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Abstract 

Alien, rootless, parasitic, strange, mysterious, ugly 
and deceptive: these were common stereotypes of the 
Jews during the years of the Weimar Republic. Although 
it is true that the Weimar Republic politically emancipat­
ed the Jews in Germany, mass culture of the 1920s 
clearly defined the minute differences between the 
German and the Jew. As the Germans read popular 
works of literature and viewed the various films pro­
duced during this time, the question of "who is the Jew' 
emerged. The mass culture of the Weimar Republic did 
much to answer this question. The authors of the liter­
ary works, as wel l as the producers of the films, preyed 
upon the prior years of anti-Semitism to subtly reintro­
duce the concept of the other. This concept had almost 
totally dissipated during Kaiser Wilhelm ll 's reign. The 
Jews faced racism and terror in prior years, but during 
the 1800s had begun to experience emancipation, which 
later the Weimar Republic tried to complete. This paper 
will argue that the mass culture of the 1920s encouraged 
anti-Semitism through the subtle use of prejudice in liter­
ature and films. 

The common stereotypes of Jews1
, printed literature 

and the subtle use of prejudice that abounded in films 
during the interwar period and more specifically during 
the Weimar Republic, gave rise to anti-Semitic action 
against the Jews. A good example of this is an anti­
Jewish riot, which occurred in the Eastern Jewish com­
munity of Scheunenviertel in Berlin. On November 6, 
1923, the Vossiche Zeitung (a Jewish newspaper) 
reported: 

.. . Looting is going on under cover of darkness. 
A shoe shop on the corner of Dragonerstra_e 
has been ransacked, and the smashed frag­
ments of glass from the shop windows are lit­
tered on the street. ... On all sides, the same cry: 
'Kill the Jews!' ... It is inflamed racial 
hatred .. . that has driven them to looting. If any­
one with a Jewish appearance walks past, he is 
followed by a group of youngsters who pick their 
moment and then fall on him. 

The Scheuenviertel incident was representative of past 
pogroms against the Jews. The police reluctantly 
stepped in and stopped the angry mob from committing 
further violence against the Jews.3 The Scheuenviertel 
pogrom* is only one of the examples that show the rise 
of anti-Semitism as virulent and swift during the mid to 
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late 1920s. The former subtle advances of common 
German anti-Semitic feeling became a frenzied race to 
the forefront when Hitler and the National Socialist 
Democratic Worker's Party rose to power in 1933. This 
paper will show that during the years of the Weimar 
Republic two types of anti-Semitism became prevalent, 
political and racial. 4 

The Weimar Republic became associated with the 
Jews because of the political emancipation its govern­
ment offered the German Jews. The Weimar Republic 
allowed Jews to run for political offices, vote in the elec­
tions, and thus, be free to make a difference in Germany 
in many ways. Many Germans tagged the government 
as Jewish. Donald Niewyk states in his book, "The 
Weimar Republic's acceptance of Jews into the govern­
ment service led to charges that they had glutted the 
bureaucracy; as a result, the republic was defamed as 
the 'Jew Republic'."5 Indeed, more Jews were active in 
political roles. Jews became mayors, representatives in 
major political parties (such as the Socialist Party for 
Democrats) and leaders in their communities. This activ­
ity led to a rise in anti-Semitic feelings and actions. 

The government was not the only reason the 
Weimar Republic became viewed as Jewish. Jost 
Hermand says that Weimar culture became known as 
"Judenkultur" (Jewish culture) .6 Many German Jews 
were noted authors, composers, actors and directors of 
films. The Jews in Germany were cultured and proud of 
their German heritage. Paul Bookbinder writes, 
"German Jews were an acculturated group, committed 
to the German language and culture. They were well­
educated and dedicated to being an integrated part of 
the population."7 The Jews in Germany strove to disas­
sociate themselves from anything that that would dissim­
ilate them from German culture. The influx of Eastern 
European Jewish immigration changed this by bringing 
anti-Semitism to the forefront in Germany because of 
the vast differences between the German Jews and the 
Eastern European Jews. 

