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J’Accuse! – How the Dreyfus Affair Reshaped French Politics 

Daniel Hubbard 

 

On the 15th October 1894 Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish officer in the French Army, was arrested on 

suspicion of being a German spy and was later sentenced to life in prison on Devil’s Island in South 

America. When it became known that Dreyfus had been incarcerated based on flimsy evidence which 

was then added to with forgeries, and that the government and army General Staff had actively 

conspired to keep him in prison, it sparked off a scandal which would realign French politics. The 

political effects of the Affair can be assessed by looking at its impact on the development of what 

would go on to be the two defining ideologies of early 20th century France, Socialism and 

Nationalism, as well as the emergence of Zionism as a movement among the Jewish community. Prior 

to the Affair anti-Semitism and violent nationalism had been commonplace on the French Left while 

the scions of the traditionalist monarchist Right distrusted such radical forces. However, as the Left 

was dragged to defence of Dreyfus it was forced to recognise that capitalism was not synonymous 

with Judaism and that many of France’s Jews were among the most oppressed members of the 

working class.1 Simultaneously the French Right took ownership over the revanchist nationalism 

which had once been common among the neo-Jacobin left, while new far-right groups like the Action 

Francaise adopted tactics of street violence which had been avoided by the traditional monarchist 

right.2 3 The Affair’s impact on the development of socialism and nationalism was immediate and 

noticeable. However, the scandal also birthed the Zionist movement which would eventually see 

France’s Jews move away from their traditional “assimilationist” tradition. Unlike with nationalism 

and socialism, the Affair’s impact on the politics of France’s Jews was gradual and it took the 

tragedies of the 20th century to convert most French Jews to Zionism, however its ideological and 

organisational foundations were laid during the Affair.4 The political ramifications of the Affair lasted 

well into the 20th century, it was not until 1959 that films documenting the scandal were allowed to 

be shown in France, and among the first people arrested by the Fascist Vichy regime in 1940 were 

surviving Dreyfusards like Leon Blum. Therefore, the Dreyfus Affair of 1894-1906 played a major 

role in reshaping French politics, both immediately by re-aligning left and right, and more slowly as 

seen with the birth of Zionism.5 

 
1 N. Green, “Socialist Anti-Semitism, Defence of a Bourgeoise Jew and Discovery of the Jewish 

Proletariat”, International Review of Social History 30, (1985), p. 399  
2 R. Raymond - The Right Wing in France from 1815 to De Gaulle, (Philadelphia, 1969), p. 215 
3 “Revanchist nationalism” referring to the desire for revenge (“revanche”) against Germany for the 

loss of Alsace-Lorraine in 1871 following the Franco-Prussian War  
4 M Marrus, The Politics of Assimilation: A study of the French Jewish Community at the time of the 

Dreyfus Affair, (Oxford, 1971), p. 282  
5 The Dreyfus Affair has no definitive end date, it did not become a nationally known scandal until 

1898, and could be said to have lasted much longer than 1906. However 1906 was when Dreyfus 
was officially exonerated, and when the organised left bloc which swept to power on the back of the 
Affair disintegrated 
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Nationalism 

The French Right underwent profound change during the course of the Affair. During the first 

decades of the Third Republic, the Right was dominated by monarchists who supported the restoration 

of either the House of Bourbon-Orleans or the Bonaparte and had their base of support in rural areas 

where former nobles had influence as landlords. 6 The fortunes of these conservative monarchists 

declined as the Republic matured, winning only 56 seats in the 1893 elections as well organized 

campaigns by Radicals and Opportunists (moderate conservative republicans) targeted rural areas.7 

French patriotism was originally distinct from this traditional monarchist Right which associated it 

with Jacobinism and a return to de-Christianization, the radical republic, and ultimately Madame la 

Guillotine. Similarly, with anti-Semitism, the former nobles feared that attacks on Jews for their 

supposed wealth could easily be turned against them. However, as William Irvine notes the declining 

popularity of traditional royalism forced the “old Right” to look to new nationalist, anti-Semitic, and 

anti-republican Right which came to the fore during the Dreyfus Affair to revive their electoral 

fortunes.8 By the end of the Affair, the traditional monarchist Right which had once feared the 

revolutionary potential of anti-Semitism and nationalism now aligned itself those forces of the “new 

Right”. Therefore, the Affair reshaped French politics by leading to the consolidation of the Right 

around a nationalist and anti-democratic platform, supported by the money and legitimacy of the old 

nobility.  

 

Prior to the Dreyfus Affair, patriotic nationalism and anti-Semitism were not strongly associated with 

Right wing politics. Instead “patriotism” was associated with the anti-monarchist ideals of the 1789 

Revolution and was thus common on the neo-Jacobin Left. With the rise of the Boulangist movement 

of 1887-1889 though, sections of the monarchist right were drawn to supporting the strident 

revanchist nationalism, militarism, and anti-republican authoritarianism of General Ernest Boulanger 

as he campaigned for office.9 10 This movement met with huge support in the traditionally monarchist 

countryside, showcasing the potential popularity of radical nationalism. However, by 1894 most on 

the traditional Right was still suspicious of nationalism as a revolutionary ideology, and it was the 

Dreyfus case which would see the forces of monarchism, Catholicism, and nationalism combine. 

