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Bishop Ketteler and Ferdinand Lassalle

by Franklin A. WALKER, Ph.D.
Loyola University, Chicago

When Ferdinand Lassalle, during atriumphant speaking tour in 1864, cited
the support of Bishop Wilhelm Emmanuel von Ketteler of Mainz, both Roman
Catholics and socialists werestartled, and many were shocked. It was difficult to
see in the same camp the promoter ofa democratic, socialist revolution, and
Germany’s most prominent “ ultramontane” clergyman.But there was a similarity
in attitude between the brilliant agitator ffom the Jewish middle class and the
pious divine from the Catholic aristocracy. The question whether the Lassalle-
Kettelercombinationrepresented asincere merging ofviews in face ofa new social
situation, or a selfish and hypocritical manoeuvre on the part of two political
manipulators puzzled contemporaries and has provided an inviting subject for
historical speculation.

Students ofLassallehavedescribed hisreferences to Ketteleras demagogery.!
Georges Brandes, an early biographer, was revolted at the scene of Lassalle
attributing to the bishop a saintly reputation. “It was ... hardly worthy of
Lassalle,” Brandes wrote, “to appeal to the innocent confidence ofthe ignorant
mob,who were thereby induced to regard as a saint the well-paid Bishop,whoin
after years defended the syllabus and championed the Obscurantist party.” The
Jesuit Father Pfiilf in his detailed study ofKetteler’slife,has shown thatnotonly
did socialists ridicule the Lassalle-Ketteler association, but both non-Catholic
and Catholic opponents of Lassalle protested against the bishop ever having
expressed himselfin a way which they flt had intensified class animosity.?

TheEnglishhistorian, W.H.Dawson,wrotethat Lassalle“ undoubtedly had
right on his side in claiming Bishop von Ketteler as a convert,” but an intimate
witness ofthe German socialist movement, Bernhard Becker,described Ketteler’s
“ The Working Class Question and Christianity,” fromwhich Lassallehad quoted,
as “aJesuitical pieceofwork,” which gave apparent support to Lassalle but had
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theobjectiveonly ofincreasing theauthority ofthe clergy.’ The Marxist historian,
Franz Mehring, believed that Bishop Ketteler had borrowed from Lassalle’s
polemicsin order to annoy the bourgeoisie, while at the same time the cleric had
maintained the divine origin of property in order to quash the emancipation
struggle in which the proletariat was then engaged.

Even modern studies have pointed to Ketteler’s hatred ofliberalism as
explaining hisreadinessto praise Lassalle,who forquitedifferentreasons than the
bishop flayed the liberal bourgeoisie. The German scholar Grebe has explained
how Ketteler, seeing liberalism as hostile to the church, delighted in reading
Lassalle’s attacks on the liberal parties.” The American Father Hogan wrote that
Ketteler’s “joyathaving found anotherpartneragainstliberalismblinded him for
atime to the factthat socialismwas theofSpring ofliberalism.” Moreover, Hogan
added, Ketteler had adopted a weak part ofLassalle’s theory — “ the iron law of
wages” — a proposition which the facts ofindustrial and social life had already
disproved by the middle ofthe last century.’ Fritz Vigener, in his scholarly
analysis ofKetteler’ s career,cannot find evidence to show thatthebishop should
even be classified as a “social thinker.” Slow in realizing the condition of'the
industrial proletariat, the Mainz cleric adopted some of Lassalle’s phraseology
rather for political reasons than becauseofsocial interest. Ketteler offered the old
Christian caritas solution to the social problemto divert Catholic workers from
both liberalismand socialism."”

Whatever the paradoxes in the mutual praise ofthe socialist and the divine,
and whatever their inadequacies as economic theoreticians, there is no
questioning the importance of Lassalle as the chiefinspiration and leading
organizer ofa mass socialist movement in Germany," nor ofKetteler as the chief
spokesman of German Catholicism Neitheroriginal norprofound,Bishop Ketteler
yet proclaimed to all Germany the concern of'the Catholic Church with the
industrial proletariat. His borrowing concepts fromLassalle meant the spread of
advanced social notions among German Catholics. The Lassalle-Ketteler

°  Bernhard Becker, Geschichte der Arbeiter-Agitation Ferdinand
Lassalle’s (Braunschweig: 1874),p.219.

¢ FranzMehring, Geschichteder Deutschen Sozialdemokratie(4vols.in
2, Stuttgart: 1919) 111, 155.