After World War I and in the early years of the 
Weimar Republic close to 100,000 Jews immigrated to 
Germany from Eastern Europe.8 The Eastern 
European Jews were very different from the German 
Jews. They dressed strangely, looked different, held on 
to their Orthodox Jewish ways, spoke Yiddish and could 
not easily integrate into German society. This set them 



apart from Germans, as well as from German Jews. 
These differences, which set them apart, provided the 
prejudiced Germans an excuse to foster their belief that 
the Jew was the other. "alien and rootless". 9 The anti­
semitic Germans took advantage of the increased 
Jewish immigration from Eastern Europe to prove that 
the Jews could never be truly German. According to 
Donald Niewyk the "Anti-Semitic agitators ... alternately 
carped on the nation's inability to absorb the Eastern 
Jews and sought to obscure the distinctions between the 
newcomers and German Jews."10 The high influx of 
Jews from Eastern Europe became the catalyst for a 
new set of anti-Semitic stereotypes of the Jews which 
would later be used by writers in literature and films. 

The political emancipation of the German Jews, 
immigration from Eastern Europe, as well as scientific 
theories, such as the one which stated, " ... Jews were a 
separate race whose goals and morality were alien to 
Germans and who were permanently conditioned by 
their biology", 11 addressed the Jews as a group, instead 
of as individuals. This made anti-Semitism more seri­
ous. It targeted the Jews as a whole, instead of as indi­
viduals. The anti-Semitism of the early 1920s grouped all 
Jews under the same stereotypes of the past, as well as 
the newer stereotypes of the Eastern European Jews. It 
no longer mattered if one practiced Judaism or did not, 
had a long line of German ancestry, had always spoken 
German or had never left Germany. Resentment of the 
Eastern European Jews abounded even among the 
German Jews. The immigration of the Eastern 
European Jews intensified the hatred against the Jews 
as a whole. 12 The stage was now set for mass culture to 
subtly foster, and in many cases reintroduce, the idea of 
anti-Jewish sentiment to Germans. 

Mass culture is culture produced by the masses, for 
the masses. It reflects what the people want, believe 
and find important. Mass culture provided a vehicle for 
the reintroduction of anti-Semitism through literature and 
films. Perhaps subconsciously, the anti-Semitic tenden­
cies portrayed in the movies and then in the books that 
the Germans were reading found its' ways deep into 
their hearts. 

Literature played an important part in encouraging 
anti-Semitism. The books that discussed Jews in a neg­
ative light were widely read by upper middle class 
Germans. 13 This influenced the masses to see the Jews 
through the eyes of already existent stereotypes. The 
German writers realized, according to Robertson, that 
"Stereotypes are not only tenacious, but transferable." 14 

Stereotypes generated through literature and film were 
easy to remember and hard to forget. Many important 
authors, including Thomas and Heinrich Mann, used 
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common stereotypes such as the ones mentioned earli­
er in this paper, to describe the Jews in their books. 
Authors portrayed the Jews as deceptive, devious, para­
sitic, alien and rootless. 15 Often authors' descriptions of 
their Jewish characters seemed based upon the appear­
ance of the Eastern Jews. Authors portrayed the Jews 
as having crooked noses, dark, curly hair and devious, 
shifty eyes. Another point authors often brought out was 
the belief that the Jews were shrewd in business and 
deceitful in all of their dealings. 

Many authors also used the stereotypes to describe 
the parasitic and destructive nature of the Jews. Rudolf 
Hans Bartsch wrote about marriage between a Jew and 
a German, in his book, Seine JOden (1921 ). The hus­
band, in this story, tells his friend that the Jews " ... pene­
trate our Aryan soul and ravage it as parasitic wasps do 
a wretched worm; painfully, slowly and fatally!"16 In lit­
erature, Robertson points out that the Jew dominates 
the German. Pamphlets, he stresses, as well as books, 
described Jews as a disease, which would affect anyone 
who encountered it. 11 The literature written during the 
1920s showed the Jews as harmful to German society. 