 
6 N. Fitch, “Mass Culture, Mass Parliamentary Politics, and Modern Anti-Semitism: The Dreyfus Affair 

in Rural France”, American Historical Review 97, (1992), p. 68  
7 Ibid  
8 W Irvine, The Boulanger Affair Reconsidered: Royalism, Boulangism, and the Origins of the Radical 

Right in France, (Oxford, 1988), p.174  
9  M. Burns, France and the Dreyfus Affair: A Documentary History, (Lexington, 2014), Chapter 1: 

Prologue  
10  “Revanche” refers to the desire for revenge against Germany for the loss of Alsace-Lorraine in the 

1870 war. Dreyfus was a native of Alsace who had fled the region after the war and joined the army, 
in large part motivated by a desire to win back his homeland for France 
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Raymond describes it saying, “Boulangism drew up nationalism’s birth certificate and the Dreyfus 

Affair it's baptismal record”.11  It was a similar story with anti-Semitism and the Right. As Irvine 

notes, the aristocratic conservative wing of French politics had never fully embraced anti-Semitic 

politics.12 The monarchist cause was itself subsidized by conservative Jewish financiers like Alphonse 

de Rothschild and Maurice de Hirsch.13 Monarchists also feared that attacks on Jews for their 

supposed financial influence could easily be turned back on them, and so looked with caution on the 

“economic anti-Semitism” of Boulangism. However, rampant anti-Semitism did exist on the Right 

prior to the Dreyfus Affair, just outside of the traditional aristocratic circles. Nancy Green dates the 

emergence of popular righting anti-Semitism to the publication of Edouard Drumont’s bestselling 

polemic La France Juive in 1886 which called for the exclusion of Jews from society.14As owner of 

the anti-republican paper La Libre Parole Drumont continued his anti-Semitic  attack, as seen in an 

issue from May the 23rd 1892 where he condemned a supposed Jewish plot to take over the state 

saying: “Already lords of finance and administration, already dictating judgments to the courts, they 

[the Jews] will definitely be masters of France on the day they command the army.”15 It is noteworthy 

that thanks to press liberalisation laws passed in 1881, La Libre Parole had an ever growing audience 

by the time of the Affair. Along with the similarly anti-Semitic La Croix, the paper had over 1 million 

readers per day during the 1894-99 period.16 Therefore, while the mainstream monarchist right 

shunned anti-Semitism, there was already a growing tradition of it on the Right by the time of 

Dreyfus’ arrest.  

 

These two right wing traditions merged during the course of the Dreyfus Affair which saw the forces 

of nationalism and anti-Semitism combine with the aristocratic monarchist tradition in a shared attack 

on the Republic in the face of a unified Left Bloc. As soon as the news broke that a Jewish army 

officer had been arrested for espionage, the anti-Semitic right wing press lead by La Libre Parole 

went in to action. Despite the fact that Dreyfus, an Alsatian Jew, was deeply committed to France and 

la revanche, the anti-Semitic right immediately attempted to him to personify the supposed treachery 

of France’s Jews. This can be seen in a November 1894 cartoon from La Libre Parole  which depicts 

Drumont gesturing to an anti-Semitic  caricature of Dreyfus wearing a Prussian Pickelhaube, making 

clear the supposed conspiracy between France’s Jews and the German military.17 This theme 

 
11 R. Raymond, The Right Wing in France from 1815 to De Gaulle, p. 208 
12 W Irvine, The Boulanger Affair Reconsidered : Royalism, Boulangism, and the Origins of the 

Radical Right in France, p. 169 
13 Ibid, p. 170  
14  N. Green, “Socialist Anti-Semitism, Defence of a Bourgoise Jew and Discovery of the Jewish 

Proletariat”, International Review of Social History 30, p. 376 
15 La Libre Parole, “Jews in the Army”, May 23rd 1892, in M. Burns, France and the Dreyfus Affair: A 

Documentary History, (Lexington, 2014), Chapter 1: Prologue 
16 M. Burns, Rural Society & French Politics 1886-1900, (Princeton, 1984), p.126 
17 Fig.1  
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continued throughout the Affair, with the rightwing paper L’Etrille presenting the Dreyfusard 

coalition as merely a front for a German-Jewish plot on the front page of a February 1898 edition.18 

Initially the kind of extreme anti-Semitism exhibited in La Libre Parole was only on the fringes of the 

anti-Drefusard coalition. At first the “moderate anti-Dreyfusard” majority were those who wanted to 

maintain the republican status quo which they perceived the Dreyfusards as threatening and believed 

in the honour of the army, the “extreme anti-Dreyfusards” around Drumont were only a minority.19 

However over the course of 1898 this coalition fell apart. With the publication of Emilie Zola’s 

J’Accuse in January which revealed for the first time to the majority of France the scale of the army’s 

cover up and then in August with the suicide of Colonel Henry who had forged documents 

implicating Dreyfus, the “moderates” realised the danger of the army’s duplicity. With this they 

abandoned anti-Dreyfusism, leaving just the core of extreme anti-republican, anti-Semites.20 The 

royalists, with their considerable financial resources, had not come over to extreme anti-Dreyfusism 

immediately. However, as the popularity of anti-Semitism became evident with the widespread rioting 

in the wake of J’Accuse’s publication, the Right became attracted to anti-Semitic nationalism for 

political ends. In particular Count Edouard de Lur-Saluccs noted that, fifty years after the overthrow 

of the last Bourbon-Orleanist king, Royalism was not popular enough to return to power; anti-

Semitism and nationalism had however proven their popularity, and were strong enough to drive their 

proponents to violence. Therefore it made sense for the unpopular Royalists to attach themselves to 

this newly powerful anti-republican force.21 Furthermore, the propaganda of men like Drumont 

increasingly portrayed Jews as of a different race and attacked them on this basis, rather than the 

economic basis of Jews being a rich elite. This emphasis on race is exemplified by the work of Sibylle 

