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Rothschildian Greed

“Rothschildian Greed: This New Variety of Despotism”
Julie Kalman

On 23 July 1846, the Charivari recounted an incident, “unbelievable, and
consequently, true”1 of the topic given as the subject in the Latin prix d’honneur for
the general junior high school competition:
“Charlemagne, wishing to build a canal that would link the Rhine and the Danube via the
Raab and the Main, assembles his valiant knights.
“He tells them: that peace is a glorious thing, stability an excellent guarantee, and that
conservatives are good people…
“That the best way to guarantee peace is to create routes of communication;
“That, for this reason, he has built roads, and wishes to build a canal…
“That, if he does not finish it, one day it will be finished.
“That he believes that one day, with the advances in knowledge and industry, more rapid
means will be invented, and that, through the union of fire and water … some way to
cleave open space and join people and continents in a universal alliance will be
discovered.”2

Was it by chance, the Charivari wondered, that the subject had been given by Baron
de Rothschild? Was it not, the paper went on to ask, a delightful thing “to see the
system of endless subservience and the trickery of the Stock Exchange of 1846
prophesied by Charlemagne?”3
It was with this unusually censorious tone that the Charivari linked the rail
system, the Stock Exchange, and Baron James de Rothschild. In this article, I will
seek to throw some light on the reasons behind these links. In order to do this I will
revisit and examine criticism of Rothschild and his co-religionists as “kings of the
era” from what we could loosely call the left wing, that is, writers such as Pierre
Leroux, Charles Fourier, his disciple Alphonse Toussenel, and the lesser-known
pamphleteer Georges Mathieu-Dairnvaell.4 Where figures such as Toussenel, Fourier
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and Leroux are concerned, the historiography of anti-Jewish attitudes during the late
July Monarchy has tended to marginalize itself. Numerous researchers have explored
and commented on the writings of these men, and their lives and their attitude towards
Jews are well known.5 But while every historian of nineteenth-century France knows
that Alphonse Toussenel described the Jews of his world as the Kings of the Era, little
or no effort has been made to place men such as Toussenel in the context of this very
era. What was it specifically about the state of his times that drove Toussenel to
write? What was it about this era that led to such depth of passion? What was it that
so outraged the journalist in the Charivari?
There is no doubt that many sensibilities were offended by the cold, hard
pragmatism espoused by the July Monarchy. Traditional relationships and spheres of
influence were eroded or changed during this time, and indeed, Rothschild’s
detractors did not focus on stockholders and thus the Stock Exchange by chance. It
was during the 1840s, in many ways a time of rapid evolution in France, that the
nation, “in many respects,” entered the modern era of stock movement.6 Speculation
was characterized by a dumbstruck Pierre Leroux as “the right to make a profit …
from the sole fact of accumulated wealth, without participating in any way in the
useful employment of this wealth.”7
Perhaps one of the greatest conceptual changes of this time had to do with the
new understanding of land, where relationships between landlords and tenant farmers
became based around money alone—a cash rent in exchange for land, animals and
tools. All through the July Monarchy those who thought national pitted their interests
against those who were historically inclined to think local. Thus “technocrats” whose
principal interest was the nation, and whose interests to a large extent matched those
of capitalists, challenged the ascendancy of those whom Tudesq has labeled
“notables,” “whose wealth essentially was derived from land and whose social preeminence rested on this, their family name, and their local networks of influence.”8
This new view of land was particularly evident in the development of a rail network, a
key issue on which notables—concerned primarily about the use of land in their
respective regions—diverged from bureaucrats and capitalists. The 1833 law on
“a writer without name, position, title or rank, not even a Chevalier de la Légion d’honneur or a
member of the French Academy, an obscure scribbler.” Georges Mathieu-Dairnvaell, Jugement rendu
contre J. Rothschild, et contre Georges Dairnvaell, Auteur de l’histoire de Rothschild Ier, par le
tribunal de la saine raison, accompagné d’un jugement sur l’accident de Fampoux (Paris, 1846), 7.
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compensation for land appropriated by the state for railways defined land as “a
commodity whose value was simply its market price,” as opposed to the historic
understanding of land as an object of sentimental value; a thing to which one could be
attached by virtue of generations of use.9 By the mid-1840s a rail network was being
constructed throughout France, joining together “people and continents” as the
Charivari had put it, by powering through lands which were now a commodity, but to
which some peasant or noble family perhaps still felt a sense of attachment. Thus for
many the heartlessness of the era was epitomized precisely by the railway.