7 Paul Grebe, Die Arbeiterfrage bei Lange, Ketteler, Jorg, Schdiffe.
Aufgezeit an ihrer Auseinandersetzung mit Lassalle (Berlin : 1935),pp.49-51.

s William Edward Hogan, The Development of Bishop Wilhelm
Emmanuel von Ketteler's Interpretation of the Social Problem (Washington,
D.C.: 1946),p.90.

° Ibid.,p.118.

©  Fritz Vigener, Ketteler Ein Deutsches Bischofsleben des 19.
Jahrhunderts (Munich and Berlin: 1924), pp.417-418.

" Edward Bernstein,Ferdinand Lassalle as a Social Reformer(London
and New York: 1893), p. 192; Ed. Bernstein, Ferdinand Lassalle and seine
Bedeutung fiir die Arbeiterklasse (Berlin: 1904),p. 194.

48 —



agreement, while far ffomcomplete, marked asignificant turning-point in German
history.”

The Ketteler pamphlet which Lassalle had cited, “The Working Class
Question and Christianity,” was published early in 1864. Here Ketteler had
asserted Lassalle’s position that under the present working of fiee-enterprise
capitalism,theworking class was impoverished.” The pamphlet allowed Lassalle
to proclaim at Ronsdorfon May 22, 1864, that the bishop “has pronounced
himselfin favor ofall my economic propositions and these in regards to the
Progressists!” Lassalle exaggerated the extent ofKetteler’s support, but it was
true that in the controversy between Lassalleand liberal Progressist “ selfhelp”
theorists, such as Hermann Schulze-Delitzsch, the bishop in the main took the
side ofLassalle.

So close were the views ofthe two men, Lassalle in his Ronsdorfaddress
quoted a number of paragraphs from the bishop’s pamphlet, including this
presentation ofthe “iron law”:

The material existence of the working class, the providing of all necessary needs
of life for the worker and for his family rests, with so few exceptions that they
cannot alter this rule, on the wages of the worker, and in our time the wages of the
worker are determined according to the needs of life in the strictest sense, that is
according to what is necessarily indispensable for man in nourishment, clothing and
habitation if his physical existence is not to be annihilated. The truth of this
proposition has through the wellknown controversy between Lassalle and his
opponents been made so evident that only the intention to deceive the people can
dispute it. In this lies, as it is maintained with complete justice, the whole working
class question; on the one hand the need of the worker, on the other hand the
touchstone for the value of all proposals to aid the working class."

Ketteler’s picture of the de-humanising effect of the iron law of wages is
similar to that which can be read in any of the great socialist writers of the
nineteenth century, including Marx as well as Lassalle."” The common source, of
course, is the “ classical economics” ofwriters such as Ricardo. The condition of
the working man is determined by his wages,Kettelerrepeated,buthis wages are
a commodity, the price of which is declared daily by supply and demand. In this
mechanical world ofexchange, even the most essential needs ofa man sometimes
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cannot be covered by the price ofhis labor.”

Ifthere is anovel twist to this argument, it is the portrayal of'the spirit of
liberalism as the cause of man becoming the victim of the modern capitalist
market-place.“ Thisis theslave-market ofour liberal Europe,” Kettelerprotested,
“formed according to the pattern of our humane, enlightened anti-Christian
liberalism and Freemasonry.”® In a sweeping and inexact generalisation, he
attributed the forcing down ofwages to capitalist competition and the principle
offreetrade,which hecharged all liberals professed, fromthe National Liberals to
the Progressists, fromthe great capitalists to the rationalistic professors.” The
bishop’s description of'the proletarianisation offormerly independent workers
and producers, of the concentration of capital in the hands ofa few who used
machinery only to cut costs and increase profits at the expense ofthe workers®
was common-place in socialist writings; one meets it in a much more scholarly
guise in Marx’s 1867 Das Capital.

Ketteleragreed with Lassallethatundercapitalismthe workers weretoo poor
to benefit from co-operative associations which they themselves could form?*
Lassalle was right in his criticism of the liberals, but on the other hand his
opponents were right in some oftheir criticisms ofthe socialist.?> Unrestricted
capitalismshould give way to asociety where workers had a share in profits. A
formofco-operative associations was desirable, the bishop held, but he rejected
the role which Lassalle had given to the state; the government did not have the
righttoviolatethesacredness ofprivateproperty, the rich could notbecompelled
through taxation to support workers’ associations.” The solution Ketteler saw
in adherence to the Christian spirit on the part of the poor and the rich.*
Specifically,wealthy capitalists should aid working men to establish co-operative
factories, which Ketteler called “ productive associations.”