Riqueti de Mirabeau, better known as Gyp, the reporter for La Libre Parole at Zola’s defamation trial 

after the publication of J’Accuse. Called the “feminine centre of nationalism”, she portrayed Jews as a 

foreign race saying “Those men are not and can never be French, no matter what is done. They come, 

in this case, to prove once again that they are the born and sworn enemies of our race”.22 Therefore by 

backing anti-Semitism now, Royalists were no longer opening themselves up to economic attacks as 

Jews were now seen as enemy aliens, not as an economic elite.23 In effect for the Royalist elite, Jews 

became a scapegoat that allowed the petite bourgeoisie and farmers to attack the rich without 

endangering their own interests.24 Beginning in 1898 the Duc d’Orléans funneled regular subsidies to 

 
18 Fig. 2  
19 E. Cahm, The Dreyfus Affair in French Society and Politics, p. 87  
20 M. Burns, France and the Dreyfus Affair: A Documentary History, Chapter 6: High Courts 
21 W Irvine, The Boulanger Affair Reconsidered : Royalism, Boulangism, and the Origins of the 

Radical Right in France, p. 172 
22Gyp, “Les Izolâtres” in La Libre Parole, March 3, 1898, in M. Burns, France and the Dreyfus Affair: A 

Documentary History, Chapter 5: J’Accuse  
23 Ibid, p.173  
24 N. Fitch, “Mass Culture, Mass Parliamentary Politics, and Modern Anti-Semitism: The Dreyfus Affair 

in Rural France”, American Historical Review 97, p. 74 
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the Ligue Antisémitique – up to 30,000 francs per month, while the Royalist bankers de Castellane and 

Edmond Archdeacon gave Paul Déroulède 50,000 francs the night before his abortive anti-Dreyfusard 

coup in February 1899.25   

 

Ultimately this alliance between the traditional and radical forces of the Right would do little to 

restore conservative fortunes. Faced with a unified front of socialists, anti-clerical Radicals, and 

moderates first in the “Government of Republican Defence” and then in the Bloc des Gauches, the 

electoral fortunes of the Right declined sharply. From 246 seats in 1902, the parliamentary strength of 

the Right fell to 167 seats in 1906, 148 in 1910, and 121 in 1914.26 Furthermore, the alliance between 

the remnants of the traditional aristocratic right and radical nationalists was not consistently stable. As 

Fuller notes the main efforts of the 1899-1906 Leftist governments was anti-clericalism, and this led 

many on the traditional right to focus their efforts on protecting the Church rather than advancing the 

cause of nationalism.27 However the alliance forged on the Right during the Affair largely held true as 

former monarchists, Catholics, and nationalist anti-Semites united in groups like the Democratic 

Alliance Party and the Action Francaise.28 The leader of this latter group, Charles Maurras, was the 

intellectual figurehead of the French right for the first half of the 20th century and best exemplifies the 

rightwing alliance which came from the Affair. Maurras had always been a sentimental royalist, but as 

a dedicated anti-Semite and nationalist he became an energetic supporter of restoration after the Duc 

d’Orleans’ “conversion” to anti-Semitism during the Affair.29 However, Maurras also personified the 

electoral failings of the Right in this period, as his doctrine of “integral nationalism” was overly 

intellectual and had little appeal outside of students and the bourgeoisie.30 Nonetheless, it was as a 

result of the Dreyfus Affair that the conservative Right adopted the ideology of nationalism as it 

finally ceased to be perceived as a revolutionary leftwing force.  

 

Therefore, the Dreyfus Affair helped decisively reshape rightwing French politics by triggering the 

creation of modern French nationalism. Prior to the Affair, there had been considerable distance 

between traditional royalists who held no particular hatred of Jews and were suspicious of the 

revolutionary potential of nationalism; and anti-Semitic nationalists like Drumont whose’ ideals 

appeared to threaten the economic interests of the aristocratic monarchists. However, as the focus of 

 
25 R. L. Fuller, “Catholic Women and the Unmaking of French Nationalism After the Dreyfus Affair”, 

European History Quarterly 37, p, 247 
26 R. Gildea, Children of the Revolution: The French, 1799-1914, (London, 2009), p.281  
27 R. L. Fuller, “Catholic Women and the Unmaking of French Nationalism After the Dreyfus Affair”, 

European History Quarterly 37, p. 246 
28 R. Raymond, The Right Wing in France from 1815 to De Gaulle, p. 228 
29  W Irvine, The Boulanger Affair Reconsidered : Royalism, Boulangism, and the Origins of the 

Radical Right in France, p. 174 
30 Z. Sternhell, The Political Culture of Nationalism, in Robert Tombs (ed) - Nationhood and 

Nationalism in France : From Boulangism to the Great War 1889-1918, (Abingdon, 1992), p .28 
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anti-Semitism shifted over the course of the Affair from a primarily economic prejudice perpetuated 

by men like Rochefort to one focused on the hatred of Jews as a race, wealthy royalists began to lose 

their distrust of nationalist anti-Semitism. Attracted by their shared hatred of the Republic and the 

evident popular appeal of anti-Semitism and nationalism following decades of declining popular 

support for royalism, monarchists like Lur-Saluccs and the Duc d’Orleans threw themselves behind 

the cause of Drumont and Maurras. While it could not be said to have provided much political 

success, this alliance held for decades and was still influential during the Vichy Regime in WW2 

despite internal conflicts such as over support for the Church during the early 1900s. The Dreyfus 

Affair was therefore the crucial moment in the birth of the doctrine of French nationalism which 

would dominate the right for decades.  

