, his emphatic support of equality and frater-
nity had given way to an ideology that drew radical distinction between
various groups of people and relied on “racial” lineages to classify them. For
example, Marr described people whose ancestry was equally divided be-
tween Native American and African-American in an extremely negative
way, exclusively characterizing them with animal analogies: “One third tiger,
one third monkey and the last third pig formed the deformed human shape
of the Nicaraguan Zambo.”** His initial fear of these people first evolves into
curiousness before giving way to a feeling of disgust. Marr now explicitly
questions “the fraternal elective affinity [ Wahiverwandtschaft] put forward
by our European ideologists”* Abjuring his socialist ideals, Marr concludes
in his narrative: “It would really be a pity ... if it were true that all human be-
ings are brothers™* Qbviously Marr’s narrating alter ego has undergone a
fundamental change, which is directly linked with his immersion in a racial-
ized society and categories of colonial hierarchical formation.*

The necessity of finding one’s own position in this social context clearly
contributed to a modification of Marr’s former democratic and egalitarian
attitude. The reader can observe the German immigrant’s integration into
American society particularly on account of his disregard and debasement of
the Afro-American (and “mixed”) population, as Toni Morrison and others
have stated. This contributed to the creation and the perpetuation of a racist
hierarchy as a consensus of society as a whole, not only in America but also
in the country to which Marr brought his experiences: Germany of the 1860s.
Contact with the system of colonial racist discourse contributed greatly to
Marr’s transformation from a radical democrat to a racial anti-Semite.?”

In order to understand fully the evolution of Marr’s thinking, however,
we need to consider the processes of adaptation that fused racist and reli-
gious anti-Jewish discourses. Marr’s first anti-Jewish pamphlet, which
appeared before his memoirs, was not published by himself but by a former
friend and fellow democrat, Friedrich August Hobelmann, a supporter of
Jewish emancipation. Hobelmann sought Marr’s support for a law that
would have granted equal rights to the Jews of Bremen, but Marr’s response
of 4 June 1862 dashed Hobelmann's hopes. Apparently, Marr anticipated a
strong reaction, and the text suggests that he deliberately provoked it, since
he mentioned at the very beginning of his letter that he would not object
to Hobelmann using or even publishing his remarks to spark a debate
“among honest men.”* Hobelmann was indeed outraged and published
Marr’s response only nine days later. It appeared in the form of an open let-
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ter in the supplement of the German newspaper Courier an der Weser and
marked the beginning of Marr’s career as an anti-Semitic ideologue.

In his letter, Marr’s anticlerical approach reveals implicit anti-Jewish di-
mensions. Marr claimed that as long as the Church was not separated from
the state, Jewish emancipation would only be a component of the distorted
and unenlightened system of church-state relations.? This view appears to
have been influenced by Bruno Bauer, who wrote in one of his essays: “We
must be free ourselves before we think of inviting others [Jews] also to take
part in freedom”* But Marr faced a dilemma. His attacks on religion did
not provide sufficient justification for his increasingly radical distinctions
between Jews and non-Jews in his writings.!! Marr, in the words of Zim-
merman, therefore used “a better method for distinguishing between being
a Jew and non-Jew, a method relating to race”** He began to fuse his anti-
clerical approach with racial categories. For the first time, Marr invoked
racial arguments to deny that Jews were capable of integration: “I believe
that Judaism, because of its racial particularity [Stammeseigentiimlichkeit],
is incompatible with our political and social life. It must, because of its inner
nature, seek to build a state within a state+

From the outset Marr’s racializing of the Jews is interwoven with anti-
black categories. One quite obvious example can be found in his
comparison of the granting of rights to the Jews in Bremen to the granting
of rights to apes: “You would not permit ten thousand monkeys to settle in
Bremen,” Marr claimed in the letter to Hobelmann. Categories of colonial
racism were thus adopted and transferred into a (newly created) discourse
of modern anti-Semitism. Tellingly, in the same letter no other pair of op-
posites seerns to express the radicalism of the chasm between “orientalized”
Jews and his own racial group better than the contrast between black and
white: “The oriental element [of Judaism] is politically and socially in-
compatible with ours, just as black and white will never produce a color
other than gray”+

In the aftermath of the public outcry that his letter had provoked in Ger-
many, Marr elaborated on his anti-Jewish ideas in Der Judenspiegel (The
Mirror of the Jews).* In this hastily written book, which was published in
June 1862, he drew an even more explicit connection between “Jews” and
“Blacks,” claiming that “Negro blood” could also be found within the Jew-
ish body.* This argument extended the strong European tradition, dating
back to the Middle Ages or even Hellenistic times, that Jews were “black”
or at least swarthy*”—while simultaneously indicating a significant shift
from the color of the (outer) skin to the color of the inner nature: the
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blood.*® “Inner blackness” is a construction that appears to have made the
invisible differences of the (highly integrated) German Jews more plausi-
ble. According to MacMaster, “Blacks” functioned as the “basic model of
the inferior racial Other,” which was used to “blacken” and racialize the
Jews from 1860 onwards*—not unlike and interrelated with the “essen-
tializing” strategies of gender describing the Jews as effeminate. The
formation of anti-Semitic discourse was thereby not only accompanied by
a growing tendency to define national identity in racial terms® (in which
the Jews were defined as the internal Other), but also—as MacMaster
pointed out—by a simultaneous shift within the colonial anti-black dis-
course, which followed the violent partition of the “Dark Continent” at the
end of the nineteenth century and the American Civil War.3!