Films portrayed these common beliefs and anti­
Jewish sentiments as well. In many ways, films were 
more effective than literature in influencing Germans to 
see the Jew as different. Literature had a limited effect 
on the German culture because one had to be able to 
read to believe its message. Film, on the other hand, 
had a longer lasting affect because one could see the 
action and understand the message clearly. Due to this 
fact, anti-Semitism in films, rather than in literature, is 
discussed more in depth in this paper. Willi Munzenberg 
wrote in 1925, " ... it ought not to be forgotten that film, 
through visual images, has a much stronger and pene­
trating effect on the viewer than the written word does on 
the newspaper reader''. 18 It is true that people remem­
ber what they see longer than what they have only read. 

As films provided entertainment after the long work­
day, more workers attended the theaters to escape the 
realities of the depression, inflation and life. The writers 
and directors of films tried to reflect the "popular tastes 
and preferences ... that [italics mine] the attitudes of 
white-collar workers"19 displayed. The theater became a 
very popular place, not only on the weekends, but during 
the workweek as well. 20 

Filmmakers realized this and began to use films as 
tools of propaganda. Cinematic propaganda was instru­
mental in reintroducing old ideas, as well as in promot­
ing new ideas of anti-Semitic beliefs. The propaganda 
introduced in the films had three components, "action, 
suspense, and subtlety''. 21 The purposes of the films 



produced during the Weimar Republic were to entertain 
its audience and elusively show that the Jews were 
harmful to German society. 

The Go/erri22 is a film produced in 1920, which cun­
ningly shows the harmful nature of the Jews. The basic 
plot of the film is the story of a Jewish Rabbi and his 
desire to protect his ghetto from harm. In order to 
accomplish this, he forms a monster out of clay and 
casts a spell over him, by which he receives a word from 
the god, Ashteroth, that will give life to the clay monster. 
He takes a piece of paper, writes down the word and 
places it inside of a clay star. The Rabbi then attaches 
the star to the monster's chest and the Golem comes to 
life. The Golem is to protect the ghetto from the pogroms 
against the Jews by the Gentiles. This all works for a 
while, but the writer of the film adds a startling twist to 
the old legend and the Golem attacks the Jewish ghetto. 
The Jews in the ghetto are in a state of confusion as the 
monster destroys everything in his path. Later in the 
film, as the monster leaves through the huge gates of 
the ghetto, he sees a group of children playing outside 
the gates. The blonde and obviously Aryan children are 
not even frightened by the monster's size or appearance, 
but as soon as the Jews run outside the ghetto the chil­
dren flee, screaming and terrified. 

The Go/em includes many subtle references to anti­
semitism. One can easily start from the beginning of the 
film and point out these depictions of the Jews, which set 
them apart from the Germans. The Jews in The Go/em 
lived inside of a ghetto, closed off from the rest of the 
city. The ghetto was dark, crowded, and guarded by a 
gatekeeper. The Rabbi practiced witchcraft, black magic 
and astrology, even though Judaism and Christianity 
believed that God is all-powerful and that the sinful pow­
ers of Alchemy belonged to the devil. The Rabbi also 
calls on Ashteroth, instead of God. Jews and Christians 
believe in one God and are not to practice idolatry. In 
addition, the Rabbi creates the monster out of clay, just 
as God had formed the first man out of clay. Here the 
film depicts the Jews as taking the place of God. God 
formed the man in his own image and breathed breath 
into the monster; the Rabbi forms the monster and calls 
upon magic to give the monster life. Next, the Golem's 
facial features have been described as "Asiatic, 
Mongolian and Eastern European!'23 Another hint of 
anti-Semitic discrimination appears in the final minutes 
of the movie. When the Golem sees a group of children 
playing in the field outside of the ghetto his rage dimin­
ishes. He is enthralled with a beautiful, innocent, little, 
blonde Aryan girl playing with flowers. She strolls over 
to him, holds up her arms and the monster picks her up. 
She finds the star on his chest fascinating and plucks it 
out. The Golem/monster topples over, all breath gone 
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and the children laugh. After the Jews appear and the 
children flee from the scene in terror, the gates of the 
ghetto swing closed on their own; the Jews are once 
again put in their place, and the Gentile town is spared 
from the harmful Jews. This film includes sly references 
of danger, harm, and destruction that the Jews bring 
upon a society. Professor Jennifer Good stated in a 
German film course that, "The anti-Semitism in this film 
reflects more closely the political view of the 1920s than 
the 16th Century ... the Jews are portrayed as ... a threat­
ening presence to the ... society."24 This movie is not the 
only one produced during the Weimar Republic that 
showed anti-Jewish sentiments. 