 

Socialism 

The leftwing in France underwent a similarly dramatic reshaping, which was in large part a response 

to the consolidation of the Right around nationalist anti-republicanism following J’Accuse and 

Henry’s death. More so than nationalism, socialism had existed as a coherent ideology prior to the 

Affair. However, it still underwent transformative changes through the course of the Affair as 

socialists abandoned previous links to anti-Semitism, and sidelined “revolutionary” politics to enter in 

to a political alliance with other republicans and eventually unify themselves for the first time. Prior to 

the Affair, a form of anti-Semitism based around seeing “Jews” as synonymous with “capitalism” was 

common on the Left, as socialist thinkers like Auguste Blanqui condemned Jews as “Shylocks”.31 

However, as Nancy Green notes, the experience of defending the bourgeois Jewish Dreyfus forced the 

Left to recognise that wealthy Jews could be victims of oppression and that there existed a large 

Jewish proletariat which socialist had previously ignored. This defence of Dreyfus in the face of 

increasingly strident attacks by the anti-Semitic and anti-republican Right also led the socialists to 

forge an alliance with the capitalist but pro-republican Radicals. The alliance transformed socialist 

politics by signaling the abandonment of revolutionary tactics and allowed the entry of the first 

socialists into government in 1899.32 While this coalition broke down in 1906, socialists continued to 

support republican government against the anti-democratic Right. The consolidation of the Left 

around Dreyfus in turn led to the creation of the Section française de l'Internationale ouvrière (SFIO) 

in 1905, the first party to unite all sections of the once bitterly divided parliamentary Left.33 Ergo, the 

Dreyfus scandal played a major role in reshaping socialist politics both ideologically as it forced the 

abandonment of “leftwing” anti-Semitism, and politically with the entry of socialists in to government 

and the creation of a unified Left bloc.  

 

 
31 M. Burns, Rural Society & French Politics 1886-1900, p.161 
32 R. Gildea, Children of the Revolution: The French, 1799-1914, p.278 
33 R. Raymond, The Right Wing in France from 1815 to De Gaulle, p. 228 



The Journal of the Oxford University History Society • • Hilary Term 2021 Issue XIV 

7 

 

Prior to the Affair, French socialism had a long tradition of anti-Semitism. As Eugen Weber said, until 

the early 1890s the French Left “probably remained the most audible source of attacks on Jews . . . the 

use of terms like 'parasites' and 'microbes' was nothing exceptional”, in its rhetoric and beliefs the Left 

treated ‘capitalist’ and ‘Jewish’ as synonyms.34 This can be seen in the language of the anarchist 

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon who condemned Jews as “incarnations of capitalism” and by nature 

unproductive members of society.35 While he and Blanqui were both dead by the time of the Affair, 

they were still toweringly influential figures within French socialism and left a legacy of anti-

Semitism. The most extreme anti-Semitic socialist of the fin de siecle was Henri Rochefort whose 

Parti Républicain Socialiste Français actively worked to spread anti-Semitism among the working 

class.36 By the time of the Affair, Rochefort was already distanced from the mainstream of French 

socialism because of his fervent nationalism, however well into the 1880s the principal leftist 

magazine La Revue Socialiste was carrying anti-Semitic articles. In 1885 it’s editor Benoit Malon 

accused Jews of being motivated only by the desire for wealth; while in the latter part of the decade it 

carried articles by the Blanquist Regnard who claimed that the “Aryan race” had been ruined by 

Judeo-Christianity which in turn led inevitably to capitalism.37 At the 1893 Second Socialist 

International a motion proposed by Regnard was passed which condemned by anti-Semitism and 

“philo-semitism” and that only the class struggle was worthy of recognition.38 However by the 1890s, 

socialists in France were beginning to back away from their near ubiquitous anti-Semitic language. As 

early as 1895 the neo-Blanquist Thivrier was warning of conflating Judaism with capitalism, 

reminding his readers that the banks would exist without Jews and that most exploiters were 

Christian.39 By this point anti-Semitism was increasingly associated with the anti-socialist nationalism 

of Drumont and his followers that many on the Left felt the need to renounced it. 

 

Nonetheless, when the Affair broke the vast majority of French socialists felt little desire to come to 

the defence of Dreyfus, a bourgeois army officer who appeared to represent the very entrenched 

privilege that socialists were meant to fight against.40 With the exception of the Jewish anarchist 

Bernard-Lazare, the core of original Dreyfusards was drawn from the avidly republican but anti-

socialist Radical party and the moderate wing of the Opportunists. Even in early 1898, the majority of 

French socialists took little interest in the Affair. At the beginning of that year a cross-parliamentary 

 
34 M. Burns, Rural Society & French Politics 1886-1900, p.161 
35 N. Green, “Socialist Anti-Semitism, Defence of a Bourgeoise Jew and Discovery of the Jewish 

Proletariat”, International Review of Social History 30, p. 374 
36  R. L. Fuller, “Catholic Women and the Unmaking of French Nationalism After the Dreyfus Affair”, 

European History Quarterly 37, p. 246 
37 N. Green - “Socialist Anti-Semitism, Defence of a Bourgeoise Jew and Discovery of the Jewish 

Proletariat”, International Review of Social History 30, p. 379 
38 Ibid  
39 N. Fitch, “Mass Culture, Mass Parliamentary Politics, and Modern Anti-Semitism: The Dreyfus Affair 

in Rural France”, American Historical Review 97, p. 89 
40 M. Burns, France and the Dreyfus Affair: A Documentary History, Chapter 5: J’Accuse 
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group of socialists which included moderates like Jean Jaures and the radical Blanquists published the 

