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Bernard Lazare (1865-1903) : A forgotten Jewish Prophet

By Baruch Cohen
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Bernard Lazare was born in 1865 in Nîmes, in southern France, to an assimilated family of Sephardi origin. He came to Paris at age 21 and within a few years, had achieved a literary reputation for excellence. He contributed critical essays to symbolist journals and published two volumes of poetry. The decade of Lazare’s maturation was a period of increasing anti-Semitism in France, which culminated in the Dreyfus Affair in 1894. Lazare was the first to recognize and understand that the case was not only a judicial error, but also a political plot against the French Republic.

Little is known about Lazare’s primary education. He most likely attended an ordinary state school where the teaching, if it ran true to pattern, would have been secular, ardently patriotic and Republican, and respectably middle-class in social and moral values. Generally speaking, the sort of religion practised in assimilated Jewish milieus did not conflict with the secular morality taught at school. Lazare had probably known this sort of religion at home, with two or three yearly visits to the temple, occasions for remembering the past and the dead, organizing charity for the living and thanking God for – the Revolution.

Home and school, secular and religious education clearly meshed, but Lazare was soon to rebel against both. The young Lazare had an instinctively rebellious nature and an anarchistic temperament. He was capable of great self-discipline and respected the authority of knowledge and true learning. In Stéphane Malarmé’s salon, Lazare found a sort of leisurely education of the mind that was to become his ideal, and that he later wished to extend to all. He passed his university baccalaureate in the sciences, and then turned immediately to literature, for he wanted to become a writer.

At the École Normale Supérieure, he observed the intellectual elite who were trained to be conservative and traditionalist, and never departed from what they had learned at school. Lazare, however, continued to rebel against this conservative spirit, leading him to take flight in symbolism and to flirt with mysticism from many religions traditions. He soon became deeply committed to anarchism.

Much in Lazare’s life could be seen as a reaction to his milieu and times. He tried on the garb of many roles before actively choosing a lifestyle for which his upbringing had scarcely prepared him. He came from a comfortable, middle-class home, yet as an anarchist, he was to be forever denouncing the comfort and wealth of the middle-class lifestyle.

As a Jew too, he was an odd man out. At first Anti-Semitic and later Zionist, Lazare first chided French Jewry for not being assimilated enough to forget the religion of their ancestors, and later for being merely “synagogue Jew.” Yet, all the while, he insisted on every person’s right to choose his cultural patrie.

Lazare’s writing career reflects the evolution of his moral values, philosophies and political fervour. Among his first writings were attacks on the unwelcome Jewish refugees from eastern Europe, Poland, Russia and Romania, with their coarse manners, their strange customs and their allegedly parasitic ways. Only gradually did Lazare rid himself of his xenophobia.

His fight against the French anti-Semitic writers raised Jewish consciousness even as it antagonized the Jewish community. If he irritated Jewish sensibilities, he also sounded a call to Jews that helped to arouse a sense of Jewish nationhood. He also tried to forge a united Jewish pride, an essential component in the foundation of Zionism.

Published in 1894, Lazare’s magnum opus, L’Antisémitisme, son histoire et ses causes (1894) (Anti-Semitism - Its History and Its Causes, London : Cambridge University Press, 1978), offered his views on the causes of anti-Semitism. This seminal work was a response to the anti-Semitic writings of Edouard Drumont whose newspaper La Libre Parole and his best-selling work, La France Juive, played upon and incited anti-Semitism in France.

The conviction of Alfred Dreyfus on Dec. 22, 1894, released an onslaught of abuse and racism from anti-Semitic writers. Lazare, who bitterly resented the insidious methods of the anti-Semitic writers, wasted no time in responding. For him, instead of presenting evidence, these writers used lies and innuendo. Lazare replied to an anti-Semitic article in L’Écho de Paris : “They don’t discuss, they beat around the bush” (Dec,. 31, 1894). Lazare concluded Anti-Semitism – Its History and Its Causes with the hope that reason and a decline on chauvinistic nationalism would gradually lessen the importance given in his time to religious and ethnic differences.

He would soon be cruelly disappointed by calls from the mob of “Death to the Jews!” as Alfred Dreyfus was marched to the prison ship bound for Devil’s Island. The event coincided with the publication of his article, The New Ghetto, in the daily La Justice. He was unaware that the founder of the Zionist movement, Thedor Herzl, had written a play with the same title, in which he also attacked anti-Semitism. For Lazare, as well as for Herzl, The New Ghetto served as a metaphor for the hostility aroused in an anti-Semitic Europe. Jews were accused everywhere – in Italy, Austria, Romania. If a single Jew was suspected of wrongdoing, Jews as a collective were indicted.

Lazare did not limit his fight against anti-Semitism to his writings. At the ceremony where Dreyfus was disgraced on Jan. 5, 1895, both Herzl and Lazare were present. Herzl’s response was to convene a Zionist congress and to write his classic Der Judenstaat (The Jewish State). Lazare wrote to him to offer his help with a French translation. He was one of Dreyfus’ first supporters and published several books in an attempt to demonstrate his innocence, including Une erreur judiciaire – la vérité sur l’affaire Dreyfus (1896) and Comment on condamne un innocent (1898).