In appealing to the bishop before Catholics in Ronsdorf, Lassalle was not
overly scrupulous in his political methods. Certainly the ecclesiastic had
employed language like that ofthe agitator in his attacks on capitalism, and it is
hardly surprising that Lassalle would use what ammunition he could in his
campaign to win working men away fromthe new and popular Progressists. But
Ketteler was no socialist, nor even a democrat, and in almost all subjects which
most dividemen, Bishop Kettelerand Ferdinand Lassalle were opposed. This did
notprevent Lassalle ffommaking use ofthe Bishop’s name whenever he could —
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atRonsdorf in an appeal on hisconviction fortreason,”orinthatcurious episode
shortly before his fatal 1864 duel when he proposed to allow the bishop to
baptise himin the Catholic faith as a means of making the parents ofthe girl for
whomLassallepined more favorableto his marriage,thelovernothaving troubled
to learn that the young lady was a Protestant.”

There is no mystery about Lassalle’s utilisation ofKetteler's name, for the
bishop had publicly agreed with him. It is well known, moreover, that Lassalle
had entered into negotiations with Bismarck and at theabove-mentioned Ronsdorf
address had with little justification claimed the support ofthe King ofPrussia.
Butwhat can be said about Ketteler’s invocation ofLassalle,orindeed aboutthe
bishop’s entry into the polemics ofthe social question?

It seems tomethat herethebishop’scritics,anxious to dispel the myth ofhis
apologists that Ketteler was a significant “ path-finder” in social matters, have
inclined to treatthe Mainzclericwithundueseverity. To say that Ketteler praised
Lassalle only to further the interests ofthechurch at theexpenseofliberalismand
ofsocialismand thathewasnotinterested in the condition ofthe working man as
such is to miss the point. Ketteler’s beliefin the mission ofthe church was such
thathethought there was an identification between the progress ofthechurch and
the welfare ofthe proletariat. Ofcourse he wished to help destroy both socialism
and liberalism, and hoped his pamphlet would further these desirable goals; for
himeither socialismor liberalism meant at once an attack on the church and the
enslavement ofman. “ The Working Class Question and Christianity” concerned
itself more with the evils ofliberalism than with socialism, but Ketteler saw
liberalismas an immediate enemy, whilesocialismwas ahypothetical dangermuch
more remote than the social ills so apparent to almost all observers. Nor was the
1864 pamphlet Ketteler’s first examination ofsocial problens.

As ayoungpriestand a delegate to the National Assembly in 1848 Ketteler
raised thesocial question.His addresses were givennot at the assembly itselfbut
in sermons and at meetings ofthe Catholic Union. Historians have disagreed as
to the importance ofKetteler’ s remarks. An American apologist, Laux, described
the priest’s speech on the social questionattheCatholic Union on October 4th,
1848, as a “landmark ... in the history ofthe Catholic Church and of Catholic
social reform work,”® when he “opened up before the astonished gaze ofhis
hearers the outlook ofa vast and practically unexplored region — the social
question.” Accordingto Laux,Kettelerwas “ thefirst to draw the attention ofthe
Catholic world to the supreme importance ofthe social question and to the only
means ofsolving it.”®

The more scholarly Vigener, however, points out that Ketteler had no real
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awareness oftheposition oftheindustrial laborer nor any appreciation ofthe role
which the modern state could play in social matters. Ketteler was no innovator,
hehadno acquaintance with the writings ofthe Catholic Saint-Simonians northe
social school of French democracy; he was not acquainted with the English
working class movement norhad heread German social-political literature of1848
and earlier.” Father Hogan agrees that Ketteler still had no concept of the
condition of the industrial proletariat and that he was not unique in raising the
social question.” On the other hand, Bachem, the historian ofthe Center party,
feels that Ketteler’ s speeches were ofgreat importance. When read today his views
seemwell worn,but he offered much that was new to the Catholics 0of1848 in his
handling ofsocial problems “ with penetrating theological principles onthebasis
ofthe Christian moral law.”*

Kettelerin 1848 had yet to study the effect oflarge-scale capitalismon the
condition oftheworking class,buthis addresses were ofsignificance not for their
unusual insight but fromthe sincere enthusiasmwith which the preacher called
attention to the cause of the poor and to the role that the church must play in
alleviating their condition.* As parish priest of Hopsten he had frequently
discussed theproblemofpoverty, pointing out the love of Christ for thepoorand
urging the obligation ofthe rich to assist them™ All of Ketteler’s speeches,
actions and writings,as Bachemtruly notes,show awarm human sympathy for the
working class.*

To consider his social addresses and writings fromthe point ofview oftheir
hardly remarkablecontent oroftheirrelationship to church-state problems would
give one a distorted picture ofthe churchman’s character. Before he realized the
political, social and religious significance ofthe industrial proletariat, his heart
as a Christian pastor went out to the poor. This was not a matter ofwords, for as
chaplain, pastor and bishop he devoted much ofhis energy to the active work of
charity — fromthe establishing ofcharitable institutions to visiting thepoor and
to seeing personally that poor children were adequately fed and clothed.”