Manifeste du Groupe socialiste parlementaire. In it they denounced Drumont’s anti-Semitism, but did 

not decisively come out in favour of Dreyfus, underlining their commitment to class based politics 

above all else.41 However just weeks later at Zola’s trial for defamation in J’Accuse, Jaures broke 

ranks and declared that Dreyfus must be vigorously defended arguing “the Republic has never been in 

comparable danger”.42 Later in the year he wrote an article in Le Petite Republique arguing that 

Dreyfus had lost his class privilege when falsely sentenced saying “he is no longer an officer or a 

bourgeois. He is stripped, by the very violence of misfortune, of every quality of class. He is no 

longer anything but humanity itself.”43 Therefore, Jaures declared, socialists had a duty to defend him 

as a fellow victim of oppression. Jaures had been lobbied by the Dreyfusards for months before this, 

but still the majority of socialists did not back Dreyfus even after Jaures’ conversion, and he himself 

lost his seat at the 1898 elections.  

 

It was not until after the suicide of Colonel Henry in August 1898 which revealed the true scale of the 

General Staff’s coverup, followed by mass attacks on the legitimacy of the Republic by the nationalist 

Right that most socialists became convinced of the need to defend Dreyfus and the state.44 In response 

socialist, both in parliament and on the street, pushed hard for the revision of Dreyfus’ conviction and 

for the defence of democracy in the face of rising attacks. The politicisation of the case continued into 

1899, when in February the anti-Dreyfusard President of the Republic, Felix Faure, died. The 

parliament replaced him with Emile Loubet, a dedicated Republican with pro-Dreyfus sympathies 

which led to a violent reaction by the nationalist Right. On the day of Faure’s funeral, the nationalist 

Paul Deroulede condemned Loubet’s appointment as illegitimate, and demanded popular election to 

the Presidency saying “we shall throw the man who has been elected out of the Elysee … and we shall 

overturn the Republic!”.45 Deroulede would soon attempt to lead a coup with a few hundred 

supporters, but without explicit military support it quickly collapsed. This was followed in June by an 

assault on President Loubet by a group of aristocrats while at the races, heightening fears among 

republicans and socialists of further coup attempts. In response a “Government of Republican 

Defence” was formed on the 20th of June 1899 , headed by new Prime Minister Waldeck-Rousseau.46 

This proved to be a seminal moment in the history of French socialism as they were brought into 

 
41 N. Green - “Socialist Anti-Semitism, Defence of a Bourgeoise Jew and Discovery of the Jewish 

Proletariat”, International Review of Social History 30, p. 387 
42 Ibid 
43 Jean Jaures, “Les Preuves: l’affaire Dreyfus”, Le Petite République, August 1898, in M. Burns, 

France and the Dreyfus Affair: A Documentary History, Chapter 5: J’Accuse 
44 N. Green - “Socialist Anti-Semitism, Defence of a Bourgeoise Jew and Discovery of the Jewish 

Proletariat”, International Review of Social History 30, p. 388 
45 E. Cahm, The Dreyfus Affair in French Society and Politics, p. 142 
46 Ibid, p. 152  
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government for the first time, with Alexandre Millerand being made Minister of Commerce.47 This 

represented a reconciliation between the socialists with the Radicals and former Opportunists who had 

been disillusioned by the previous government's complicity in the Affair.  Now combined, this 

coalition would go on to govern France for the next seven years, and keep the Right out of power until 

WW1.  

 

The raison d’etre of the coalition was that Republic was so threatened by the forces of anti-

democratic, anti-Semitic nationalism that socialists had to unify with the Radicals, as despite their 

disagreements the collapse of the Republic would be a catastrophe. Jaures himself summed up the 

socialist’s aims saying “socialism, by saving the Republic, would make it its own”.48 This unification 

between the socialists and Radicals which came from the Affair represented a major reshaping of 

French politics. Following the dissolution of the Government of Republican Defence after the 

pardoning of Dreyfus and the 1902 elections, the Socialist-Radical coalition would continue to govern 

France until 1906 as the Bloc des Gauches, or Left Bloc. This government brought in a number of 

socialist policies such as the 1901 Association Law which allowed trade unions to own property; a 

Factory Act which limited the working day to 10 hours; and a renewed pensions bill.49 However its 

main focus was anti-clericalism, a cause shared by both the Radicals and socialists. This was in part 

motivated by the role the Church had played in the anti-Dreyfusard coalition, with the clerical paper 

La Croix rivaling Drumont in its rampant anti-Semitism and nationalism. Both groups had long 

viewed the Church as a fundamentally reactionary and monarchist institution which threatened the 

survival of the Republic. As such in 1903 the government disbanded all Church schools, and used 

troops to forcibly close convents and monasteries.50 The Bloc government would go further in 1905 

with the formal separation of religion and state, depriving the Church of millions of francs in state 

subsidies.51 However, not all socialists were as supportive of the Bloc as Jaures with the Guesdist 

Parti Socialiste de France, who had supported the Government of Republican Defence, refusing to 

back a continued coalition with the Radicals leading to a split between them and Jaures’ Parti 

Socialiste Francais.52 The two sides reconciled in 1905 forming the French Section of the Workers' 

International, or SFIO, France’s first unified socialist party that would dominate the nation’s leftwing 

politics until the formation of the Communist Party after WW1.53 Even with the collapse of the formal 

Bloc des Gauches in 1906 during Georges Clemenceau’s premiership, the SFIO would continue to 

 
47 Ibid, p. 158  
48 Ibid, p. 155  
49 R. Gildea, Children of the Revolution: The French, 1799-1914, p.278 
50 R. Tombs, France 1814-1914, p. 469 
51 E. Cahm, The Dreyfus Affair in French Society and Politics, p. XIII 
52 R. Gildea, Children of the Revolution: The French, 1799-1914, p.281 
53 Ibid, p. 282  



The Journal of the Oxford University History Society • • Hilary Term 2021 Issue XIV 

10 

 

lend support to Radical governments to prevent the return of the Right to power.54 This continued 

alliance between the Radicals and socialists, as well as the organisation of the socialists into a formal 

party, shows the influence the Dreyfus Affair had in reshaping French politics. 