He struggled with socialist anti-Semites

Herzl and Lazare met with Jewish philanthropists and Lazare arranged a meeting between Herzl and Baron Edmond de Rothschild, which secured significant financial support for the Zionist cause.

In 1896, Lazare changed his focus. Instead of protesting against gentile anti-Semitism, he began to criticize wealthy, assimilated Jews for their identification with Christian interests and their failure to support Dreyfus’ cause.

Still another dimension of Lazare’s battle was his struggle with the socialist anti-Semites, because of their tendency to believe the young Karl Marx’s Jewish Question literally. (At the time of its writing, Marx believed all Jews were middle class).

Lazare spent his last years fighting anti-Semitism by moving directly into the political arena.

In 1902, he described the horrors of Jewish life in Romania, where increasingly stringent laws made it impossible for Jews to make a living. Les Juifs en Roumanie (The Romanian Jews) was the first of his studies on Jewish condition across all of eastern Europe. It appeared on July 20, 1900, in L’Aurore, as part of a series of articles, including Roumains et Juifs, La Roumanie et les Juifs and Émigration juive de la Roumanie, following hid first visit to Romania in June 1900. Lazare’s idea of Zionism was to deal at once with such problems.

In Lazare’s non-assimilationist attitude, there was hostility towards society as it was then organized. He taught Zionism as a revolutionary idea. His point was not merely that assimilation had proved impossible from both the Jewish and the non-Jewish point of view, but that the Jew must not, at any cost, assimilate. Lazare’s concept of a Jewish nation is based on a series of lectures titled Le Nationalisme juif – Jewish nationalism, given at the Association des Étudiants Israélites and published – apparently in its only number – in its publication, Kadimah.

In 1902, the article was published again, in Charles Peguy’s Cahiers de la quinzaine. It expressed Lazare’s revolt against assimilation. He hoped to generate enough passion to encourage favourable action, to arouse a sense of solidarity among Jews everywhere. This was Lazare’s vital first step toward forming a collective Jewish appeal to action.

Lazare’s criticism of his people was at least as bitter as Herzl’s, though he never despised them and he did not share Herzl’s idea that politics must be conducted from above. What Lazare sought was not as escape from anti-Semitism, but rather active resistance to it, a mobilization of the people against its foes. This was clearly shown by Lazare in the Dreyfus case, and later his memoranda on the persecution of the Jews in Romania.

Lazare fought alongside Georges Clemenceau, Emile Zola and other intellectuals in Charles Péguy’s circle, for a clear, unambiguous reversal of the original sentence in he Dreyfus Affair. Lazare refused to accept the pardon offered by the President of the republic after the new trial for Dreyfus in 1899, even though French Jewry wanted to end the affair at any price and welcomed the pardon. A bitter conflict ensued between Lazare and the French Jewish community. Three years later, in 1906, after Lazare’s death, when Clemenceau had become France’s premier, the court of appeals exercised its power to review the decisions of all previous judicial bodies. After annulling the sentence passed at the 1899 trial, the court went one step further and acquitted Dreyfus of all charges.

In the fight for Dreyfus’ acquittal, Lazare came to know the Jewish people and the Jews of France intimately, as well as the enemies of the Jewish people. The conclusion he drew from his experience was that Zionism offered the only possible solution the untenable situation of the Jewish people.

Abandoned by the Dreyfus family, ostracized by the wealthy French Jews he antagonized, Lazare lived in poverty at the end of his life. He died of cancer in 1903, at the age of 38. His funeral was attended mainly by Romanian Jewish refugees who were grateful for his efforts ion pleading their cause.

A champion of the oppressed

French Zionism lost in him “the only French Jew of distinction which it ever attracted, “according to Baruch Hagani in Bernard Lazare – 1865-1903, Paris, 1919.

Lazare was thus a fighter of anti-Semitism, a Zionist and a champion of the oppressed. Charley Péguy called him a prophet. He wrote : “He was a fellow who had the very habits of freedom in his skin. Never have I seen a man believe to such a degree, to such degree be certain, to such a degree be aware that a man’s conscience is absolute, invincible, eternal, something free, that victorious and everlastingly triumphant it stands firm against all the greatness of the earth.” (Job’s Dungheap – Essays on Jewish Nationalism and Social Revolution with a Portrait of Bernard Lazare, New York : Shocken Books, 1948.)

I suggest, as Peguy does, that in a time of crisis for Israel and the world, Lazare was indeed a prophet. In his actions, in his politics, in his writings, Lazare was a partisan of impartiality – impartiality of law in the Dreyfus case, impartiality of law in the case of the religious orders. As a free man, Lazare taught us to defend ourselves when attacked, that only when we defend ourselves will we be able to defend the freedom of others. Perhaps this is how Lazare came to be, in the words of Albert Cremieux on June 16, 1933, one of  “les plus belles consciences de notre temps” (Bernard Lazare, by Nelly Wilson, Cambridge University Press, 1978).

Bernard Lazare left a great legacy : peace at any price will not enable a people to survive. A people needs to resist the aggressor! He was a true prophet of Israel.
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