His concern for the poor was not a momentary enthusiasmofa young pastor
nor the expediency of a crafty ecclesiastic in 1864 to counter Lasalle’s
propaganda. Ketteler until his death in 1877 consistently returned to the social
question, regretting the great division between rich and poor, which he saw as a
wound insociety tobehealed by theapplication of Christian principles.”* He was
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not so naive as to suppose that the “ Christian solution” would bring about
Utopia. “ We do not maintain,” hewrotein his first message to his diocese, “ that
in religion one has themeans to dry all tears, to heal all bodily wounds, to banish
sickness and suffering. Rather,wedo know that for us the world is a place ofexile,
a valley oftears, a laborious path to a better homeland.” But this was no pious
excuse for failure to act. The new bishop promised to work for the spiritual and
bodily good ofall; everyone, no matter how lowly, was a child ofGod.*

The application of Christian principlesinvolved not merely charity, but the
reorganization ofsociety on acorporative basis.” Influenced both by Aquinas’s
notions of private property and by the medieval guilds, and suspicious ofthe
centralised state, Ketteler never gave up hope that Christian capitalists would
establishtheproductiveassociations which hehad discussed in his famous 1864
pamphlet.“No such associations, however, were formed, the bishop havinglittle
timeto put into practice what was very probably a fanciful scheme.” Indeed with
all his interest in productive associations, Ketteler did not feel it was the church
itselfwhich should establish them butrathercapitalists and working men should
found the associations; the founders would be motivated by the Christian
principles which the cleric had tried to elucidate.*

Despite the prominent role which the social question played in Bishop
Ketteler’s pronouncements, he was much more than a “social” or even a
“political”clergyman. His pastoral letters constantly emphasized the sacramental
lift ofthe church and the importance of religious duties.* He spoke and wrote
frequently on the school question, defending the cause ofthe church in the field
of education,* and he played a leading role during the Kulturkampf* But
Ketteler was a vigorous apologist of the church prior to the Kulturkampf.
Nothing touching religion escaped his attention,as can be seen in the example of
a skilful pamphlet which he penned in 1868 against an anti-Jesuit play. Ably
defending the history ofthe church in Germany,* he concluded by accusing
anti-Catholic liberals ofa “ pseudo-tolerance,” which atits roots was intolerant.
“Modern” tolerance, he wrote, allowed religious convictions only when no one
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had any more religious convictions.”

An effective preacher and pamphleteer, Ketteler was in no sense a creative
theologian and had no remarkable appreciation ofintellectual currents.His early
religious inclinations were influenced by Fénelon and de Maistre,” and by the
German Gorres’ s romantic account ofchurch heroes,” butneitheras atheological
student in Munich nor as a priest and bishop did his theology go much beyond
an insistence ontheroleofthe church and the hierarchical notion ofauthority in
the church.” Ketteler spokefrequently of fireedom”’which hepictured as the most
lofty of concepts, since the power ofthe word came from the deepest, innermost
needs ofthe human soul.® There was nothing new or profound in his argument,
but he was always clear and persuasive in his style. The fieedom in man, he
maintained, represented man’ s share in the divinity; this freedom involved a
choice of means towards happiness, was limited by man’s nature and was
connected with the obligation to follow God’s will*

As a matter of practical policy, freedom meant the fireedomofthe church to
operateunmolested by the modern state. Ketteler saw theenemies offreedomboth
in the bureaucracy of the pre-1848 “wretched police states,” and in the
liberalismwhich would utilise the modern state for purely secular interests.* He
opposed man’s “sovereign spirit” to the “sovereign state,”™ and upheld the
right ofeachreligious group to establishits ownsystemofschools in accordance
with the religious convictions ofthe parents.™