 

The abandonment of anti-Semitism by socialists represented another lasting influence of the Affair on 

leftwing politics. As previously noted, while socialist anti-Semitism was on the decline prior to the 

Dreyfus scandal, the experience of fighting against the anti-republican Right to save a bourgeois Jew 

and concurrent recognition of the existence of a Jewish proletariat helped put an end to socialist anti-

Semitism. We have already seen how the Left moved from not caring about Dreyfus’ plight to being 

staunch anti-Dreyfusards thanks to the work of men like Jean Jaures. As a result of the Affair this 

solidarity was extended to all Jews. In 1899 General Congress of French Socialists adopted a motion 

reading “The Congress castigates all nationalists and anti-Semites, and warns the workers against all 

forces of reaction”.55 The experience of defending Dreyfus had forced the Left to come to the 

realisation that while some Jews (like Dreyfus himself) were wealthy bourgeois, this did not shield 

them from oppression. Simultaneously, the Affair had seen the mobilisation of part of the Jewish 

proletariat in Dreyfus’s defence and catalyzed the continued organisation of the Jewish working class. 

In 1898 at the height of the crisis the organised Eastern European Jewish migrant workers in Paris 

wrote an open letter to the French socialists titled Le Prolétariat Juif condemning them for their 

relaxed attitude to anti-Semitism. This was continued with the formation of Yiddish sections of the 

CGT union and the creation of unions for Jewish workers during and after the Affair, as well as the 

publication of Jewish socialist magazine Der Idisher Arbayter.56 These developments were in part the 

result of the mass immigration of 40,000 Eastern Europe Jews to France between 1881-1914 which 

greatly expanded the Jewish working class, and forced French socialists to abandon their previous 

conflation of “capitalist” and “Jew”.57  

 

Therefore, socialist politics in France was dramatically reshaped by the Affair. While France had been 

home to an influential socialist movement for decades prior to 1894, it had long been disunited and 

since the suppression of the Paris Commune in 1871, had not held any political power. As a result of 

the Affair though, the Left was forced into an alliance with the republican Radicals which would keep 

the nationalists out of power for decades, and enabled them to enter government for the first time with 

 
54 Clemenceau was a leading Dreyfusard whose newspaper had published J’Accuse, and he 

appointed Georges Picquart to head the Ministry of War. Picquart was the intelligence officer who first 
revealed the evidence of the conspiracy against Dreyfus, and was himself a victim of the General 
Staff’s misinformation campaign. The ascension of these two most committed Dreyfusards to 
government could be seen as the end of the Affair 
55 N. Green - “Socialist Anti-Semitism, Defence of a Bourgeoise Jew and Discovery of the Jewish 

Proletariat”, International Review of Social History 30, p. 389 
56 Ibid, p. 397 
57 Ibid, p. 399  
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Millerand. While some socialists refused to accept the Bloc des Gauches, the reconciliation of the two 

wings and the formation of the SFIO in 1905 was in itself a major consequence of the Affair as 

socialists finally accepted en masse the legitimacy of parliamentary politics. Furthermore, the Affair 

also led to the abandonment of anti-Semitism on the French Left. While the blatant racism of 

Proudhon and Blanqui had been reduced prior to the Affair, the language of anti-Semitism with its 

conflation of “capitalist” and “Jew” survived in to the 1890s and was one of the reasons why many 

socialists were initially reluctant to defend Dreyfus. As Green notes, the experience of defending a 

Jew from far-right attacks, combined with the full emergence of a Jewish proletariat forced the Left to 

accept the need to aid Jews in their struggle against anti-Semitism instead of uniformly seeing them as 

oppressors. Therefore, the Dreyfus Affair was a key moment in the development of French socialism 

as it precipitated their entry into government, led to the formation of the Bloc des Gauches, and forced 

the rejection of “leftwing” anti-Semitism.  

 

Zionism 

As arguably the first modern anti-Semitic scandal, it could be predicted that the Dreyfus Affair had a 

major impact on Jewish politics in France. However, as Michael Marrus notes there was little 

dramatic change in the Jewish community during the Dreyfus period.58 The vast majority of French 

Jews were committed to the Republic which had emancipated them, and assimilation into wider 

French society which prompted little questioning of Dreyfus’ guilt at first. However, one of the first 

Dreyfuysards was the Jewish anarchist Bernard Lazare and his work helped lay the foundations for 

Zionism within France. Lazare along with allies like Theodore Herzl believed that Jews would never 

be safe from oppression unless they created their own nation in Palestine, with some believing that the 

assimilationist tradition amounted to the “suicide” of Jewish culture.59 French Zionists began to 

organise in the wake of Dreyfus, setting up an international Congress and a series of pro-Zionist 

publications, however these had little immediate impact and the vast majority of France’s Jews 

remained committed to assimilation.60 This movement proved undeniably influential in the long term 

though as the horrific events of the 20th century pushed more and more people towards Zionism, 

following the path first laid down by men like Lazare during the Affair. 