On 8 July 1846, two weeks before the Charivari article appeared, at 3.05 in
the afternoon, a train traveling from Paris to Lille was nearing the village of Fampoux,
between Arras and Douai. Without warning, the locomotive and its tender skipped the
rails, and five or six carriages ran down a bank and into a marsh. Available
information put the number of dead at seventeen. The number of wounded was said to
be between five and fifteen. Newspapers recounted the horror of families awaiting
their loved ones in the station at Lille, as news of the accident spread through that
city, and told graphic tales of the accident with descriptions of heroic efforts of
survivors and details of the dead and wounded. Thus, for example, a journalist from
the Echo du nord, by the name of Lestiboudois, was in the second submerged carriage
as the dying passengers desperately grabbed on to one another, and he described how
he broke the glass of a window, and was pulled from the water, his hands covered in
blood, at the very moment when his strength was about to give way.10
This was not the first major train accident to occur. In Meudon, on 8 May
1842, fifty-seven people were killed, mostly burned alive, and more than one hundred
were seriously injured, when two trains collided. But Fampoux differed from Meudon
in that the former was caused by a derailment, rather than a collision, so that blame
was laid on the company as a whole and not on an isolated driver or operator. And
indeed, if reactions in the press are to be believed, the accident unleashed a wave of
public outrage. A torrent of righteous fury was vented against Baron James de
Rothschild as owner of the Northern line, for it was on his shoulders that
responsibility for the deaths of innocent French men and women could be squarely
laid. Rothschild was depicted as having placed speculation and profit above the safety
and, indeed, the lives of French citizens.11
What had gone wrong? The Revolution of 1789 had unleashed individualism,
and whether writers were for the Revolution, such as Pierre Leroux and Alphonse
Toussenel, or against it, like Charles Fourier, they felt that this individualism had
gone awry. From the complex web of competing ideologies that characterized the
years following 1789, one vital notion that emerged was that all Frenchmen were
equal individuals, and that no Frenchman could claim privilege or difference on the
basis of membership of a specific corporation (or religion), since all Frenchmen were
expected to feel overwhelming loyalty to the great corporation that was the nation. In
other words, citizens were to live out a sort of cooperative individualism. Yet if the
Revolution of 1830 completed of that of 1789,12 it was perhaps in that it promoted a
world of competitive individualism, where man was “morally sovereign, and could
9
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choose to follow the dictates of his own conscience.”13 This was anathema to early
socialists who believed that the ideal citizen should be an individual who cooperated
with his fellows, rather than competing with them.14 For Mathieu-Dairnvaell, the new
era was one of “selfish and brutal” individualism. 15 Fourier envisaged utopian
societies based on co-operation. But in the materialistic atmosphere of the July
Monarchy, competitive individualism translated easily to capitalism, or, as Toussenel
and others were to describe it, “financial feudalism.” Indeed, for these men, medieval
feudalism had never truly come to an end, but had merely metamorphosed into a new
form. Variously described as industrial, financial, or mercantile, this was a system
where, as with its forebear, the powerful few cemented their position at the expense of
the powerless majority. The feudal lord had been replaced by the banker, who waged
war on his fellow men by means of lucre, so that where men were once killed by the
sword, now they succumbed to hunger.
Indeed, one of the features of this time that so outraged these men was the
uneven struggle between honest working French citizens and the capitalist juggernaut,
precisely characterized by the circumstances of the Fampoux accident. Leroux and his
fellow writers saw themselves as lone battlers, the champions of the little man and his
cause.16 In fact, so many saw the world of the July Monarchy as disastrous that
outpourings of outraged morality such as those expressed in reaction to the accident in
Fampoux were common by the later years of the regime in both newspapers and
pamphlets.17 Perhaps it would not have been so difficult for men like these writers,
who saw the working classes at the mercy of capitalists’ needs for a cheap labor force
and for stability, unions and mutual-aid societies disbanded, the master given word
over his worker, the spread of practices such as marchandage, concentrations,
mergers and collusion, and growing competition from an influx of cheaper labor and
more efficient methods of production, to believe that in their world, workers indeed
lived on in servitude and grinding poverty, with merely a change of master. And the
new masters were none other than the Jews, “cunning and despoiling,”18 and, as
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Leroux, Toussenel, and Mathieu-Dairnvaell all put it, the kings of the era.19 These
men had much to say about the involvement of Jews in what for them was this
disastrous situation. Georges Mathieu-Dairnvaell, who used the accident in Fampoux
as the background to his attacks on Rothschild, was, and still remains an elusive
figure. Nonetheless his words seem to have resonated with readers of the day since all
of the four pamphlets he wrote went through more than one edition, and his pamphlet
Histoire édifiante et curieuse de Rothschild Ier, roi des juifs sold more than sixty
thousand copies, was widely translated, and went through twenty editions in 1846