Marr’s long article “Toward an understanding of the Events in North
America”®? also addressed the issue of “Blacks,” this time with reference to
slavery. The text appeared in the newspaper Freischiitz in February 1863, a
few months afier the publication of Der Judenspiegel, and after the outbreak
of the American Civil War in 1861. Marr's interpretation of U.S. society
was understood by the German public as a defense of slavery. According to
Jacob Audorf, an activist of the international labor movement, Marr
claimed that “the Negroes are closer to beasts than to human beings”’** Fol-
lowing an almost identical structure of compaosition, Marr also ascribed
inferior physical characteristics to Jews and quoted from The Jews and the
German State (1859), a book written by the well-known anti-Semitic author
Heinrich Naudh (a.k.a. Heinrich Nordmann).>

The ways in which Marr addressed the “racial issue” led his critics to
compare him to white supremacists in the American South. One anony-
mous liberal stated: “Marr despises the ‘race’ of the Jews ... just as a
pure-blooded Southern Yankee despises the colored race, and any person
in whose veins flows even one drop of African blood.”** As a self-confident
liberal, he asserted that “Marr’s attempt to find supporters for the Ameri-
can South’s Yankeeism here, in Germany, is doomed to failure ... [and that]
we have already gone beyond the stage of fine distinctions between humans
on the basis of Taces’ and ‘religions”* Marr finally lost the respect he had
enjoyed among the democratic-radical community in his adopted home
Hamburg and gave up his political posts.¥

This complex shift toward racial anti-Semitism becomes condensed in
the figure of the “black” Jew, who stands for the system of racial hierarchy
itself. For Marr, Jews now not only became something akin to “primitive
black tribes” and primates; he also criticized them as the inventors of slav-
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ery and mass executions (a reference to the Old Testament), in order to le-
gitimate depriving them of their civil rights in a new (non-religious)
manner: “That race which under Joseph’s ministry introduced slavery,
which under Mordechai’s ministry committed mass slaughter of men,
which even to this day celebrates the memory of these horrors in the po-
litical Purim festival, is not entitled ... as Jews to equal civil rights”*®

In his early anti-Semitic texts Marr’s arguments made reference to sev-
eral other discourses, including religious, biological, and cultural ones.*
The simultancous “racialization” and combination of traditionally religious,
ethnological, and politico-economical critical strands of argumentation re-
veals the multilayered process of construction of racial anti-Semitism in
nuce. Consequently, Marr’s texts should not be read as confused and con-
tradictory, but can be regarded as an obvious effort to unite and transform
diverse discursive strands into one single anti-Semitic discourse. It is above
all this process of transformation that makes Marr’s work so instructive for
studying the shift toward racial anti-Semitism. In these texts he inscribes
both the “racial knowledge” he acquired overseas and the virulently anti-
Semitic discourses of his immediate environment.

This becomes evident when we examine Marr’s justification for his re-
sistance to Jews in Bremen. He cites traditionally religious arguments, while
refuting them at the same time.®® Then he goes on to claim that Jews are
simply a social rather than a religious group, only to remark later that Jews
were a type of “tribe” (Starmm) with specific traits, which he describes ear-
lier in the text as “racial” characteristics. But when Marr claims that “the
Jews” are solely interested in maximizing their own profits, he uses reli-
gious, social, and political arguments. He regards religion as both cultural
product and social (racial) nature, inextricably intertwined in the political
realm, a combination that Marr regarded as extremely dangerous: “Reli-
giously they are commanded to do so, socially this is their nature, politically
this is a consequence of both¢!

Of course, one did not have to travel to America in order to encounter
colonial racism and racial theories. In other parts of Europe, people also
worked intensively on similar processes of adapting colonial racism to dif-
ferent discursive and social fields. For example, the British race theorist
Robert Knox claimed that the concept of “race” should not only be seen as
connected to “Negroes, Hottentots, Red Indians and savages, but as de-
tached from the calonial setting and thus part of inner-European contexts.?
Racial differences between European nations were, according to Knox, just
as important as colonial race distinctions.s
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Categories of colonial racisms were thus increasingly transferred into
inner-European processes of group formation, be it the nation as a whole
or other social and ethnic groups inside the nation such as workers, anti-
socials, homosexuals, or Jews. The real difference distinguishing the time
after 1860 from the preceding period is not biologization, even if it became
much more dominant, but the trend toward the multiplication of one Eu-
ropean race into numerous inner-white racisms. To analyze the
relationships between these different forms of race discourses (each with
their complex net of intertwined patterns of legitimization) remains a fu-
ture task for further academic research to tackle.
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