The movie Nosferatii5 , produced in 1922, is the 
story of Bram Stoker's Dracula and includes subtle ref­
erences to anti-Semitism. The plot in this movie con­
cerns the vampire's desire for blood. Nosferatu, the 
vampire, sees a picture of a young, beautiful woman and 
starts out on a voyage to find her. He travels slowly on 
a boat, encased in coffins and rising only in the darkness 
of the night to prey upon his victims. He draws strength 
and nourishment from the blood of his victims, as well as 
the soil in the coffins. His journey brings a plague to 
every port his ship enters. Finally, Nosferatu finds Jane, 
the young woman whose picture he noticed and seeks 
to make her his next victim. Instead, Jane finds a book 
that her husband brought home and realizes that only 
true love can destroy the vampire. She willingly offers 
herself up as Nosferatu's victim and through her sacrifi­
cial death the vampire disappears just as the sun rises 
over the horizon. 

Anti-Semitism in Nosferatu is very subtle and relies 
heavily on prior knowledge of how the Germans viewed 
the Jews. In this movie, the audience views Nosferatu 
as the cause of the plague. During the middle ages, 
Germans often accused the Jews of being responsible 
for the Black Death plague. Nosferatu's strength and 
vitality comes through sapping the life out of others, just 
as a parasite does to its host. The literature, stereotypes 
and films of the 1900s portrayed the Jews as parasitic. 
Nosferatu's very appearance is eastern. His nose is 
long and crooked, hair and eyes are dark and he looks 
scary. The viewers see the vampire as unnatural, disfig­
ured and very different. He stands out from among the 
other characters; there is nothing ordinary about him. 
The stereotypes of the Jews portrayed them in the same 
fashion. Once again, the subtle reference that the Jews 
are dangerous to one's health and safety is included in 
this movie. It is also Jane's innocence and purity (obvi­
ously from a German perspective) which brings about 
the vampire's destruction. 

The Go/em and Nosferatu are prime examples of 



Weimar culture. Both movies received recognition in 
Germany and abroad, especially Nosferatu. The movies 
were popular. Sabine Hake points out that these films 
" .. . were not ... free of racial stereotyping .. . through the 
negative depiction of Jewish characters and the fixation 
on typical 'Jewish' features and qualities."26 The viewers 
of the films would have recognized the stereotypes that 
were present and been familiar with the anti-Semitic 
remarks, looks and suggestions made in each movie. 

During the years of the Weimar Republic, the Jews 
received almost total political emancipation, but tensions 
began to rise as the level of anti-Semitism rose in litera­
ture and films. Although most of the anti-Semitism pres­
ent in Germany at this time was subtle, sporadically, vio­
lent attacks did occur against the Jews. Walter 
Rathenau, a Jewish political leader in the Weimar 
Republic, stated, "Every Jew no matter how wealthy or 
well-educated comes to the realization that he will 
always live as a second class citizen ."21 Rathenau was 
later assassinated because he was Jewish. Albert 
Einstein, another German Jew who noted anti-Semitism 
was on the rise in Germany stated," .. . I saw worthy Jews 
basely caricatured and the sight made my heart bleed. I 
saw how schools, comic papers, and innumerable other 
forces of the Gentile majority undermined the confi­
dence of even the best of my fellow Jews."28 

Propaganda and the use of literature and films did make 
a difference in Germany during the Weimar Republic. In 
a time when Jews seemed to have gained ground politi­
cally, they lost ground in every other way. Germans fell 
prey to the subtle nurturing of hatred through film and lit­
erature, and anti-Semitism increased allowing for the 
rise of the Nazi Party and the terror that the Jews and 
others would later face. 
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