 

Two years prior to Dreyfus’ arrest, the Jewish community had been rocked by the death of Captain 

Armand Mayer in a duel with a known anti-Semite who had slandered Jews in the army. In the wake 

of this, the Jewish community had received mass support from the republican establishment, and 

 
58 M Marrus, The Politics of Assimilation: A study of the French Jewish Community at the time of the 

Dreyfus Affair, p. 282  
59 E. Cahm, The Dreyfus Affair in French Society and Politics, p. 191 
60 M. Marrus, The Politics of Assimilation: A study of the French Jewish Community at the time of the 

Dreyfus Affair, p. 257 
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Mayer’s funeral was attended by over 20,000 people.61 Delivering his eulogy, the Grand Rabbi of 

Paris declared “In the midst of our indescribable grief, there remains at least one consolation... The 

entire soul of France has just revealed itself, with its native generosity, its passion for justice, its 

tender pity for the stricken”.62 At the time the Jewish paper Univers Israelite declared that anti-

Semitism was defeated and would never recover, such was the loyalty most Jews felt to the Republic. 

It was in this context then that the majority of France’s Jews received the news of Dreyfus’ arrest and 

conviction with acceptance. In part this came from a belief shared with most moderate republicans 

that French officers would never be prejudiced enough to convict a man on flimsy evidence.63 

However Marrus also notes it lay in a basic fear of the insecurity of Jews’ place in French society, and 

an understanding that it would not take much for the campaign against Dreyfus to be extended to all 

Jews.64 As well as major Jewish publications, the governing body of French Jews, the Consistoire 

Central tried it’s best to avoid the topic of Dreyfus. Headed by Alphonse de Rothschild, the body only 

mentioned anti-Semitism once during the entire period, and that was to complain about the racist book 

Les Fleurs de l’histoire being given out at a school in southern France.65 The Consistoire was the 

government’s official administrative body for Judaism, as state and religion were not yet separate, and 

as such its members saw themselves primarily as bureaucrats who should not challenge the official 

line on Dreyfus’ guilt. Even Jews who did come out to defend Dreyfus, such as the prominent 

politician Joseph Reinach, were reluctant to portray the Affair as primarily about anti-Semitism. 

Reinach viewed the struggle first and foremost as one to save the Republic, and only secondly to save 

a co-religionist.66  

 

Some Jews did immediately see the role anti-Semitism played in Dreyfus’ conviction, and sought to 

seize upon the revolutionary potential of the moment. The most prominent of these was the anarchist 

Bernard Lazare who wrote in 1896 “[Dreyfus] is a soldier, but he is a Jew, and it is as a Jew that he 

was prosecuted … they needed their own Jewish traitor to replace the classic Judas”.67 Lazare’s 

response to this was to lead the first concerted push for Zionism. A group called the Group des 

Ouvriers Juifs Socialistes de Paris which included Lazare began publishing pamphlets early on in the 

 
61 Ibid, p. 198  
62 Rabbi Zadoc Kahn, “Funeral Oration for Captain Meyer”, June 26th 1892, in M. Burns, France and 

the Dreyfus Affair: A Documentary History, Chapter 1: Prologue  
63 Leon Blum, Memories of the Affair, 1935, in M. Burns, france and the Dreyfus Affair: A 

Documentary History, Chapter 1: Prologue  
64  M. Marrus, The Politics of Assimilation: A study of the French Jewish Community at the time of the 

Dreyfus Affair, p. 212 
65 Ibid, p. 234  
66 Ibid, p. 226  
67 Bernard Lazare, A Judicial Error, November 1896, in M. Burns, The Dreyfus Affair: A Documentary 

History, Chapter 4: Treasons and Stratagems  
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Affair which decried what they saw as the engrained anti-Semitism of French society.68 This group 

would go on to organise the only Jewish demonstration against anti-Semitism of the entire Affair in 

September 1899 and it was at this meeting that the assimilationist tendencies of French Jews was 

condemned as “suicidal”.69 Lazare was also the editor of the Jewish nationalist journal Zion whose 

writers regularly condemned France’s Jews for failing to resist anti-Semitism with Lazare writing that 

“assimilation is not and cannot be the solution”.70 The other great Zionist ideologue of the fin de siecle 

was the Austrian journalist Theodore Herzl. As a witness to the Dreyfus trial Herzl grew increasingly 

dismayed that Jews in France, supposedly the home of Europe’s enlightenment, could be victims of 

such blatant state-back anti-Semitism. As such he published Der Judenstaat in 1896 in which he 

declared that Jews were united by the universal experience of oppression, and would never be allowed 

to live in peace as long as they were a perpetual minority. He asserted that Jews were conscious of the 

threat the pressure for assimilation posed to their culture, and this was why they had successfully 

maintained their own unique identity despite millennia of oppression. For Herzl the “restoration of the 

Jewish state” was the only way Jews could ever escape oppression in Europe.71 The year after Der 

Judenstaat’s publication, Herzl founded the Zionist Congress in Basel which included 12 French 

delegates and received extensive media coverage. Lazare’s and Herzl’s articulation of Zionism 

coincided with a dramatic increase in anti-Semitic violence as a result of the Affair, with 69 anti-

Jewish riots being recorded across France between January-February alone.72 In French controlled 

Algeria, these devolved in to pogroms which saw the murder of scores of Jews. In response to this as 

well as the work of Lazare and his allies, the prominence of Zionism increased among France’s Jews. 