alone: a feat all the more impressive given that the capital was flooded with similar
works.20 For them, the spirit of “avarice and cupidity” that reigned in France was none
other than the “Jewish spirit.”21 In Fourier’s eyes, the granting of citizenship to the
Jews was “the most shameful” of all society’s recent vices.22 For not only had they
been emancipated by the Revolution, they were now thriving on the immoral
individualism it had unleashed. In this time, when individualism and egotism reigned,
the Jews, egotists par excellence, were triumphant. Wherever they prospered, stated
an angry Fourier, neatly separating Jews from the body of the nation, it was “at the
expense of the citizenry.”23
Indeed, Fourier produced a vivid image of the Jew, who, having no ties to the
nation, allowed himself to pillage it like a pirate.24 For not only was the competitive
and individualistic Jew the antithesis of everything these men envisaged as
characterizing the nation, their nation, the Jew himself subscribed to this notion,
treating the sacred patrie with the utmost contempt. The Jews shunned the honest and
patriotic labor that was agriculture. But it was no wonder that the Jew did not work
the land, for why would a man who had no sense of attachment to the nation choose a
career that involved hard manual labor and financial uncertainty? 25 The Jews
preferred to devote themselves to what for Fourier were “mercantile depravities.”26
For not only did Jews not work the land, they also owned the railways that took the
land from honest French citizens, and at no more than its market price.
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But if the Jews were the kings of the era, Rothschild was king of the Jews.27
By the 1840s, Rothschild was clearly fixed in the popular consciousness as a synonym
for “wealthy.”28 But he could represent much more, for Rothschild, banker and Jew,
personified the “Jewish spirit,” 29 and thus his very era. The man variously described
as “James the Great,”30 “the rich son of Israel,”31 “the divine Rothschild,” and “the
noble Jew,” 32 was a calculating, competitive, heartless power, with no sense of
national loyalty; he was most certainly not a cooperative citizen. Satirists underscored
Rothschild’s foreignness by emphasizing his heavy Germanic accent. MathieuDairnvaell made much of his Teutonic origins.33
In mid-nineteenth century France, where so many still competed to impose
their understanding of terms such as nation, and citizen, the terrain was fertile for the
creation of a bouc-émissaire. Political writers such as Toussenel and Leroux, seeking
to document their times, created what I call the Rothschild-Jew, on whose back were
laden all of society’s ills. Freed from the moorings of common humanity, he became a
superbly efficient receptacle for all that lay beyond the bounds of the ideal world of
those who created him. But was it central to the identity of this scapegoat that he be
Jewish? Or was Rothschild’s Jewishness incidental to his other qualities that so
perfectly characterized the era’s evils? Were attacks on Rothschild such as the one in
the Charivari antisemitic? After all, those who released his bounds did so consciously
and deliberately. Thus, just like the Dictionnaire, they argued that when they wrote
about Jews, they were using the term Jew as it was understood in its “popular” usage;
that is: “Jew, banker, trader,”34 or “salesmen or second hand dealer in silver.”35 The
“Jewish spirit” was one of “gain, of lucre, of profit, of the spirit of business and of
speculation,”36 so that Jew was a title reserved for any shrewd speculator who earned
it. In this sense, Leroux could argue that while he might have a healthy dislike for
27
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what he called the “Jewish spirit,” this had nothing to do with the Jews themselves.”37
And in Toussenel’s world, Jew and Protestant were “one and the same thing.”38 Yet
Toussenel’s work was not entitled Les protestants, rois de l’époque, and in the end all
authors returned to the Jews. Indeed, the fact that the identification of the Jew as
representative of the evils of the era was not incidental is demonstrated by the
difficulty all four had in maintaining a clean separation between the Jew as metaphor
and Jew as human being. All of these men were insistent in their view of the Jews as a
great people. Leroux would have awarded the Jews the “prize for humanity,” had such
a thing existed.39 But the Jews were also damned by their history, and this is where
the Jew as human being and Jew as metaphor tended to become one. For from the
medieval image of the Jew as usurer, the depiction of the Jew as banker could follow
as though it were a natural progression.40 Mathieu-Dairnvaell used the name Jew
deliberately as a punishment, because one part of the Jewish population, had
“remained Jews of the Middle Ages,” and continued to deserve the name. Leroux
made a similar leap, criticizing the Jews of his world for their continued crucifixion of
Christ, through “speculation and capital.”41
This legacy of Catholic teaching evident in the discussions of all these men
best underscores the importance of the Jewishness of the Rothschild-Jew. French men
and women had lived through forty years of revolutionary upheaval and were now
faced with the challenge of making sense of capitalism.42 Those who sought comfort
in angry criticism of the system could draw on a Catholic worldview that, for many,
had only been superficially uprooted by the Revolution. For such people the Catholic
overtones evident in the censure of the kings of the era would have made it all the
more resonant. And Mathieu-Dairnvaell, Toussenel, Fourier and Leroux all clearly
understood their world through their adherence to Catholicism. For Leroux the present
world was one where Economic Science had entered into battle with the Gospel.
