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Why Karl Kautsky Called Yiddish a Corrupted
German?

KATSUMATA, Akio

Abstract

In his essay of 1908 “Nationalitit und Internationalitat” Karl Kautsky called Yiddish that the Jewish
people in eastern Europe spoke, a corrupted German. A Japanese Linguist interpreted this statement
as follows; Yiddish can appear corrupted from the viewpoint that German should be beautiful.
Although Kautsky’s mother was of German origin and his mother tongue was German, his father
was Czech, and he did not forget his Czech origin and did not surrender to the German nationalism.
Moreover, because of his Bohemian pronunciation he was contempted as a Jew in his childhood
in Vienna. It is not probable, that such a person insults Yiddish as a corrupted German from the
viewpoint that German should be beautiful. His statement cannot be understood as a compromise to
Antisemitism. While a lot of social democrats in the second half of the 19" century compromised with
the antisemitism, Kautsky considered the antisemites uncompromisingly to be the most dangerous
enemy. His statement about Yiddish can be understood only from his own theory of nationalism. In his
opinion a nation is a linguistic community. In his theory Jewish people, which did not have a common
national language cannot be regarded as a nation. Therefore, Kautsky regarded Jews not as a nation
but as a class, that was concentrated on commerce and intellectual occupations. Because the Jews do
not constitute a nation, but a class, what they speak cannot be a language, but a corrupted German as

a non-language.
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