The journal Kadimah was founded which both attacked assimilationist Jews for being ashamed of 

their identity, and aimed to create ties between Jews across Europe. The editors of La Flambeau were 

even more forceful, asserting that Jews who assimilated contributed to anti-Semitism as “Christians 

sense that those Jews are denying something in themselves in order to resemble them - and that makes 

them suspicious”. Therefore, the paper declared, Jews must seize the moment to organise themselves 

and push for the creation of a Jewish state. In 1901 La Flambeau’s successor, L’Echo Sioniste, 

announced the creation of a federation of all Zionist organisations in France.73 This, along with 

Herzl’s international Congress, represented a level of organisation and ideological unity among 

Zionists that would have been impossible prior to the Dreyfus Affair. The obvious anti-Semitism 

revealed by the Affair catalyzed the rapid creation of a Zionist ideology first set forward by Lazare 

 
68 M. Marrus, The Politics of Assimilation: A study of the French Jewish Community at the time of the 

Dreyfus Affair, p. 247  
69 Ibid,  p. 249  
70 Ibid, p. 258  
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72 R. Tombs, France 1814-1914, p. 463 
73 M. Marrus, The Politics of Assimilation: A study of the French Jewish Community at the time of the 
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and Herzl at the start of the Affair and which by the early 1900s had spread across France and beyond. 

Therefore, the Affair had an important role in reshaping the politics of France’s Jewish community. 

 

However, Zionism was not immediately popular in France. Despite the anti-Jewish violence released 

by the Affair and the blatant indifference of the government towards their welfare, most French Jews 

remained committed to assimilation. In part this was motivated by pragmatism, Joseph Reinach was 

the most prominent Jewish parliamentarian and believed that Zionism was a “trap set by the anti-

Semites for the naive” as it created differences between “French” and “Jew”.74 In his thinking, the 

assertion of Jewish nationhood would only vindicate the claims of Drumont and Maurras that Jews 

were alien foreigners. The distrust of Zionism among the Jewish establishment was also motivated by 

its links to wider leftist ideology. Lazare was himself an anarchist and believed that the Jewish state 

would necessarily be an anti-capitalist one, an idea which unsurprisingly alarmed wealthy Jews and 

caused division with the bourgeois Herzl. Similarly most early Zionists were poor Eastern European 

Jews who had recently migrated to France with strong links to socialism and trade unionism.75 As 

previously noted there remained a strong affection for the Republic among most French Jews. While 

this had undeniably been called into question by the Affair, the majority of Jews came out of it still 

devoted republicans. It was after all the Republic which (admittedly after years of prevaricating) put 

an end to the Affair by curtailing the nationalist right and pardoning Dreyfus. In spite of this Zionism 

did make progress with assimilationist Jews, with the Grand Rabbi Zadoc Kahn admitting that 

Zionism might have some relevance to the oppressed Jews of Eastern Europe, even if it was 

inappropriate for France’s Jews.76 

 

The Dreyfus Affair did play a role in reshaping the politics of France’s Jewish population; however, it 

was less immediate and noticeable than with the political Left and Right. Throughout the Affair the 

vast majority of France’s Jews stayed dedicated to the Republic and the tradition of assimilation. At 

first this manifested itself through the acceptance of Dreyfus’ conviction, and even once the 

Dreyfusard campaign became popular most Jews like Reinach saw themselves as primarily defenders 

of the Republic, not Judaism. Even so, the growth of Zionism during the period was noticeable and 

impactful. Prior to the Affair, Zionism was barely a codified ideology, but by its end there were 

multiple new Zionist publications, an international Congress had been formed, and its ideological 

tenants laid down by men like Lazare and Herzl. Therefore, the impact of the Affair on the 

development of Zionism is undeniable, even if it was less immediately felt than the changes on the 

Left and Right were.  
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Conclusion 

The Dreyfus Affair had a profound impact on the development of French politics. On the right it led 

to the formation of the modern ideology of French nationalism which combined the old conservative 

monarchists with radical anti-Semitic  nationalist like Drumont, and in the work of Charles Maurras 

would influence French politics for decades to come. Without the Dreyfus Affair, there would have 

been no immediate catalyst for this alliance, the established Right having long feared the 

revolutionary potential of both nationalism and anti-Semitism. The Affair had a similarly profound 

impact on the development of French socialism. While socialism was a more established force than 

nationalism prior to 1894, the experience of aligning with moderate republicans to defend Dreyfus 

and the republic gave rise to seismic changes on the Left. This led to the formation of France’s first 

government that included the socialists, a momentous change in itself, but also led the creation of a 

unified leftist front in the SFIO which would last until the 1920s. Equally important, the Affair forced 

the abandonment of anti-Jewish rhetoric and beliefs on the French left, a major reshaping given the 

influence the work of anti-Semites like Proudhon and Blanqui had held. The transformational impact 

of the Affair was also manifested with the development of Zionism, albeit this was not felt 

immediately. As Marrus notes, the vast majority of France’s Jews stayed loyal to the Republic in the 

aftermath of the Affair and remained committed to assimilation. However, it directly led to the 

creation of an organised and ideologically coherent Zionist movement. In some ways this was the 

most impressive legacy of the Affair, nascent anti-Semitic nationalism had existed prior to 1894 in the 

writings of Drumont, and socialism was a well-established if incoherent force. Zionism though was 

very much the product of the Affair, as it revealed to Jews like Lazare and Herzl the nature of 

ingrained anti-Semitism in Europe. Thus, the Dreyfus Affair played a major role in reshaping France's 

politics, both immediately and dramatically in the development of nationalism and socialism, and 

more gradually with the birth of Zionism.  
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