Chapters in his work were entitled “The law of nature of economists is against the law
of God;”43 or “Political economy orders for poor children to be killed, the Gospel
orders for them to be saved.”44 Toussenel, too, was a religious man and faith informed
his understanding of his world. Thus his greatest wish was to see the people
37
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emancipated from financial feudalism, for this would allow them to find their faith
again.45 In the eyes of Mathieu-Dairnvaell, who set up Rothschild and his fellows
against “carpenters,”46 the Jew was still clearly the other, the one who did not belong,
in a Catholic nation.47 Even Fourier, who disliked the Church, based his “whole
system” “on a set of unquestioned assumptions concerning God and the nature of
Divine Providence.”48 For Fourier, as for Mathieu-Dairnvaell, Jews were clearly a
discrete group within society. This was how, for example, they could continue to hate
Christians.49
These men, among them the founders of socialist thought in France, were—
consciously or not—clearly able to comfortably combine their modern criticism of
Jews with “standard” Catholic antisemitism, and for all of them, and particularly for
Fourier, who read very little, such “standard abuse” is as strong as possible an
indication of the continuing pervasiveness of Catholic thought in France.50 These
socialist thinkers created a Rothschild-Jew rooted in traditional Catholic imagery. It is
little wonder that works such as that of Mathieu-Dairnvaell were so resonant with the
population. But while the Rothschild-Jew sprang from Catholic teaching, these men
loosened his chains and allowed him to go far beyond his modest origins.
Historians of nineteenth-century France have allowed the antisemitism present
in the writings of men such as Leroux and Fourier to remain the domain of the
specialists in such sentiment.51 There is a need to bring it into the mainstream. It is
certainly the case that beyond their antisemitism, it is only possible to group men such
as Fourier and Leroux in the loosest sense. As Pilbeam has pointed out, at this time
there were as many brands of socialism as there were socialists,52 and not all those
who wrote to expose the evils of the regime and to propose a replacement for it
incorporated Jews into this scheme. Moreover, while negative attitudes to Jews most
certainly feature in the works of Leroux, Toussenel and Fourier, and they were even
45
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innovative, at the same time, this antisemitism is not the principal aspect of their
works. Nor was antisemitism the natural corollary of anti-capitalism for all socialist
writers in July Monarchy France. Nonetheless, more than a few of them saw it thus,
and it is important to acknowledge this, and to seek to understand why they chose the
Rothschild-Jew to play the role of evildoer in their tales of woe. Old and new myths
regarding Jews were ever-present in July Monarchy society. Members of the public
were fed with reminders of such myths: the title alone of Halévy and Scribe’s opera
La Juive, or of Eugène Sue’s highly successful novel, meant that throughout the July
Monarchy notions of the belle juive or of the “wandering Jew” presented themselves
to the nation’s consciousness.53 And the most visible of Jews in France was clearly a
highly accessible target, even if not all those who attacked him, such as the Charivari,
made his religious affiliation clear. But did they need to? After all, the pamphlets of
Mathieu-Dairnvaell, of Leroux and Toussenel, were busy making this connection
explicit in their works that sold so well. From their writings, sternly moral, comes a
strong message of horror at competitive individualism unleashed. Those who sought
someone on whom to lay the blame for the current situation could easily choose to see
Rothschild looming large on their horizon. For them, it would seem, none symbolized
this new regime better than those who were seen to have derived the most benefit
from it. This was the epoch of the “Jewish spirit,” and greed, deceptiveness, dishonor,
and cold-heartedness, all characteristics of the competitive individual, were all
familiar Jewish qualities to such men. Moreover, these qualities no longer needed to
be contained within the Jew. Rothschild’s attackers made him into a symbol, a “new
variety of despot,” 54 and this was a role that he could play to perfection, for
Rothschild, who in fact never became a French citizen, was the anti-citizen
personified. He was visibly (and audibly) foreign. He was fabulously wealthy and
powerful. He could be shown to care nothing for innocent French men and women; to
stand firm against the tide of the national will. And most importantly, perhaps, he was
Jewish.
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