Kettelerhad been adelegateto the National Assembly in 1848 and was to sit
as a Center party deputy in Bismarck’s Reich, but since he was consistently a
cleric rather than a politician, he cannot be classified as adhering to any one
political position.Hewas,as might be expected fromhis aristocratic background
and his church policies, much more conservative than liberal. Like many German
Catholics, he had welcomed the 1848 revolution as an attack on the bureaucracy
which both in the Catholic and in the Protestant Germanies had, Catholics felt,
oppressed the Catholic church. At first Ketteler sat on the extreme left in the
assembly, but when he becameaware ofthedemocraticaims oftheleft, he switched
to theright.® In 1848 as in 1871 Ketteler strove for the political union ofall
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Catholics as a means ofmaintaining the freedom ofthe church. When in 1871 he
defended therightoftheindividual against “ liberal centralisation,” he wrote not
asapolitical theoristbutas a Catholic prelate with very real fears concerning the
church in the modern world.®

In opposition to liberalism and in concern for the working man, Bishop
Kettelerresembled Lassalle,but they were apart in their philosophies ofhistory,
in their views on the nature offreedomand in their concept ofthe state. Scholars
likeSavigny and Raumerhad influenced the young Ketteler at university,” while
Rousseau, Robespierre,” Heine, Borne and the young Hegelians, such as
Feuerbach, gave direction to Lassalle.” The imprint of Hegel’s concept of the
movement ofhistory and therole ofthe state in assuring man’s freedomwas very
marked in Lassalle,who developed his Hegelianismto see an eventual communist
state.” Lassallerejoiced inthevictory ofhumanismover scholasticismand in that
aspectofthe Reformation which offered defiance to the pope; Lassalle supported
the cause of the peasants, and would have liked to have seen a successful
revolution against the princes.” The revolutionary spirit ofmodern nationalism
similarly met with his approval, to the extent that he was willing in the interests
ofltalian unity to support even EmperorNapoleon Illagainst Austria.*Quiteout
of sympathy with the pope, Lassalle attacked Austria as the upholder of
Catholicismin a way which fitted in well with the common trend ofnineteenth
century anti-clerical propaganda.” Ketteler, on the other hand, objected to the
“revolutionary spirit” oftheageand warmly defended the interests ofthe papacy,
including its Italian temporal possessions.®

It wouldbemisleading to consideronly thesimilarities in the antibourgeois,
anti-liberal tirades ofthetwo polemicists.®Itis moreinstructivein understanding
the wide gap between the two men to contrast Lassalle’s passionatedemands in
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the Saint-Simonian tradition for the emancipation of women with the bishop’s
insistence that the place for the ffmale who was not a nun was as a housewife, at
home, raising a large family.” Both men hated fiee enterprise capitalism and the
predominance ofthe liberal politicians, but the bishop took care to point out he
didnotsupporttheestablishment ofsocialismthrougha social democratic party.”

Bishop Ketteler’ s statements on thesocial question,however, stimulated the
German clergy to consider social problems and also gave impetus to the
organisation ofCatholic trade unions.” In 1869 Marx told Engels ofhis worry
that German priests,influenced by Ketteler,re weakening the position ofMarxists
who wereagitating among Catholicworkers.” Ketteler’s influenceindeed became

world-wide, as can be seen in his at least indirect influence on Pope Leo XIII's
1891 Rerum Novarum.™

Through Ketteler the great German Center party developed a social
conscienceand among at least its more progressive members an appreciation ofthe
ideals ifnot an agreement with the aims ofsocial democracy. The Center party
balked at Bismarck’ s anti-socialist laws,but supported social legislation, and in
the Weimar Republic, Catholic statesmen co-operated with Social Democrats to
maintain, however briefly, a democratic Germany. Knowing with the benefit of
hindsight the terrible fate of the Weimar Republic, we might wish that men like
Lassalle and Ketrelerhad been less vehement in theirdenunciation ofthe liberals.

The bishop ofMainz failed to see the positive aspects ofliberalism. Hemust
join that unfortunately large group of'intellectuals who in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries helped to weaken Germany’s appreciation ofliberal ideas and
thus contributed to the movement to a fiendishly inhuman totalitarianism. But
Ketteler would probably have been as horrified and disgusted with the Nazi
movement as any liberal. Moreto his liking would havebeen the present coalition
between the Christian Democrats and Social Democrats. Ithis attacks on liberalism
helped in a small way to preparethepathtothehideousness ofthe Nazi party, his
support ofthe cause ofthe workingman and his praise ofLassalle more certainly
contributed to thecontemporary association ofChristian and socialist democracy.
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